What’s happening
with literacy
in Aotearoa
New Zealand?
Building a comprehensive national picture
BY TAYLOR HUGHSON & NINA HOOD

About The Education Hub
The Education Hub is a not-for-profit with a mission to bridge the gap between
research and practice in education in order to improve opportunities and
outcomes for young people in New Zealand. Our work involves empowering
educators as leaders of change in schools and ECE centres by ensuring they
have easy access to the right information, in the right form, at the right time,
and have the capacity and support to utilise it to improve practice.

About the authors
Taylor Hughson is a former English teacher who has taught at Alfriston College in Manurewa and Hutt Valley High School in Lower Hutt. He has completed an MA in English literature and an MEd at Te Herenga Waka Victoria
University of Wellington (both awarded with Distinction). He is currently
studying towards a PhD at the University of Cambridge in the United Kingdom,
where his doctoral research involves comparing the recent education policy
trajectories of England and Aotearoa New Zealand.
Dr Nina Hood is the founder of The Education Hub and is responsible for the
strategic direction and day-to-day operations of the organisation. Nina is a
trained secondary school teacher, having taught at Epsom Girls Grammar and
Mt Roskill Grammar in Auckland. She undertook an MSc (with distinction) in
learning and technology, and a DPhil in Education at the University of Oxford.
Nina also is currently employed as a senior lecturer at the Faculty of Education and Social Work at the University of Auckland where she specialises in
new technologies in education.

2			

https://www.theeducationhub.org.nz | ©The Education Hub 2022

What’s happening
with literacy
in Aotearoa
New Zealand?
Building a comprehensive national picture
BY TAYLOR HUGHSON & NINA HOOD

©The Education Hub 2022 | https://www.theeducationhub.org.nz

3

What’s happening with literacy in Aotearoa New Zealand?
Building a comprehensive national picture

Contents
List of Acronyms

5

Introduction6
Executive Summary

8

1. What do we know about literacy levels in Aotearoa New Zealand?

10

State of the evidence on literacy levels in Aotearoa New Zealand

10

I. The Early Years: Emergent Literacy Ages 0-5

13

II. Primary School: Years 0-8

14

III. Secondary School: Years 9-13

22

Summing up the picture of literacy in Aotearoa New Zealand

24

2. Why might students in Aotearoa New Zealand be struggling
with literacy? 

26

I. Education system level explanations

26

II. School and teacher level explanations

29

III. Beyond school explanations

32

3. What can we do to improve literacy outcomes for all students in
Aotearoa New Zealand? 

36

I. System-wide proposals

36

II. Improving literacy beyond the classroom

45

III. Outlining an improved research infrastructure

46

Conclusion: Time to take literacy seriously

4						

50

https://www.theeducationhub.org.nz | ©The Education Hub 2022

What’s happening with literacy in Aotearoa New Zealand?
Building a comprehensive national picture

List of Acronyms
ASD

Autism Spectrum Disorder

BSLA

Better Start Literacy Approach

CPM

Curriculum Progress Map

e-AsTTle

Electronic Assessment for Teaching and Learning

ECE

Early Childhood Education

ERO

Education Review Office

GUiNZ

Growing Up in New Zealand study

IEA

International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement

ITE

Initial Teacher Education

LNS

Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat [Ontario government body]

LPF

Learning Progression Framework

NCEA

National Certificate of Educational Achievement

NMSSA

National Monitoring Study of Student Achievement

NZC

New Zealand Curriculum

NZCER

New Zealand Centre for Educational Research

NZDep

New Zealand Deprivation Index

NZQA

New Zealand Qualifications Authority

OECD

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development

PAT

Progress and Achievement Tests

PfS

Programmes for Students

PIAAC

Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies

PIRLS

Programme in International Reading Literacy Study

PISA

Programme in International Student Assessment

PLD

Professional Learning and Development

RR

Reading Recovery

RTI

Response to Intervention

RTLB

Resource Teacher Learning and Behaviour

RTLit

Resource Teacher Literacy

SES

Socio-economic status

SLT

Speech Language Therapist

TEC

Tertiary Education Commission

©The Education Hub 2022 | https://www.theeducationhub.org.nz

5

What’s happening with literacy in Aotearoa New Zealand?
Building a comprehensive national picture

Introduction
There was a boy at one of my schools who I took on when he was halfway through Year 6 [aged
10 or 11], and at this point he couldn’t read or write at all. In fact, when I first assessed him he said
to me ‘this is really embarrassing but I don’t even know the alphabet’. So, we did start right from
scratch. It took a while for him to understand the relationship between sounds and letters and his
phonemic awareness developed very slowly; he did have speech difficulties as well. Once he got it,
he did speed up in his reading acquisition. We got to the point where he could read cvc [consonant,
vowel, consonant e.g. cat] words and then jumped again. Then I didn’t see him for a while because
of the lockdowns. [After the lockdowns] I reassessed him. After the assessment I asked him if he’d
like to read me anything and he went away and got a book, and he was able to read to me the fiction
story he selected very well. He then said ‘I want to read more’ and he read a non fiction story to
me. He then asked if he could have more books. And that was just such a delightful change for me
from a child who had behavioural difficulties and couldn’t read or write at all and was now asking for
books and reading for pleasure.
– RT Lit, Canterbury

It would be easy to dismiss this story as a one off. That a child could enter Year 6 following five years of
schooling and not know the alphabet seems unfathomable. Unfortunately, available data suggest that
poor literacy levels are in fact a widespread issue. Kick starting this whole project to better understand
literacy in Aotearoa New Zealand was the statistic, published in a UNICEF report from 2020, that only
64.6% of Aotearoa New Zealand fifteen-year-olds have basic proficiency in reading and maths.1 Turning
that around, a staggering 35.4% - over a third of fifteen-year-olds – struggle to read and write. Given the
critical (and growing) importance of literacy, not only for education and employment but also for broader
life outcomes, this statistic is deeply worrying.
Research has demonstrated a significant relationship between literacy and the ability to reason
efficiently and critically, particularly in the context of solving novel problems. More literate individuals
also enjoy better health and wellbeing, and live longer. Even when controlling for other potential
factors such as age, gender, socio-economic status, and ethnicity, lower literacy has been consistently
associated with outcomes as diverse as lower incomes, more hospitalisations, lower vaccine uptake,
lower participation in screening programmes (such as those for certain forms of cancer) and increased
recourse to emergency care, as well as being a predictor of criminal activity. Beyond these kinds of
more measurable benefits, literacy is important to civic participation and the flourishing of a vibrant
democratic society.2
That something must be done to address the distressingly low literacy rates in Aotearoa New Zealand is
clear. However, literacy, and more particularly, how to teach reading, writing, and oral language in schools,
remains a contested area in educational research, policy, and practice. This report draws on the best
available evidence to offer a comprehensive national picture of literacy in Aotearoa New Zealand, in order

1

UNICEF. (2020). Worlds of Influence: Understanding What Shapes Child Well-being in Rich Countries. UNICEF. https://www.unicef.org.

nz/stories/new-report-card-shows-that-new-zealand-is-failing-its-children
2

Text adapted from Hughson, T. (2021). Literacy: Why it matters. The Education Hub. https://theeducationhub.org.nz/literacy-why-it-

matters/
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to inform ongoing discussions on how we address the literacy crisis in this country. It serves as a more
detailed companion to our shorter, more accessible report Now I don’t know my ABC: The perilous state of
literacy in Aotearoa New Zealand.
In particular, this report asks three important questions:
1. What do we know about current literacy levels of students in Aotearoa New Zealand?
2. Why are students in Aotearoa New Zealand currently struggling with literacy?
3. What can we do to improve literacy outcomes for all students in Aotearoa New Zealand?
In addressing these questions, this report not only focuses on what we know but also, crucially, on
what we do not know. The ability to make meaningful and sustained progress in addressing literacy in
Aotearoa New Zealand is dependent, at least in part, on having an accurate understanding of the current
situation, so pointing out gaps in our knowledge is crucial before we can move forward.
It is possible to deliver an education system that supports all children to develop high levels of literacy.
Getting there will not be easy, but allowing the status quo of declining literacy and significant degrees
of inequity between various groups in our population is not an option. This report therefore charts a
course forward, acting as a call to action to address Aotearoa New Zealand’s literacy crisis, as well as
potentially feeding into the work the government currently has underway to address literacy achievement
in Aotearoa New Zealand’s education system.

©The Education Hub 2022 | https://www.theeducationhub.org.nz
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Executive Summary
This report draws on the best available evidence to understand more fully exactly where Aotearoa New
Zealand is and how we got here, in order to inform ongoing discussions on how we address the literacy
crisis in this country. As such, it is hoped that it can be a call to action as well as potentially feeding
into the work the government currently has underway to address literacy achievement in Aotearoa New
Zealand’s education system

1. What do we know about current literacy levels of students
in Aotearoa New Zealand?
It is possible to draw the following key conclusions about students’ literacy levels:

•

Both primary and secondary school students have declining levels of achievement in most reliable

•

In recent years, New Zealand’s reading achievement has declined faster than achievement levels in

•
•

measures of reading achievement, especially since 2009
comparable countries
Although there are only a handful of studies into writing achievement, available evidence suggests
that large numbers of New Zealand children have significant issues with writing, and these issues are
getting worse over time
There remain persistently large gaps between students from different socio-economic and
ethnic backgrounds, and between girls and boys, and these gaps continue to be higher than in
comparable countries

2. Why are students in Aotearoa New Zealand currently struggling
with literacy?
There are a wide range of explanations for our current failings in literacy, and it is not possible to pinpoint
any single factor or factors which definitively explain the current situation. However, the available
evidence does suggest possible explanations. This report is primarily focused on in-school explanations,
however, it does acknowledge the impact of wider societal dynamics.

I. Education system level explanations
1. Initial Teacher Education (ITE) and ongoing professional learning may not be adequately equipping
teachers with the skills and knowledge they need to be effective literacy practitioners
2. New Zealand’s curriculum and assessment systems, especially NCEA, may be discouraging teachers
from offering challenging, literacy-rich experiences in their classrooms
3. There is a lack of systematic literacy support for students who need it
4. Māori-medium education lacks a range of contextually appropriate literacy supports
5. Aotearoa New Zealand lacks a national literacy strategy

II. School and teacher level explanations
6. Effective literacy pedagogy is not present in all schools or classrooms
7. Some teachers lack sufficient knowledge of important concepts related to literacy instruction
8. School and ECE centre leaders often struggle to develop and implement clear literacy
improvement strategies
9. Schools and teachers are often not using assessment effectively to support literacy learning
10. There are ongoing issues with the use of effective intervention practice in schools
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III. Beyond school explanations
11. Socio-economic inequality continues to impact upon literacy attainment
12. Systemic racism continues to impact upon literacy attainment
13. There are significant disparities in the home literacy environments of children
14. High levels of absenteeism and transience, particularly among certain groups of students, is likely
limiting the amount of literacy instruction some students receive
15. A decline in children reading for pleasure is likely impacting children’s literacy development
16. An increasingly digital environment may be having some negative impacts on children’s literacy
development, though the picture is complex

3. What can we do to improve literacy outcomes for all students
in Aotearoa New Zealand?
The following recommendations for how to improve literacy outcomes, with a focus is on in-school
factors specific to literacy, rather than broader societal changes or larger school reform strategies.

•

Recommendation 1: Develop and implement a national literacy strategy, with a parallel strategy for the

•

Recommendation 2: Develop and implement robust plans to ensure that ITE is equipping teachers with

•

Recommendation 3: Develop more consistent, reliable, affordable and easy to use assessments,

•

Recommendation 4: Reform the national literacy-support system so that best practice is embedded

•

Recommendation 5: Ensure ongoing reforms to the New Zealand Curriculum and NCEA provide more

•

Recommendation 6: Develop and implement a national, systematic RTI (Response to Intervention)

•
•

Recommendation 7: Develop nation-wide data-sharing infrastructure

•

Recommendation 9: Develop a clear outline of effective literacy practice(s) and ensure this

•

Recommendation 10: Develop high quality literacy PLD programmes and ensure these are well-funded

•

Recommendation 11: Develop a much more robust and more frequent programme of literacy

Māori medium sector
the knowledge and skills required to be effective literacy practitioners
especially at school entry, and ensure these are widely available to schools
more effectively and interventions are routinely monitored
clarity around what knowledge and skills students should have the opportunity to learn
strategy & plan

Recommendation 8: Provide more contextually-specific literacy-based supports within Māori-medium
schooling
information is regularly updated and widely available to schools and teachers
and widely available
data collection

Overall, this report concludes that while there are a wide range of challenges facing the improvement of
literacy in Aotearoa New Zealand, change is possible. A clear national literacy strategy that incorporates
the above recommendations will help to put Aotearoa New Zealand on a path to being a country where
all children can achieve their fulfil potential, and play an active part in their communities and in society as
a whole.

©The Education Hub 2022 | https://www.theeducationhub.org.nz
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do we know about literacy levels in
1  What
Aotearoa New Zealand?
The overall picture of literacy levels in Aotearoa New Zealand is concerning. The reading and writing
achievement of young people is on a downward trend across many measures of literacy achievement,
and significant and ongoing gaps exist between different groups within society.
This first section of the report will outline what currently is known about literacy levels in Aotearoa
New Zealand. The ability to present a complete understanding of literacy achievement is hampered in
many instances by a lack of reliable, regularly-collected data. This is a serious problem; without a clear
picture of children’s literacy levels, it is challenging to develop appropriate interventions to improve them.
However, there are three major studies that provide robust data of literacy achievement: PIRLS and PISA,
large international studies, which focus on the achievement of 10 and 15 year olds respectively; and
NMSSA, a national study focused on a representative sample of children at both Year 4 and Year 8.

State of the evidence on literacy levels in Aotearoa New Zealand
Developing a comprehensive picture of literacy achievement in Aotearoa New Zealand is challenging, due
to both the small number of regular, nationally-representative studies available, and issues of reliability
and validity within the available datasets.

Lack of coverage in literacy data

•

There is a lack of robust, nation-wide data on writing achievement beyond that provided by NMSSA
for Year 4 and Year 8 students. This means that currently there is no clear nation-wide understanding
about emergent writing in the early years of primary school or writing ability at any stage of secondary
school. There has been some attempt to provide insights into writing achievement in Years 1-10
through e-asTTle (a government provided in-school assessment tool); however, as individual teachers
and schools mark e-asTTle writing assessments and there is no national moderation process, these

•

data lack reliability.
There is a lack of clear data on literacy outcomes within Māori-medium education. Even studies
directly undertaken by the New Zealand government, like NMSSA, do not have a Māori-medium
component. This means that when interpreting the data below, it should be assumed that it excludes
children participating in Māori medium education. The one exception to this is PIRLS, where the

•

assessment is offered in both English and te reo Māori.3
There is a lack of robust, regularly-gathered, and nation-wide studies of literacy development prior
to the NMSSA data gathered at Year 4. There are small amounts of data available via the longitudinal
Growing Up in New Zealand (GUiNZ) study, and a handful of other studies. However, there is no
systematic and regularly-collected data in this area.

3

e-asTTle also offers assessments in te reo Māori. However, the available reports on e-asTTle only draw on English-medium

data. See Ministry of Education. (2018). Achievement and progress in mathematics, reading and writing in primary schooling: Analysis
of e-asTTle assessment data, 2011 to 2016. Ministry of Education. https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/schooling/
achievement-and-progress-in-mathematics,-reading-and-writing-in-primary-schooling
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•

There is a lack of data on literacy levels at key educational transition points. For example, while the
transition from primary school to secondary school has been identified as a period when student
progress in literacy may slow, there are only limited data on this period garnered through attempts to
summarise e-asTTle and PAT (another assessment tool used in classrooms) results.4

4

On the importance of this transition point in Aotearoa, see Wilson, A., McNaughton, S., & Lai, M. K. (2011). Reading achievement

over the transition to secondary school: Profiling a problem. In M. Hodis & S. Kaiser (Eds.), Proceedings of the Symposium on
Assessment and Learner Outcomes, (pp. 241-258). Jessie Hetherington Centre for Educational Research.

©The Education Hub 2022 | https://www.theeducationhub.org.nz
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•
•

There often are a lack of data about how literacy development differs across key socio-economic,
ethnic, and gender groups. While larger studies offer detailed statistics in this regard, smaller and oneoff studies typically do not provide such data (often because the sample sizes are too small).
Much of the available data are collected relatively infrequently. PISA data comes every three years,
while the PIRLS and NMSSA data are generated only once every five years, meaning that it is only
possible to gain a reliable understanding of primary school literacy levels approximately twice
every decade.

Issues with accuracy and/or usefulness of available literacy data
Many of the datasets frequently relied upon to provide an understanding of literacy achievement are
hindered by issues of reliability and/or validity.

•

NCEA data does not offer a reliable measure of literacy. NCEA (the National Certificate of Educational
Achievement) offers data on literacy achievement via statistics on how many students achieve
NCEA Level One literacy and numeracy (10 NCEA L1 numeracy and 10 NCEA L1 literacy credits).
However, these data do not offer a useful indicator of literacy ability for two main reasons. Firstly,
the aggregation of literacy and numeracy here means it is difficult to use these data to make claims
about literacy performance alone. Secondly, and perhaps most importantly, the flexibility of NCEA
means that it currently offers no ‘standard’ way of measuring literacy, and as a result a wide range of
standards, including some that involve no reading or writing, award L1 literacy credits. This, however,

•

is set to change under the NCEA revisions currently underway.
Available data from PATs and e-asTTle are of limited usefulness due to coverage issues and the way
data are presented in available reports. There have been attempts to use two major assessment
tools employed by schools between Years 1 and 10, PAT and e-AsTTle, to generate pictures of literacy
achievement. However, these data sets have some significant weaknesses. Firstly, as neither of these
assessments are compulsory, looking at data from them has the potential to generate a skewed
picture of literacy levels (although attempts to weight the data appropriately have been made).
Secondly, the available summary of PAT data is focused on rates of progress rather than student
achievement.5 This has some use, however, the lack of an achievement picture is problematic if
wanting to gain a comprehensive understanding of student literacy levels. Thirdly, the form e-asTTle
data are presented in is imprecise. The available report on e-asTTle data categorises students by
whether they are achieving at the appropriate ‘curriculum level’.6 Curriculum levels, especially in
primary school, cover vast spans of development - ‘Level 3’, for instance, covers Years 5-7 inclusive.
Therefore, knowing a child is at ‘curriculum level 3’ is not particularly useful, and the amount of
development this measurement encompasses makes it challenging to assess change in literacy
levels across time. The lack of standardisation when it comes to the marking of the e-asTTle writing

•

assessment, as discussed above, is also an issue.
Data from National Standards do not give a reliable picture of literacy levels. Although National
Standards have now been disestablished, there are some data available from National Standards
literacy assessments. However, these data are highly unreliable because each school could
choose to assess National Standards in a way of their choosing and with their own marking and
moderation practices.7

5

Berg, M., & Lawes, E. (2016). Using PAT: Reading Comprehension data to understand student progress in reading. New Zealand

Council for Educational Research.
6

Ministry of Education (2018)

7

Ward, J. & Thomas, G. (2016). National Standards School Sample Monitoring & Evaluation Project, 2010-2014: Report to the Ministry of

Education. Ministry of Education.
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•

Much of the data available are not norm referenced. Even when a data set is reliable, often it is not set
against expected levels of progress. For example, the GUiNZ study provides useful information about
emergent literacy levels in young children, but it is difficult to know whether to be concerned about
the findings of the study, because there are not any norms, or indeed other historical or cross-country
data, to compare them with.8

I. The Early Years: Emergent Literacy Ages 0-5
While it is challenging to build a robust picture of the literacy levels of children in Aotearoa New Zealand
prior to Year 4, there are several studies that provide some insight into the emerging literacy abilities
of children up to the age they begin formal schooling (normally at age 5). At this age, the focus is on
understanding children’s growing familiarity with key aspects of spoken and written language.
Data collected by the longitudinal Growing Up in New Zealand (GUiNZ) study in 2014-2015 show that
when children were 4.5 years of age9:

•

There was a wide variation in letter-naming ability. On average, children could name 8.4 letters (i.e.

•

Those in the bottom 20% of scores for letter naming were approximately 1.5 times more likely to be

32% of letters), but 31% of children were unable to name any letters.
boys, 3.5 times more likely to identify as Māori or Pasifika, and 3.5 times more likely to be from NZ
deprivation index (NZDep) levels 9 and 10 (indicating the highest levels of deprivation) than from

•
•

NZDep 1 and 2.
53% of children could write their name in a recognisable way.
Those who could write their name were more than 2 times as likely to be girls, were almost 2 times as
likely to be Pākehā or Asian, and were 3 times more likely to be from NZDep 1 & 2 vs. NZDep 9 & 10.

The high degree of variance captured in the GuiNZ data is also supported by other smaller studies. A
2015 study of just under 100 4-year-olds also found a “wide range in performance on all [literacy-related]
measures”.10 They found that while children’s ability to comprehend and retell stories improved between
the ages of 4 and 5, their mastery of discrete/’constrained’ skills such as letter knowledge and phoneme
awareness (skills that typically require more direct teaching) did not.11

8

To highlight this concern, or indeed any of the others here, is not to suggest that children should be participating in frequent high

stakes literacy assessments from a very young age, and be regularly pitted against their peers while doing so. As this report goes on
to discuss, research evidence is fairly clear that frequent high-stakes literacy assessment of children tends to be counterproductive.
What we are highlighting here is simply the absence of, or issues with, data at various points in the system which make it hard for us to
understand children’s literacy development in Aotearoa New Zealand. Solutions to this problem that do not rely on high-stakes testing
are discussed in Part 3 of the report.
9

Thomas, S. Meissel, K., & McNaughton, S. (2019). He Whakaaro Education Insights Paper: What developmental resources do our pre-

schoolers have approaching the transition to school? Ministry of Education. https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/series/
he-whakaaro/he-whakaaro-what-developmental-resources-do-our-pre-schoolers-have-approaching-the-transition-to-school
10

Westerveld, M. F., Gillon, G. T., van Bysterveldt, A. K., & Boyd, L. (2015). The emergent literacy skills of four-year-old children

receiving free kindergarten early childhood education in New Zealand, International Journal of Early Years Education, 23(4), p.344
11

See also this similar though slightly older study which had similar findings: Arrow, A. W. (2010). Emergent literacy skills in New

Zealand kindergarten children: Implications for teaching and learning in ECE settings. He Kupu, 2(3), 57-69.
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II. Primary School: Years 0-8
Data suggest that while there are gains in certain areas of literacy in the first years at primary school, the
wide disparities in literacy skills present in the early years data largely continue across the primary years.
The available data also suggest that a growing proportion of students fall behind expected profiles of
performance as they move through their schooling, and that student performance as a whole is getting
worse over time, with student literacy levels currently lower, on most measures, than they were earlier in
the 2000s and early 2010s.

i. Emergent Literacy Years 0-2
Data reveal that the wide gaps in children’s abilities continue in early primary, although some children
who enter school with very low emergent literacy profiles do tend to ‘catch up’ in some areas (but not in
others) once they begin school.
The most robust data available for this age group come from two 2018 reports by the NZCER, which
collected data about the emergent literacy of approximately 2000 students aged 5-7.12 These reports
suggest that at school entry, students continue to have a wide range of literacy skills, just as they did
prior to school entry:

•

Students can on average identify 17 letters out of a possible 54 letters they were tested on (i.e. 31%),

•

On average, students know 10 out of a possible 24 ‘concepts about print’, such as what way up a book

•
•

but there is wide variation, with a standard deviation of 18.2 letters.13
needs to be held, with a standard deviation of 4.1.
Students can write an average of 2 words in 10 minutes, but again there is wide variation:
approximately 23% of children can write no words, and around 4% of children can write 13 or more
words. The overall standard deviation is 3.9.
Students at this age mostly cannot read whole words: the median score on the Burt vocabulary
reading test (which tests whether students can read aloud words of increasing difficulty) is 0, with a
mean of 1.4 and a standard deviation of 3.9 (which is so high because a small number of students
begin schooling able to read a large number of words).14

As students progress through their first year of schooling, most students’ literacy skills improve. Many
students who entered with low levels of constrained skills such as letter identification tend to catch up
with their peers. However, bigger gaps continue to persist with unconstrained skills, like the ability to
write down words they know. For instance, by the time of their sixth birthday:

•

Students can now identify an average of 52 out of 54 letters, though a standard deviation of 9.5
persists, as many students still cannot identify all the letters at this point, with some students still
only able to identify a handful of letters.

12

Berg, M. & Lawes, E. (2018a). Norms for New Zealand students in two age groups for the Observation Survey: A Report for NZCER.

New Zealand Council for Educational Research. https://www.nzcer.org.nz/system/files/Norms%20for%20NZ%20students%20
in%20two%20age%20groups%20for%20the%20Observation%20Survey.pdf ; Berg, M. & Lawes, E. (2018b). Renorming Five Tasks of
the Observation Survey for New Zealand. New Zealand Council for Educational Research. https://www.nzcer.org.nz/system/files/
Renorming%20five%20tasks%20of%20Observation%20Survey.pdf. These reports were used to update the norms used as part of a
literacy assessment.
13

There are 54 letters mentioned here because the assessment used was the Marie Clay letter identification test, which asks

students about both upper and lower case letters (i.e. 52 letters) and asks them about lower case ‘a’ and ‘g’ twice (therefore reaching 54
letters). ‘Average’ here refers to median unless otherwise mentioned.
14

This test assesses students’ ability to successfully read written words out loud. It is not a test of reading comprehension.
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•

Students can on average now identify 16 out of a possible 24 concepts of print, with a standard

•

Students can write an average of 27 words in 10 minutes, but there is wide variation, with a standard

•

deviation of 3.6.
deviation of 18.2. The bottom 11% of students can only write 0-6 words, while the highest 23% of
students can write 44-96 words.
Students now score an average of 17 on the Burt vocabulary reading test, but the variation in ability
jumps up, with a standard deviation of 12.2. The bottom 11% of students can read only 0-4 words,
while the top 23% of students can read 27+ words successfully.

The NZCER data suggest that these patterns continue throughout the second year of school. The range
of performance on constrained skills, while slowly continuing to narrow, never reaches a point of total
equality – on letter knowledge, for instance, for children aged between 6.5 and 7, only those in the top
4 stanines (that is, 40% of children) can correctly identify all 54 letters they are tested on. However, the
gaps in student ability when it comes to unconstrained skills mostly tend to increase. For instance, the
standard deviation on the word writing task grows to 20.7 for children aged between 6.5 and 7, with the
bottom 11% of children (i.e. those in stanine 1 and 2) only able to write between 0 and 17 words in 10
minutes, while the top 11% of children (those in stanine 8 and 9) can write between 73 and 127 words.
The range of student performance in this emergent literacy period can also be seen in another study
which examined the progress (as opposed to just achievement) in literacy development of almost 100
children in their first eight weeks of school. This study found that, depending on the measures employed,
students’ development could be grouped into three categories: either ‘typical’ (77.6% or 65.7% depending
on the measurement), ‘developing’ (10.8%; 14.6%), or ‘limited progress’ (11.6%; 19.7%).15

ii. Writing Achievement from Year 4 onwards
The principal source of data available on writing ability for primary school students comes from the 2019
NMSSA study.16 Overall, these data suggest that many students struggle with writing, with their ability
relative to expected achievement getting worse as they move through their schooling. For reference, 7
NMSSA ‘scale points’ are equivalent to about 1 year’s progress in writing. NMSSA found that:

•

Only 63% of Y4 students are ‘at or above’ the expected level of writing achievement outlined by

•

Y4 girls outperformed Y4 boys by 11 scale score points, and Y8 girls outperformed Y8 boys by 12

•
•

NMSSA, and only 35% of Y8 students are ‘at or above’ level.
scale points. This means there is an approximately 1.5 year gap between boys and girls in writing at
both year levels.
Ākonga Māori score 5 scale points lower in Y4 than other students, and 10 scale points lower in Y8.
This indicates a 1-1.5 year gap in writing between Māori and non-Māori students which grows as
students progress through their education.
Pasifika students score 3 scale points lower than other students on Y8 writing, indicating a gap
of approximately 0.5 years. However, there is no statistically significant gap in writing between Y4
Pasifika and non-Pasifika students.

15

Cameron, T. A., Taumoepeau, M., Clarke, K., McDowall, P., & Schaughency, E. (2020). Describing patterns of early literacy skill

development in the first year of school and reading instruction in a New Zealand sample. School Psychology, 35(4), 243-254.
16

Educational Assessment Research Unit & New Zealand Council for Educational Research. (2020). National Monitoring Study of

Student Achievement: English 2019 Key Findings. Ministry of Education. https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/series/
nmssa/english/nmssa-2019-english-key-findings
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•
•

There is a gap of 8 scale points between high and low decile schools in Y4 writing, and a 12-point gap
in Y8 writing, indicating approximately 1-1.5 years progress difference between high and low decile
schools which grows as students progress through their education.
Average scores for Y4 students writing dropped by a statistically significant 2 scale points between
2012 and 2019. This represents about a third of a year’s progress, a substantial amount when
students have only attended school for fewer than 4 years at the time of testing. This drop includes a
few larger drops in Y4 writing for some sub-population groups: boys (3 scale points), Pākehā (4 scale

•

points) and high decile students (4 scale points).
There are no statistically significant drops in performance in Y8 writing either at a population level or
among any sub-groups between 2012 and 2019.

Chart 1: NMSSA Writing Proficiency of Year 4 and Year 8 students 2019

Year 4

63%

at or above
curriculum level

Curriculum
level

37%

below curriculum level

Year 8

35%

at or above curriculum level

65%

below curriculum level

The findings of NMSSA are generally backed up by the available data from e-asTTle, which also
suggests student writing performance is well below where it needs to be.17 The most recent e-AsTTle
data summary was produced by the Ministry of Education in 2018, and covers writing data for 20122016. This data summary suggests that while there has not been a statistically significant decline in
student performance in writing over this period, from Year 4 onwards median student performance
is below expectations. A precise figure for how much lower the student median performance is than
expected levels is lacking, but the report states that the picture is “broadly consistent with results from
the National Monitoring Study of Student Achievement (NMSSA)”.18 E-asTTle covers achievement up to
Year 10, indicating that issues with writing persist up to this point. There are no datasets available for
students’ achievement in writing beyond Y10.

iii. Reading Achievement from Year 4 onwards
Taken together, NMSSA, PIRLS, e-asTTle and PAT data all reveal that large numbers of children struggle
with reading, and that on average they get worse relative to expected profiles of performance as they
progress through their schooling journey. Although some students continue to remain strong readers,
PIRLS suggests that the number of students who show very high levels of reading ability has been

17

Ministry of Education (2018)

18

Ibid. p.4
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decreasing over time. PIRLS data also shows that in the last 10 years in particular the reading ability of
Aotearoa New Zealand children is declining more steeply compared to children in comparable nations.19

Chart 2: NMSSA Reading Proficiency of Year 4 and Year 8 students 2019

Year 4
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Curriculum
level

at or above
curriculum level

37%

below curriculum level

Year 8

56%

at or above
curriculum level

44%

below curriculum level

NMSSA reveals that only 63% of Y4 students and 56% of Y8 students are ‘at or above’ the expected level
of reading proficiency in 2019 (the most recent year of data collection), meaning that 37% and 44% of
students in these respective year groups are below expected levels of performance.20 Unlike the NMSSA
data on writing, there is no statistically significant decline in overall reading performance since 2014
(when the previous round of data collection was undertaken), though there is a small but statistically
significant decline of 3 scale points in girls’ reading over the 2014-2019 period, which equates to
about a third of a years’ progress. In NMSSA’s reading assessment, 9 scale points are equivalent to
approximately one year’s progress.
The most recent summary of e-asTTle data, which covers scores from 2011-2016, also shows growing
numbers of students falling behind expected levels of performance as they progress through their
schooling journey. This summary reports that while “median reading achievement for students at Years
4 to 7 aligns with curriculum expectations set by the New Zealand Curriculum... for Years 8 to 10, median
achievement is lower than the level expected by the New Zealand Curriculum”.21
Beyond understanding this overall trend, the same inter-group trends present in primary school writing
can be seen in reading, with large ethnic, socio-economic and gender-based gaps persisting. The NMSSA
results show that:

•

Girls outperform boys by 7 scale points in Y4 and 5 scale points at Y8, meaning there is on average a

•

Ākonga Māori scored an average of 9 scale points lower than non-Māori students at Y4 and 10

half year gap between girls’ and boys’ in reading.
scale points lower at Y8. This means Māori are on average approximately 1 year behind non-Māori
in reading.

19

This is the first point at which this report introduces some comparative data. It is important to be clear about why this is

worthwhile. The purpose of comparison is not to assess whether we are simply ‘better’ or ‘smarter’ than other nations. It is not about
competition for competition’s sake. Rather, data from other nations can offer a useful barometer in understanding whether we ought to
be concerned about the literacy levels in Aotearoa New Zealand. In short, they help us to see whether we are offering the opportunity to
become literate to all young people in Aotearoa New Zealand, or whether our system is currently stymying too many students’ potential
20

Educational Assessment Research Unit & New Zealand Council for Educational Research (2020).

21

Ministry of Education (2018) p.22
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•

Pasifika students were 12 scale points lower than non-Pasifika at Y4 and 13 scale points lower at Y8.

•

The gap between high and low decile students was 17 scale points at Y4 and 16 scale points at Y8, so

This means Pasifika are on average approximately 1.5 years behind non-Pasifika students in reading.
overall there is a nearly 2 year gap between high and low decile students.

Unlike for writing, the Matthew effect is not present in the NMSSA reading data; that is, the gap between
lower and higher achieving groups does not tend to grow over time. This finding is supported by a
2016 analysis of PAT data, which was focused on measuring student progress in reading over time and
concluded that despite some minor variations, gaps between different groups of students remained
fairly constant.22
The PIRLS data, which focuses on Year 5 students, is generally in line with the NMSSA data, with high
levels of student underachievement in reading as well as significant gaps among students in different
ethnic, socio-economic and gender-based groups.23

Chart 3: Reading achievement profile of Aotearoa New Zealand 10 year olds PIRLS 2001-2015
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Berg & Lawes (2016)
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Ministry of Education. (2017). PIRLS 2016: New Zealand’s Achievement. Ministry of Education. https://www.educationcounts.govt.

nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/183697/PIRLS-2016-NZs-Achievement_REV.pdf
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In the most recent round of PIRLS assessment, conducted in 2016, Aotearoa New Zealand’s mean
reading score was 523. This is often contrasted with the PIRLS ‘centerpoint’ statistic of 500, to argue
that Aotearoa New Zealand has comparably high rates of achievement in reading among primary school
aged children.
However, using the ‘centerpoint’ statistic as a reference point from which to judge Aotearoa New
Zealand’s performance is problematic. This is because the ‘centrepoint’ does not refer to the average
performance of other countries in PIRLS 2016, but rather to the average performance of countries that
participated in PIRLS in its foundational year: 2001. Why is this an issue? Firstly, there is the time gap
- reporting performance in 2016 relative to performance in 2001 does not take into account how other
nations may have improved (or declined) in their performance over time. Secondly, unlike PISA, which has
had a more consistent group of core countries participating, the countries who participate in PIRLS have
shifted significantly over the last 4 testing cycles. For instance, only 4 of the 11 English speaking nations
participating in PIRLS 2016 participated in PIRLS 2001. Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, PIRLS
has always invited a wide range of countries to participate. This differs to PISA which has, especially in
the early rounds of testing, focused predominantly on OECD members and other ‘rich’ nations. Given the
strong correlation between a country’s wealth and its literacy scores, comparing Aotearoa New Zealand
to the average performance of a range of both wealthy and not so wealthy countries in the 2001 PIRLS
centerpoint figure is less useful than comparing it only to other wealthy countries.
When comparing New Zealand’s 2016 score of 523 to a range of similar countries instead of the relatively
arbitrary and unhelpful centerpoint figure, a very different image of the nation’s literacy achievement
emerges. The following statistics are particularly helpful:

•
•

When compared with other OECD nations or regions that participated in PIRLS 2016, Aotearoa New
Zealand ranks 27/30. France, Chile and French-speaking Belgium are the only OECD nations/regions
that scored lower than Aotearoa New Zealand.
When compared with other English-speaking nations that participated in PIRLS 2016, Aotearoa New
Zealand ranks 8/10. This places it below Singapore, Australia, Ireland, Northern Ireland, Canada, USA
and England, and above Malta, Trinidad & Tobago & South Africa.

Comparing Aotearoa New Zealand’s performance to other nations across time is also useful. Given
changing participation in PIRLS over time, this is not an easy exercise. However, the Ministry of
Education has produced a list of 18 ‘comparable nations’, showing that since 2001, Aotearoa New
Zealand has slipped from being placed 10th among these countries to being placed 15th, above only
France, Norway and Iran.24
The PIRLS data reveals the same gender, ethnic and socio-economic gaps present in the NMSSA data:

•

There is a 21-point gap between girls’ and boys’ achievement in 2016 - this is the 12th largest gender

•

There are large ethnic gaps, with Pākehā students gaining an average of 545 points, ākonga Māori an

gap out of all countries who participated in PIRLS 2016.
average of 479 points and Pasifika students an average of 485 points. The only statistically significant
change in ethnicity-related statistics in recent years has been for Pākehā students, who fell 13 points

•

24

from 2011 to 2016.
There is a gap of 67 points between students categorised as being in ‘more affluent’ schools (who
scored an average of 551 points) and ‘less affluent’ schools (who scored an average of 484 points).

Ibid.

©The Education Hub 2022 | https://www.theeducationhub.org.nz

19

What’s happening with literacy in Aotearoa New Zealand?
Building a comprehensive national picture

What’s happening with literacy in Aotearoa New Zealand?
Building a comprehensive national picture

Socio-economic status
Mean score according to schools’ student
body SES PIRLS (2016)

600

520
480

540
520

High
Decile

80
75

OECD
440
‘09

‘12

‘15

More
disadvantaged

‘18

More
advantaged

550

560

538

535

525

485

500

460
‘05

‘10

‘15

‘03

‘06

‘09

‘12

‘15

Māori
Pasifika

560

555

535
510
485

20						

‘10

Girls

107.5

Boys

Girls
Boys

Boys

Reading

Year 4

Writing

Reading

‘15

Writing

Reading

Year 8

92.5

510

465

122.5

85

77.5

2000

‘03

‘06

‘09

‘12

‘15

https://www.theeducationhub.org.nz | ©The Education Hub 2022

‘18

115

107.5

70

420

460
‘05

Girls

115

Reading and writing achievement NMSSA (2019)
Reading achievement PISA (2000-18)

2001

Reading

100
Writing

‘18

Mean score

OECD

Girls

70
2000

Mean score

New Zealand

85

Boys

Reading achievement PIRLS (2001-15)

Mean score

Asian

Low
Decile

122.5

77.5

Ethnicity
NZ European

Writing

High
Decile

Year 8

92.5

510

513

2001

Reading

Year 4
Mean score

Mean score

Reading achievement PISA (2000-18)

OECD
New Zealand

100
Writing

Low
Decile

High
Decile

Reading and writing achievement NMSSA (2019)

Reading achievement PIRLS (2001-15)

Mean score

Boys

115

107.5

Mean score

‘06

High
Decile

70

480
2003

Low
Decile

High
Decile

Mean score

New Zealand

Girls

KEY

122.5

500

Gender

KEY

85

Mean score

Mean score

Mean score

KEY

High decile

Year 8

90

560

560

Low decile

Year 4

Mean score

Reading achievement by SES PISA (2003-18)

Reading and writing achievement NMSSA (2019)

100
Writing

Reading

©The Education Hub 2022 | https://www.theeducationhub.org.nz

21

What’s happening with literacy in Aotearoa New Zealand?
Building a comprehensive national picture

The average gap internationally between these groups of students was 43 points, and only 4 countries
in the 2016 testing round had gaps over 70 points. Between 2011 and 2016 the gap in Aotearoa New
Zealand between more and less affluent students did narrow slightly, but this was due not to low SES
students improving their reading ability, but rather was because of a small but statistically significant
decrease of 9 score points in the mean score for more affluent children.
Performance has mostly remained stable since the first round of PIRLS testing in 2001; however,
between 2011 and 2016 there was a statistically significant drop of 8 points, from 531 to 523.

III. Secondary School: Years 9-13
The only robust, large-scale data available for secondary school students’ literacy comes from the PISA
reading assessment.25 PISA reveals that the trends identified in primary school literacy are also present,
and in some cases worse, in secondary school literacy achievement. Data show that while Aotearoa New
Zealand has reasonable reading levels compared to other countries, students’ average reading ability is
declining over time, and at a faster rate than comparable nations:

Chart 4: Reading achievement profile of Aotearoa New Zealand 15 year olds PISA 2000-2018
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•

Since 2000 the average reading score of Aotearoa New Zealand students has significantly declined,
by 23 points, from 529 in 2000 to 506 in 2018. Each year of the test has seen a decrease, though these
have not always been statistically significant. The most marked drop in reading scores came between

•

25

2009 and 2012.
This 23-point decline is much more pronounced than the shift in the average OECD score, which
decreased from 494 in 2000 to 487 in 2018.

Medina, E. & McGregor, A. (2019). PISA 2018 Reading in New Zealand: Reading achievement & experiences of 15-year-olds. Ministry

of Education. https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/series/2543/pisa-2018/pisa-2018-reading-in-new-zealand
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•
•

The proportion of students with significant literacy issues in Aotearoa New Zealand has grown. In
2000, 14% of students in Aotearoa New Zealand had literacy below Level 2, which indicates a ‘basic’
level of literacy. The proportion of students below Level 2 had grown to 19% by 2018.
The proportion of advanced readers (categorised in PISA as ‘Level 5 literacy’ and above) has declined
from 19% in 2000 to 13% in 2018.

Although Aotearoa New Zealand’s average score in PISA 2018 of 506 remains significantly higher
than the OECD average score of 487, its performance relative to other nations has also been declining
over time:

•
•

Aotearoa New Zealand has fallen from being placed 3rd out of 32 countries in PISA 2000, to
being ranked 6th out of the same 32 countries in PISA 2018, and 7th out of all 36 OECD countries
participating in PISA in 2018.26
When compared with other English-speaking nations, Aotearoa New Zealand’s 2018 mean reading
score was above Malta, and below Singapore, Canada and Ireland. The US, UK and Australia had
similar mean reading scores.

As with the data on primary school reading, there are significant gaps between students of different
ethnic, gender and socio-economic groups at secondary school level:

•
•

In 2018, the mean reading performance score for girls (520 points) was significantly higher than that
of boys (491). This gap has been narrowing since 2009, but only because girls have been declining at a
faster rate than boys.
Socio-economically advantaged students outperformed disadvantaged students in reading by 96
score points in Aotearoa New Zealand, compared with 88 points on average across OECD countries.
This gap has been narrowing over time, but only because socio-economically advantaged students

•
•
•
•

have been declining at a faster rate than disadvantaged students (21 points vs 13 points since 2009).
The average score for ākonga Māori in reading was 463, which was significantly lower than the
Aotearoa New Zealand average (506) and the OECD average (487). There has been a significant
decline for ākonga Māori scores since 2000 (482 - 463).
The average score for Pacific students in reading was 442, which was significantly lower than the
Aotearoa New Zealand average (506). This also represents a significant decline from 459 in 2000.
Asian students achieved an average reading score of 517 in 2018 compared to the Aotearoa New
Zealand average of 506. This has remained relatively constant over the last 20 years (starting at 510 in
2000 and peaking at 525 in both 2006 and 2012).
Pākehā students achieved an average reading score of 524 in 2018 compared to the Aotearoa New
Zealand average of 506. This has declined significantly from 550 in 2000.

A 2014 study undertaken by the Tertiary Education Commission (TEC) identified similar findings
to PISA data. This study took a large sample of Y11 and Y12 students, and measured their literacy
against expected profiles of performance, with a key focus on finding out how many students with
NCEA qualifications achieved ‘level 4’ literacy, which the TEC defined as being sufficient for student
success in tertiary study. Their key finding was that “approximately 50% of the year 11 students with
NCEA Level 1 and 40% of year 12 students with NCEA Level 2 are under the literacy requirement defined

26

The New Zealand Ministry of Education argues that because of the closeness of many of the scores in PISA, although Aotearoa

New Zealand is technically ranked 7th it is arguably more useful to talk about Aotearoa New Zealand being ranked ‘between 6th and
12th’, as this accounts for margins of error. See Medina, E. & McGregor, A (2019).
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in this research”.27 It is important to note that these claims are specifically about students who hold
qualifications, not all students. Given that in 2014, only 71% of students achieved NCEA Level 1 and 75%
of students achieved NCEA Level 228, it can be assumed that the total number of students (i.e. both those
with and those without NCEA qualifications) who fall below the TEC’s measure for adequate levels of
literacy performance is even higher than the figures quoted above.
Finally, the OECD’s PIAAC (Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies), which
focuses on the competencies of adults, also includes some useful information about the literacy levels
of young people.29 The PIAAC data was last collected over 2014-2015, and published in 2016. PIAAC
showed that overall, Aotearoa New Zealand adults aged 16-65 had high levels of literacy compared to
other countries, with Aotearoa New Zealand ranking 6th out of 34 countries surveyed. However, this
strong overall performance obscures potentially worrying trends related to the state of young people’s
literacy. This is because the distribution of literacy skills in Aotearoa New Zealand was different to that
in other countries. Across nations that participated in PIAAC, literacy skills tended to peak among 25-34
year-olds while the performance of 55-65 year-olds tends to be the lowest of all age groups. In contrast,
Aotearoa New Zealand’s highest performing age band was 35-44 year olds, with the 55-65 year old
population also performing more highly compared to other countries - these older (55-65 year old) New
Zealanders scored 269 points in the PIAAC study compared with an average of 250 points for their age
cohort across OECD countries. In contrast, 16-24 year old New Zealanders perform much closer to the
average for their age group, with a mean of 278 points compared to the OECD mean of 275 points.
This indicates that it is older New Zealanders who are in effect ‘holding up’ 16-24 year old New
Zealanders in PIAAC, allowing the nation as a whole to maintain a score which is well above that of
other countries. This finding is in line with the fact that in 1970, an IEA (International Association for
the Evaluation of Educational Achievement) study found that young New Zealanders (measured at both
14 and 18 years) had, at that time, the highest levels of literacy in the world.30 It is therefore likely that
these highly literate young people have moved through Aotearoa New Zealand society so that they are
now comparatively highly literate older people (the participants in the 1970 study would have been
approximately 59 and 63 at the time of the PIAAC data collection).

Summing up the picture of literacy in Aotearoa New Zealand
Overall, despite some significant gaps in the literacy data, it is possible to develop a reasonably clear idea
of children’s reading abilities in New Zealand, and a slightly less clear picture of their writing abilities.
Children are entering schooling with large gaps in their emergent literacy skills, and these gaps are
largely maintained throughout their schooling. Although some students have high levels of literacy, the
proportion of these students seems to have declined in recent years; and, as students progress through
their schooling, a greater proportion tend to fall further behind the expected performance profiles.
Meanwhile, the large gaps in literacy that exist between children of different gender, socio-economic,
and ethnic groups persist overtime. Some data, such as the NMSSA writing data, indicate these gaps

27

Thomas, G., Johnston, M., & Ward, J. (2014). Aligning adult measures of literacy and numeracy. Tertiary Education Commission.

p.3 https://www.tec.govt.nz/assets/Reports/3198200d93/Alignment-research-paper-Summary.pdf
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29
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between groups get worse over time, while PISA data indicate such gaps may be narrowing slightly,
but only because the performance of ‘higher achieving’ groups (girls, Pākehā students, students from
affluent areas) is declining more rapidly than other groups of students. Although some studies, like PISA
and PIAAC, indicate that Aotearoa New Zealand still has comparatively high levels of literacy compared
to other nations, it appears that the country has been on a downward trajectory in recent years, with
scores in international assessment programmes dropping both in real terms and when compared with
other countries.
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might students in Aotearoa
2  Why
New Zealand be struggling with literacy?
Understanding why Aotearoa New Zealand has such troubling literacy achievement among young
people is challenging. There is insufficient evidence to make definitive claims about why students may
be struggling with literacy. However, analysis of both Aotearoa New Zealand data and the international
research-base, enables the identification of the factors that most likely are influencing literacy
achievement.
At a systems level, major challenges include the lack of a national literacy strategy and the lack of an
effective literacy support infrastructure, as well as ongoing issues with providing high quality resources
and other support to Māori-medium classrooms and schools. At a school/classroom level, potential
contributing factors include issues with: ensuring high quality literacy pedagogy is present in every
classroom; the consistent and accurate use of effective assessment; and a lack of high quality literacyfocused in-school leadership. Beyond the education system, it also is important to acknowledge societallevel factors including ongoing challenges with socio-economic inequality and systemic racism, and a
significant decline in reading for pleasure amongst young people.

I. Education system level explanations
1. Initial Teacher Education (ITE) may not be adequately equipping teachers with the skills
and knowledge they need to be effective literacy practitioners
A limited suite of evidence suggests that ITE in Aotearoa New Zealand may not be fully supporting
teachers to become highly effective literacy practitioners. A handful of small studies focused on
surveying teachers’ knowledge of key components of effective literacy instruction indicate that teachers
undertaking or having recently completed ITE lack adequate knowledge in important areas, including
phonics and morphology.31 Teacher submissions as part of a select committee review also stated that
ITE did not adequately prepare them to support students with additional learning needs, including those
students with literacy-specific issues like dyslexia.32 Thirdly, a particular risk has been identified of Māorimedium ITE at times struggling to adequately support kaiako Māori to develop sufficient te reo Māori
competency prior to entering Māori-medium environments.33 These sources of data are arguably not
enough to clearly prove that ITE is a causal factor in the literacy issues discussed above. Nevertheless,
they suggest that there is more that ITE could be doing to fully prepare teachers to meet the needs of
their students.

31
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2. The structure of the New Zealand Curriculum (NZC) and NCEA may be discouraging
some teachers from offering challenging, literacy-rich experiences in their classrooms
Research suggests that the NZC and NCEA can potentially disincentivise effective literacy practice
because their open-ended, outcomes-focused structure can lead to the selection of tasks and texts that
are not sufficiently challenging for students.34 For instance, in NCEA English, where teachers can in effect
select any text for analysis, there exists an incentive to choose the short, easy-to-read texts because
these are easier for students to comprehend and write about, and therefore give them the best chance of
passing an assessment.35 To date, studies into this area have been small-scale, often focusing on just a
small number of teachers or students, and only dealing with a few curriculum areas, meaning the data is
far from conclusive.
Beyond the incentives of NCEA, the largely content-free nature of the NZC also appears to be leading
to significant differences in the access to knowledge children gain via schooling. Building a sufficient
knowledge base is crucial to becoming highly literate, as once a child can decode words, much of their
ability to comprehend what is in front of them is dependent on their vocabulary levels and broader
background knowledge.36 There are a lack of large-scale studies in Aotearoa New Zealand exploring
the content that students engage with during their schooling, and there are particular gaps in our
understanding of primary schooling in this regard. However, research has found evidence of some
students experiencing a narrow curriculum at school in a way which limits their opportunity to build a
broad knowledge base about both Aotearoa New Zealand and the world.37

3. There is a lack of systematic literacy support for students who need it
A range of research reveals that Aotearoa New Zealand lacks a systematic, nation-wide approach to
supporting students who need additional help with literacy. A parliamentary select committee report
found that students with specific learning needs, including literacy-specific needs, are not well served by
the education system.38 The report revealed that it was difficult to get children’s needs diagnosed, that
support for students with identified needs was typically poorly funded or non-existent, that many schools
were not supported to use effective practices, and that transitions between schools were often difficult.
Such findings are supported by a Ministry of Education report which highlighted challenges students
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with high needs faced in accessing speech language therapists (SLTs)39, and smaller studies which have
revealed ongoing difficulties in students accessing dyslexia support.40
Where systematic forms of support exist, they are under-resourced and poorly structured. The RTLit
(Resource Teachers - Literacy) service, which is the main form of literacy-specific support provided by
the government, is poorly funded and lacks sufficient oversight. The service had its funding stay more
or less static from 2001 until 2014 (the last time a review of the service was conducted), with 109 fulltime equivalent staff employed consistently over this period, even though the number of students being
referred to the RTLit service doubled in that time.41 According to a major report into RTLits, the service
also lacks a clear sense of direction or purpose, experiences limited oversight from the Ministry, and sees
highly variable practice amongst the RTLits themselves, with no mechanisms for sharing best practice
across either the country or specific clusters of RTLits.42
Beyond specific nationally provided support like SLTs and RTLits, Aotearoa New Zealand lacks a clear
Response to Intervention (RTI) system for literacy needs. Typically, RTI systems operate in three tiers:
Tier 1 involves well-designed, research-informed in-class learning; Tier 2 involves specific, targeted
interventions to bring students back up to acceptable literacy levels; and Tier 3 involves intensive
interventions for the small group of students who do not respond to Tier 2 interventions. Some schools
do offer a tiered approach to literacy interventions, but there is no national infrastructure to ensure that
all schools are able to do this. The reports cited above typically reveal that in many cases, schools feel
they do not have the staffing or the expertise to operate any form of tiered interventions to a high degree
of effectiveness.

4. Māori-medium education lacks a range of contextually appropriate literacy supports
Research into literacy provision within the Māori-medium sector is generally small-scale, and much of
the available work is now quite dated, something that is an issue in itself. However, research shows
that there are consistent issues regarding a lack of funding and resourcing around literacy in Māorimdium education, a lack of specifically-tailored assessment tools and teaching resources, and a lack
of appropriate professional development.43 Additional concerns have been raised around the transition
Māori-medium students often make into mainstream schools, and the lack of support for these students
and their unique literacy needs as they move from primarily working in one language to working in
another in their new mainstream environments.44 Some research has also highlighted concerns of kaiako
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who feel unsure how to balance the acquisition of both literacy in te reo Māori and in te reo Pāhekā within
Māori medium settings.45

5. Aotearoa New Zealand lacks a national literacy strategy
The government does not currently have a clear, coordinated plan for how all the parts of the education
system need to work together to see children’s literacy levels improve. This results in, for example,
funding and other forms of literacy support not being systematically allocated to the parts of the system
(such as particular schools or students) that need them most, and until 2021 there not being a PLD
programme designed to upskill teachers in effective literacy teaching strategies (note that the currently
running PLD programme addresses only literacy instruction in the first years of primary school).46
Although international studies of nation-wide literacy efforts are limited, the available research does
suggest that having a clear plan and then developing clear system-wide initiatives to help make that
plan a reality is crucial to improving literacy outcomes.47 Therefore, although no specific research has
been conducted into the lack of a literacy strategy in New Zealand, the lack of such a strategy can
nevertheless plausibly be thought of as a potential reason behind declining literacy scores.

II. School and teacher level explanations
6. Effective literacy pedagogy is not present in all schools or classrooms
There is a substantial body of evidence that suggests that in many cases, teachers in Aotearoa New
Zealand are not regularly teaching literacy in an effective manner. While much of this evidence lacks clear
ways of measuring ‘effectiveness’ and at times relies on small sample sizes, taken together, it suggests
that daily teacher practice may be a significant factor in understanding why so many students struggle
with literacy.
The largest investigations into teacher literacy practice come from the Education Review Office (ERO),
which has produced a series of reports into the teaching of literacy in ECE centres and primary schools.
A 2009 report, focused on the teaching of reading and writing in Years 1 and 2, found that while around
70% of teachers used a range of effective literacy teaching strategies, 30% of teachers “had minimal
understanding of effective reading and writing teaching” and “had no sense of how critical it was for
children to develop confidence and independence in early reading and writing”.48
More recent ERO reports proffer similarly concerning findings. A 2011 report focused on practices in
ECE did not provide statistics, but found that generally speaking, literacy practice was poor in ECE
programmes, and that “literacy activities in early childhood are based on common practice rather than
a deeper understanding of children’s learning progressions in literacy… early childhood educators are
generally not aware of how effectively, or to what extent, their programmes and practices support later
45
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learning or achievement”.49 Similarly, a 2017 report into oral literacy development for 0-8 year olds found
that there were “very few services where teachers had a clear and shared understanding of expectations
for children’s oral language learning and development”.50 This study ranked only 35% of schools as
supporting oral literacy well, 36% as doing so “with some focus” and saw 29% of schools with “little or
no focus” on this. The figures for ECE centres for these categories were 19%, 50% and 31% respectively.51
These ERO reports do not outline clearly how they gathered their data, or provide the criteria used to
measure ECE centres, schools, or teachers. However, the picture they paint certainly suggests that
there wide-spread issues with teachers’ literacy practice - something particularly concerning given the
extensive international evidence demonstrating that what a teacher does in the classroom is one of the
key determinants of outcomes for students.52
A more limited set of data also suggest that there are similar issues with literacy practice in secondary
schools. Studies have shown that teachers across a range of secondary school subjects tend to ask
closed rather than open questions during literacy-based activities, rarely provide students with texts to
read that are sufficiently challenging, and do not provide explicit literacy instruction on key aspects of
written texts such as structure, purpose, audience and so on.53 However, these studies typically have
small sample sizes and do not attempt a comprehensive survey of literacy practices across their sites of
inquiry. PISA 2018, also focused on secondary school students, found a small but statistically significant
decline in student knowledge of effective reading strategies, which potentially reflects such strategies
being taught less frequently.54 PISA 2018 also found that Aotearoa New Zealand students received
slightly less direct instruction in English compared to other countries, direct instruction being something
that is associated with better outcomes in PISA.55

7. Some teachers lack sufficient knowledge of important concepts related to
literacy instruction
It is possible that issues related to teacher practice discussed above are at least in part due to issues
with teachers’ knowledge. One study, purely focused on testing phonological awareness, found that
Aotearoa New Zealand primary school teachers had a 74% accuracy rate when it came to segmenting
words into sounds, while teacher aides scored 63%, ECE teachers 56% and RTLits 89%.56 Other studies
have shown similar findings.57 While gaps in teacher knowledge are clearly one potential explanation for
literacy issues in the student population, it is important to note that better teacher knowledge does not
necessarily correlate with teachers utilising this knowledge to inform their teaching practices, as one
small-scale Aotearoa New Zealand study has shown.58
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8. School and ECE centre leaders often struggle to develop and implement clear literacy
improvement strategies
A limited suite of evidence suggests that school and ECE-centre leaders often struggle to develop
and implement clear strategies for improving literacy. One ECE-focused ERO report noted that only
approximately 50% of ECE centres included reference to literacy in their compulsory vision statement,
but even among that 50%, the link to literacy was sometimes “tenuous”.59 More broadly, the same report
noted that “some” ECE centres existed where “managers provided little or no literacy leadership support...
educators were not encouraged to increase their knowledge of current theories and research about
literacy in early childhood education, or to apply their learning”.60 A 2009 report into literacy practices in
Years 1 and 2 offers similar statistics, for instance noting that only approximately 25% of school leaders
“set expectations that strongly promoted high levels of reading and writing achievement for children in
their first two years” and that approximately 66% of school leaders “used limited or poor processes to
monitor the progress and achievement of these young children.”61 These findings are also supported
by two smaller research studies which found that school leaders in primary schools often struggled to
interpret assessment data correctly or to prioritise improving the literacy teaching capability of their
staff.62
The available research that touches on leadership is mostly over 10 years old and does not provide
insight into the practices of leaders in secondary schools. Therefore, it needs to be treated with caution.
However, given that there have not been any major initiatives to raise the capabilities of school or ECE
centre leaders as ‘literacy leaders’ in the last decade or so, it is likely that many of the issues identified
above still remain.

9. Schools and teachers are often not using assessment effectively to support
literacy learning
Related to issues of teacher practice and school/centre leadership, there is evidence that literacy
assessment is not always being used in an effective way to identify children who have particular literacy
needs or to design effective interventions to support them. Data from a voluntary survey (so results
must be treated cautiously) found that almost all schools were using some form of literacy assessment
at school entry. However, it was not clear from the survey that what data were collected or how they
were being used — only 68% of teachers, for example, reported using assessment data to “evaluate their
teaching practice”.63
Another, slightly older study, focusing on the use of assessment in primary schools more broadly,
revealed that out of 29 schools studied, none were able to use data effectively to assess the impact of a
literacy intervention — schools either did not collect data accurately, only collected data at one point (e.g.
by conducting a post-test but not a pre-test), or collected data that were of poor quality.64 These studies
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indicate that issues with assessment literacy are connected to broader issues of teacher knowledge
and practice.

10. There are ongoing issues with the use of effective intervention practice in schools
Aotearoa New Zealand clearly lacks a systemic approach to literacy interventions. Beyond this general
issue, more specific issues can be identified with the types of interventions typically used in Aotearoa
New Zealand schools. Much of the debate in this space focuses on the efficacy of the most popular
intervention programme, Reading Recovery (RR), where there exists a large amount of sometimes
conflicting data. Some Aotearoa-based research has indicated that RR does not have much of an impact,
with initial gains dropping off over time.65 Other local research is more positive about RR’s potential,
but finds that it is often not given to the children who need it most, or for long enough periods of time.66
Regardless of the potential impact of RR and how long that impact might last, there is certainly an issue
with RR only being used as an intervention after a child has completed a year of schooling. The median
age that a child receives their first literacy intervention in Aotearoa New Zealand is 6.3 years67, whereas
extensive international evidence suggests that administering interventions as early as possible in a
child’s school learning journey has the greatest impact.68
Criticism of RR is also connected to the concerns of some researchers regarding the lack of systematic
phonics instruction, as RR does not include systematic phonics instruction.69 While it is possible that a
lack of systematic phonics instruction may be contributing to issues with literacy in Aotearoa, there is a
lack of clear nation-wide data that shows the extent to which systematic phonics instruction is or is not
occurring in schools, the impact this may be having, or how the amount of phonics instruction present in
classrooms may have changed over the last few decades.

III. Beyond school explanations
11. Socio-economic inequality continues to impact upon literacy attainment
Although this report is principally focused on what can be done within the boundaries of the education
system to improve children’s literacy, it is important to recognise that socio-economic factors are one
of the most important determinants of a child’s literacy levels. NMSSA, PISA and PIRLS, among others,
show significant negative correlations between SES and literacy outcomes. This is consistent with
international evidence on the link between literacy/broader school achievement and socio-economic
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status.70 Although it is difficult to isolate the extent to which low SES directly affects literacy (as opposed
to achievement more broadly) and exactly how it does so (for instance through a lack of access to books,
hunger affecting learning, school attendance issues due to lack of transport options and so on), it is
nevertheless clear that it is a major factor.

12. Systemic racism continues to impact upon literacy attainment
Alongside socio-economic factors, the impact of colonisation and ongoing systemic racism have long
been identified as having an impact both within individual school settings, and within society at large.71
While there are no studies directly linking these factors to literacy outcomes, a wide range of literature
has shown that Māori and Pasifika students continue to suffer discrimination both within the schooling
system and in the world beyond the school gates in ways which can negatively affect their academic
achievement.72 Prominent themes in this literature include teachers having lower expectations for
Māori and Pasifika students (even when controlling for other factors like socio-economic status and
prior attainment), and teachers and schools not valuing non-Pākehā cultures or modes of expression.
These specific issues relate in part as well to broader structural issues, such as the teaching workforce
continuing to be predominantly Pākehā while the student body is increasingly diverse.73

13. There are significant disparities in the home literacy environments of children
International evidence strongly suggests that a child’s home literacy environment, including factors such
as the number of books in a child’s home and whether their parents engage in literacy-based activities
with them, correlate strongly with children’s literacy levels. The home literacy environment is especially
important in the early years, before children start formal schooling.74
Aotearoa New Zealand data, while limited, suggest that there are significant disparities in the home
literacy environments of young children. The Growing Up in New Zealand (GUiNZ) study indicates that
while 85% of mothers do read books, sing songs or play music with their child several times a week or
more, there are significant ethnic and socio-economic disparities in children’s experiences.75 For instance,
mothers of New Zealand European children were almost four times as likely to read books to their child
once or several times a day (72%) as mothers of Asian, Māori or Pasifika Island children, while mothers
whose children faced the greatest levels of socioeconomic deprivation were less likely to read to their
child once or several times a day, compared with mothers whose children faced the least socioeconomic
deprivation.76 Another study, which focused on a small sample of four year old children in Aotearoa New
Zealand also found wide disparities, and clear correlations between a child’s home literacy environment
(including the number of books in their home and the frequency with which they were read to) and their
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emergent literacy abilities.77 Complex factors lie behind these statistics, including, parental working hours
and lack of access to culturally-relevant reading materials.78 However, as discussed in the final section
below, unless all parents are supported to provide a rich literacy home environment for their children,
then this will be continue to be a significant factor in later literacy disparities.

14. High levels of absenteeism and transience, particularly among certain groups of
students, is likely limiting the amount of literacy instruction some students receive
Aotearoa New Zealand has significant and ongoing issues with school attendance nation-wide. In
2019, only approximately 57% of students were classified as ‘regular’ attendees, meaning they attended
school more than 90% of the time (a threshold which means they could still miss a day of school every
two weeks).79 When looking at this data by ethnicity, the picture becomes even more concerning. In the
same year, Māori students were regular attendees only approximately 47% of the time, while Pasifika
students attended regularly only approximately 50% of the time. These ethnic gaps are likely tied to
issues described above, including ongoing socio-economic inequality and systemic racism. However, the
overall picture is highly concerning, with many students missing large portions of learning across any
given school year. Although there is a lack of robust local evidence tying attendance to achievement/
literacy attainment, international evidence suggests that attendance rates strongly correlate with student
achievement, even after controlling for other factors.80

15. A decline in children reading for pleasure is likely impacting children’s
literacy development
Both NMSSA and PIRLS have established clear correlations between reading for pleasure and literacy
outcomes, with NMSSA focussing on how regularly students read, and PIRLS on how much students
enjoy reading.81 The most recent PISA data identified a decline in both ‘enjoyment of reading’ scores
and the number of hours spent reading between 2009 and 2018. Students agreeing with the statement
‘I only read if I have to’ rose from 38% to 52% between 2009 and 2018, while students agreeing that
‘for me, reading is a waste of time’ rose from 18% to 28% over the same period. The number of hours
children reported spending reading dropped significantly, with 43% of children saying they never read
for enjoyment in 2018, compared to 30% of children saying the same in 2000. Students who indicated
they both read and enjoyed reading less gained significantly lower scores in PISA, even when accounting
for both gender and socio-economic factors.82 This is consistent with international evidence which
suggests that reading for pleasure is a significant predictor of academic achievement.83 These Aotearoa
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New Zealand data therefore indicate that declining levels of reading for pleasure is potentially a very
significant factor in recent declines in reading levels in this country.

16. An increasingly digital environment may be having some negative impacts on children’s
literacy development, though the picture is complex
The data on the impact of an increasingly digital environment, both at school and in students’ personal
lives, are complex. Studies do not suggest that device use is uniformly bad for literacy but do indicate
that particular kinds of device use can negatively impact learning.84 Compared to other OECD countries,
device use by Aotearoa New Zealand students is high, so it is important to look at what is known about
how devices are being used here, and what impact this might be having.85
The only large-scale data on device use and literacy in Aotearoa New Zealand comes from PISA. They
suggest that even when controlling for socio-economic status and gender, students do best in the PISA
reading assessment when they use devices in their English classes for 60 minutes or more each week.86
However, this finding contrasts with the broader international picture, which shows that in most countries
it is students who never use devices in English classrooms (or classrooms where they study their
national language) who have the best literacy outcomes.87 It also matters what devices are used and how
they are used. The PISA 2018 data for Aotearoa New Zealand show that the use of tablets and interactive
whiteboards is correlated with lower literacy scores, even when socio-economic factors are controlled
for. Device use by students alone, as opposed to by teachers alone, or by teachers and students working
together, is also associated with much lower literacy outcomes.88 Finally, reading books digitally as
opposed to on paper is also associated with poorer literacy outcomes in Aotearoa New Zealand, a finding
that is consistent with the international literature.89
Findings on device use outside the classroom are more equivocal. Although social media use is rapidly
increasing, the Aotearoa New Zealand PISA data suggests that it is not having much of an impact on
literacy levels, with the exception of students who report participating in online discussion forums - these
students have significantly lower literacy outcomes even when socio-economic status and gender are
taken into account.90 The available international literature on social media suggests that there is no clear
negative correlation between social media use and academic performance, however, data are somewhat
scarce at this stage and a full picture is arguably yet to emerge.91
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hat can we do to improve literacy
3  W
outcomes for all students in Aotearoa
New Zealand?

There is no ‘silver bullet solution’ to raising literacy levels in Aotearoa New Zealand. Literacy is influenced
by a complex range of intertwining factors and any one of these is difficult to shift at scale, and in a longterm and sustainable way.
This section outlines areas that could support improved literacy levels, starting with a clear national
literacy strategy and implementation plan, which includes: reform of ITE; the provision of high quality and
evidence-informed of literacy-focused PLD across all levels of schooling; the development of a clear RTI
(response to intervention) plan; and the provision of high-quality easy-to-use literacy assessment tools,
especially for school entry. Beyond the school gates, supporting parents & whānau to create rich home
literacy environments, and ensuring that children are reading regularly for pleasure, are also important.
These focus areas are all discussed in relation to the reforms that are currently underway across the
education system, and we offer a brief assessment of whether current reforms are likely to lead to the
changes that we believe we need to see.
In addition to these proposals, the final subsection outlines a research agenda. Given the large gaps
in what is known about literacy at present, and the often haphazard way data are gathered, long
term improvements in literacy outcomes in Aotearoa New Zealand will depend on gaining a better
understanding of what is happening in the literacy ecosystem.

I. System-wide proposals
1. Develop and implement a national literacy strategy, with a parallel strategy for the
Māori medium sector
Any sustainable and wide-scale change in the literacy ecosystem requires a national strategy, which
outlines both what the country seeks to achieve and how it will achieve it.
Research from Canada and England has indicated that having a clearly defined strategy, while still
allowing sufficient flexibility for schools and teachers to tailor initiatives to their local context, is crucial
for embedding change within an education system.92 Such a strategy ideally needs to be overseen by
a dedicated team of individuals, who have access to sufficient funding for a successful roll out and
ongoing implementation, as well as adequate time to enable the new initiatives to be fully embedded. A
separate strategy for kura kaupapa Māori and Māori immersion classrooms, created in close partnership
with iwi, hapū and whānau Māori, should be developed alongside this national literacy strategy.

92

Campbell, Fullan & Glaze (2006); Gallagher, Malloy & Ryerson (2016); Levin (2010); Stannard & Huxford (2007)..

36						

https://www.theeducationhub.org.nz | ©The Education Hub 2022

What’s happening with literacy in Aotearoa New Zealand?
Building a comprehensive national picture

What reforms are currently underway?
The government has signalled its intention to develop national strategies for both literacy and te
reo matatini.93 This is a positive development and will hopefully lead to a much more coordinated
approach to literacy. However, development is still in the early stages, and it is not yet clear how
such a plan would be implemented, including the precence of a dedicated team to oversee the
strategy’s implementation or sufficient funding available to ensure that it is enacted in the ways
in which it is intended.

2. Develop and implement a robust plan to ensure that ITE is equipping teachers with
the knowledge and skills required to be effective literacy practitioners
Not enough is known about how ITE is currently equipping its students to be effective teachers of
literacy. However, there is evidence suggesting teachers are emerging with suboptimal levels of
knowledge in at least some areas. Developing a more robust picture of what teaching in ITE currently
looks like will be a necessary first step to support reforms in this area. It is critical that reforms focus
on ensuring that ITE supports teachers to be as fully prepared as possible to develop student literacy in
their teaching across all year levels and all curriculum areas. This involves careful consideration of both
curricula and pedagogical decisions of the ITE provider and also of the experiences pre-service teachers
have in the practicum components of their courses.

What reforms are currently underway?
The Teaching Council has recently redeveloped requirements for ITE as part of a plan to create
a more ‘future-focused’ ITE system. Part of these requirements involve student teachers
meeting a minimum literacy level of entry.94 However, there are no clear plans to ensure
that ITE programmes themselves equip pre-service teachers to become highly effective
literacy practitioners. The Ministry of Education’s recent ‘Shifting the Dial on Literacy’ report
acknowledges the need to ‘build workforce capacity’ via ITE, but does not outline any practical
plans to do this.95 More work therefore is needed both by policy makers and ITE programme
leaders to develop concrete plans to ensure ITE is giving teachers the knowledge and skills they
need to support students with literacy development.
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3. Develop more consistent, reliable, affordable, and easy to use assessments,
especially at school entry, and ensure these are widely available to schools
Schools and teachers are often still struggling to develop accurate pictures of children’s literacy needs.
To deal with this, a combination of formal and more informal assessment tools is required. The need for
a nationally-consistent, comprehensive, and easy-to-use literacy assessment tool has been advocated
for by a wide range of researchers as part of a solution to this problem.96 At school entry, this would allow
for children with specific literacy needs to be identified early and appropriate interventions to be carried
out quickly, rather than the status quo where large numbers of children do not receive interventions, or
receive them only after a year of schooling.97 Beyond school entry, such a tool should allow teachers and
schools to develop clear pictures of students’ progress, and make adjustments to their practice and/
or carry out further interventions as necessary. It also is important that teachers understand how they
can use informal assessment practices in their day-to-day work so that they can assess where students
are at, how they are progressing, and any areas in which they may be struggling. The impact of any
assessment tools and practices is contingent not only on the tools themselves, but on ensuring that
teachers are adequately supported to utilise these effectively in their practice.
Beyond general literacy assessment, there is also a need for easy access to affordable/free diagnosis
for students who potentially have specific literacy-related learning needs such as dyslexia. At present,
parents and schools report having to often jump through expensive hoops to get children’s needs
recognised, meaning lower income families and lower decile schools often cannot access diagnosis and
appropriate support.98 Research indicates that ensuring children are diagnosed and then provided with
support from an early age should help to ensure any difficulties with accessing learning are minimised,
and ultimately that children end up more empowered and aware of their own particular learning needs.99

What reforms are currently underway?
The government has announced its intention to develop a new ‘school entry assessment kete’
to provide a comprehensive picture of student literacy profiles at school entry.100 The Learning
Support Action Plan, released in 2019, also committed to developing a tool/tools of this kind,
which ought to also help screen children for additional learning needs such as dyslexia.101
These are positive developments. However, it will be necessary to see what emerges from these
commitments before assessing whether they fully resolve the ‘assessment gap’ we currently
have. It will be important that once these tools are produced, we see appropriate levels of
funding and PLD attached to them so that they can be properly embedded in schools. It is also
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important that the sector gains assessment tools that can be used with children at a range of
stages in their development, not just at school entry.

4. Reform the national literacy-support system so that best practice is embedded
more effectively and interventions are routinely monitored
At present, support on a national level for children with specific literacy needs is limited and disjointed.
The RTLit system, the main national programme to support these children, struggles to meet their needs
and requires reform. One option would be to further centralise the coordination of RTLits, so that best
practice can be embedded more easily across the RTLit network and their impact monitored. Any such
reform would still need to maintain a degree of local autonomy for RTLit teams to deal with students’
contextually specific learning needs.
Another option (and one that is not mutually exclusive) could involve more in-school support. Ontario,
as part of their successful reform efforts, moved from external literacy support ‘coming in’ to schools,
to programmes like the Ontario Focused Intervention Partnership, which provided training and PLD to
schools to develop in-house expertise.102 A reform of this kind in Aotearoa New Zealand could be tied into
the development of an RTI system, which is discussed below. No matter the approach taken, appropriate
levels of funding are needed, including expanding provision to both early learning centres and secondary
schools, where RTLits currently do not operate.

What reforms are currently underway?
The Ministry of Education has acknowledged that the current RTLit programme is ineffective and
poorly funded.103 At the time of writing, there is a proposal from the Ministry to revamp the RTLit
service by increasing its funding and clarifying its purpose and structure. This proposal also
envisions teachers and leaders being able to gain literacy-focused ‘credentials’ of some form so
that more in-school literacy support can be offered.104 This proposal has merit, but is in its early
stages and is not yet official government policy. More work is therefore urgently needed by the
government to develop a comprehensive vision for the nation’s literacy support system, and a
concrete implementation plan to turn this vision into a reality.

5. Ensure ongoing reforms to the New Zealand Curriculum and NCEA provide
more clarity around what knowledge and skills students should have the opportunity
to learn
Although evidence is limited, it appears that the New Zealand Curriculum (NZC) and NCEA may
hinder literacy development in some contexts. NCEA currently allows some students to have reading
experiences which do not challenge or extend them. The curriculum lacks sufficient clarity about how
to approach literacy development and fails to ensure that all children have the opportunity to build a
wide-ranging knowledge base about both Aotearoa New Zealand and the world. It is important that NCEA
102
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moves towards being more explicit about the literacy levels children need to be reaching and the kinds
of learning experiences that children need to engage in to reach these - for example by placing more
value on challenging reading experiences and developing critical literacy skills. The curriculum would
similarly benefit from greater clarity, particularly with respect to the breadth of knowledge covered across
all learning areas. This does not mean that NCEA and the NZC need to become overly prescriptive; it
is important to maintain a sufficient degree of teacher and school autonomy to enable teaching and
learning to be contextualised.

What reforms are currently underway?
Both the NZC and NCEA are currently in the middle of a review process. As part of the NCEA
review, a literacy corequisite is being developed at NCEA Level 1, where there will be a specific
literacy assessment students must pass to gain the qualification.105 Depending on the final form
of this assessment, this is possibly a positive step that will emphasise the importance of literacy
in upper secondary schooling. However, reviews underway across various NCEA subjects do not
appear to be emphasising the need for high literacy requirements across the qualification. It is
therefore quite possible that the status quo outlined in Section Two above, which sees some
students exposed to less challenging and enriching texts as part of their NCEA experience,
will persist.
The NZC review has committed to making the curriculum more explicit about what students
need to learn and when, while still retaining the flexibility to meet students’ unique needs.106
There is also work underway on Learning Progression Frameworks (LPFs - which appear to
largely be developed already)107 and Curriculum Progress Maps (CPMs)108 which are designed to
help teachers and school leaders better understand what progress in the curriculum, including
in literacy, looks like. These changes are potentially helpful. However, there is a risk that these
multiple projects, which are being developed concurrently and with slightly different foci, do not
speak clearly to each other and thus may generate more confusion. It is important that both
the LPFs and CPMs align with the final version of the ‘refreshed’ NZC. Finally, it is not clear to
what extent resources to support the implementation of the LPFs and CPMs will be rolled out to
schools, or whether they will exist as just another optional resource for teachers to access, as
appears to be the case for the LPFs at present.109
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6. Develop and implement a national, systematic RTI strategy and plan
At present, there is no national approach to identifying students who have potential literacy issues and
providing them with appropriate support.110 While developing assessment tools (see above) will help with
this, there is also a need for a national RTI (Response to Intervention) framework so that we can ensure
that all students get access to the help they need, rather than the current status quo where students
can get vastly different levels of support at different schools. An RTI plan entails three stages of literacy
support. These are: (1) high quality classroom provision; (2) timely, targeted interventions for students
who present with literacy difficulties; and (3) more intensive, personalised interventions for students
who do not respond well to initial interventions. At each stage, assessment tools are used to determine
student needs and the progress they are (or are not) making.
Adopting a national RTI framework does not mean that all schools have to offer the same assessments
or same interventions at the same time; it is important that schools retain the flexibility to meet the
unique needs of their students and communities. However, it does mean outlining a set of minimum
expectations for the support students should be able to access at each stage of the RTI process,
resourcing schools properly for this, and offering appropriate professional development and other
forms of support (as elaborated in other parts of this section) so that schools are able to run effective
RTI systems. There is a particular need to improve the RTI infrastructure in secondary schools, where
additional support programmes are often less developed than they are in primary schools.

What reforms are currently underway?
The Ministry of Education has acknowledged that the lack of an RTI framework is an issue.111
However, they do not have many concrete suggestions for how to address this problem in a
comprehensive way, beyond developing “national guidance”, potentially improving the RTLit
system and committing to some more professional development (in an as-yet undefined form).
The Ministry and other key players therefore need to work together to develop a much more
robust plan around a national RTI framework to ensure that all students are getting high-quality
literacy learning support as and when they need it.

7. Develop nation-wide data-sharing infrastructure
When students transition between schools, an understanding of their literacy needs is frequently not
transferred with them.112 This is a concern when students are moving between different levels of
schooling (e.g. from primary to secondary school), between Māori-medium and English-medium
schooling, and between schools of the same type (for instance moving between different Englishmedium primary schools). Although some schools do share data, this practice is not universal. A national
data-sharing infrastructure, which makes student data accessible across all schools in a common format
(with appropriate privacy safeguards in place), would reduce the substantial difficulties faced in re-
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assessing and developing interventions for students each time they move between schools. Given high
rates of transience in New Zealand, this is particularly important.113

What reforms are currently underway?
The government’s Learning Support Action Plan, released in 2019, agrees that “we need a way
to bring individual learners’ information together in one place and that allows an aggregated
view of the educational needs of all children and young people“.114 However, there is no clear
timeframe in this document for developing this kind of infrastructure, and there have been no
announcements on any progress made in recent years. The government therefore urgently
needs to develop a concrete action plan for developing nation-wide data-sharing infrastructure
for education.

8. Provide more contextually specific literacy-based supports within Māorimedium schooling
Research has clearly identified the need for more targeted Māori-medium te reo matatini (literacy)
infrastructure.115 This includes both finding a way to include kura kaupapa Māori and Māori immersion
classrooms in literacy/te reo matatini assessment tools from which they are currently excluded, and also
investing in a range of resources, specifically-tailored assessment tools and professional development
programmes so that kaiako working in Māori-medium environments are as well-supported as their
colleagues in English-medium schooling to support te reo matatini development.116 It is important that
this te reo matatini-development infrastructure attends to the unique differences between Englishmedium and Māori-medium education. This includes paying attention to the fact that most ākonga
in kura kaupapa Māori and Māori immersion classrooms are speaking a different language at school
(Māori) to that which they are speaking at home (typically English), something which creates a range of
different learning needs.117 It is also important to acknowledge the greater level of importance placed on
oral literacy (oracy) in Māori-medium environments, with competence in oral settings being understood
as more important in te ao Māori than in te ao Pākehā.118
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What reforms are currently underway?
The Ministry of Education is currently working on some of the areas discussed above, including
the development of “tools to support progress and achievement in te reo matatini”.119 However,
they also acknowledge that they currently lack a clear strategy or action plan for the Māori
medium sector, and even in many cases lack an adequate understanding of the needs in the
sector.120 Given the available evidence of disparities in resource allocation, assessment tools and
other areas, it is imperative that the government, in close partnership with iwi, hapū & whānau
Māori, develops a clear strategy and implementation plan in this space.

9. Develop a clear outline of effective literacy practice(s) and ensure this information
is regularly updated and widely available to schools and teachers
Currently, Aotearoa New Zealand lacks a clear idea of what constitutes effective literacy practices
across all levels of schooling. Although it is important to remember that there is no one approach to
literacy development that will work for all children, in all contexts, and at all stages, it is nevertheless
possible to identify a suite of principles that are likely to support children at the various stages of their
literacy learning journey. The international evidence suggests that developing shared understandings
of what literacy practices are likely to be most effective for different groups of students is an important
part of supporting teachers to become more effective practitioners.121 This should therefore be a
matter of priority in the development of a national literacy strategy. A central part of this work in the
context of Aotearoa New Zealand is continuing to ensure that teachers are equipped to support literacy
development with the use of culturally responsive and sustaining learning contexts and pedagogies.122

What reforms are currently underway?
The Ministry of Education has done some work in recent years to collate the evidence on
effective literacy practices.123 They have also been working on the development of resources
about effective literacy learning, and have been funding programmes such as The University of
Canterbury-developed Better Start Literacy Approach, and the Pasifika Early Literacy Project, both
of which support teachers to develop a context-specific suite of core instructional skills related
to literacy development.124 These moves are positive, but because they are currently isolated
projects, there is a risk that any gains they produce will not be embedded. Further action must
therefore be taken to develop a nation-wide suite of ideas about effective literacy practices
that are disseminated to schools across the country, in part through ongoing professional
development. It is important to emphasise that this cannot be a ‘one size fits all’ approach, as
different practices are needed in different places. Nevertheless, it is possible to move closer to
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a shared understanding of what kinds of practices work best in different communities than the
current approach where minimal support and guidance is provided by the Ministry.

10. Develop high quality literacy professional learning and development programmes
and ensure these are well-funded and widely available
At present, professional learning in Aotearoa New Zealand is disjointed and lacks strategic focus,
resulting in teachers receiving vastly different amounts of PLD in literacy and PLD of varying quality. PLD
is one of the main mechanisms available to improve the teaching and learning of in-service teachers.
The limited data available from jurisdictions like Ontario suggest that regular, ongoing, literacy-focused
PLD which balances national priorities with the needs of particular teachers and schools is central to
improving outcomes at a system-wide level.125 Therefore, putting PLD at the centre of a national literacy
strategy, allocating adequate funding to this and ensuring high-quality PLD programmes are available
nationally at all levels (from ECE through to secondary) is important if we wish to improve literacy results.

What reforms are currently underway?
The government is currently reforming the delivery of PLD, having acknowledged that a
decentralised system that lacks strategic focus has been struggling to deliver sufficient
benefits. There are now 7 PLD priorities, with PLD opportunities that align with at least one of
these priorities offered via regional PLD funds.126 While some of the new priorities, such as local
curriculum design or aromatawai, could support PLD related to literacy, there is unfortunately no
specific prioritisation of literacy in the government’s current framework. There are some isolated
literacy-specific professional development programmes that the government does currently fund,
such as the Better Start Literacy Approach (BSLA) developed by the University of Canterbury,
but they do not apply to all teachers - BSLA, for instance, is just for Y0/1 teachers.127 Given that
PLD is perhaps the central mechanism we have for improving teachers’ literacy practice, it is
imperative therefore that a plan is developed to ensure that all teachers in Aotearoa gain access
to regular, high quality literacy PLD.
Beyond teachers, the government is currently piloting a programme to provide literacy PLD for
teacher aides, as they are often work most closely with students with high literacy needs.128 This
is a positive move but must be followed by a more comprehensive PLD programme for teacher
aides and others involved in providing literacy support which builds on the findings of this
pilot project.
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II. Improving literacy beyond the classroom
11. Develop and implement a robust plan to better support literacy development in the
home environment
Both local and international evidence demonstrates that supporting parents and whānau to provide
an optimal home literacy environment is crucial to improving students’ literacy.129 This appears to be
particularly important for the development of emergent literacy skills before a child begins school.
The strongest evidence exists for the benefits of parents and whānau embracing dialogic reading as a
regular practice with young children in their care, but other modes of reading and other literacy-based
activities, such as telling and re-telling stories, are also beneficial. It is also necessary to recognise how
culturally-specific practices, such as indigenous traditions of reminiscing, may help support early literacy
development.130 Generally speaking, the earlier children begin to participate in literacy-based activities,
and the more frequently they do so, results in greater benefits.131

What reforms are currently underway?
Aotearoa New Zealand currently lacks any nation-wide effort to improve children’s home
literacy environments, though some small-scale programmes such as Reading Together, which
is jointly supported by the National Library and Ministry of Education, do exist.132 It is crucial
that an adequately funded and well-resourced plan is developed to address this issue, possibly
one which partners with ECE centres as they have the most direct contact with children
under the age of five. Part of any plan must be the creation of multi-lingual resources and/
or resources in children’s home languages, given the large numbers of children who are from
multilingual families.

12. Develop and implement a robust plan to improve reading for pleasure among
young people
Reading for pleasure has experienced significant declines among young people in recent years, and these
have been negatively correlated with literacy levels. The research on improving reading for pleasure is
complex, and it is unlikely that there is one approach or style of initiative that will work for all children.
However, some general principles can be outlined. These include the importance of children gaining
motivation (through seeing reading as something important and valuable to them) and choice — children
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are much more likely to find pleasure in reading if they can choose the reading material.133 In Aotearoa
New Zealand, an important part of offering choice involves providing texts that are culturally relevant
to students.134 In thinking about reading for pleasure, it is also important to understand its complex,
bi-directional relationship with reading ability. Students with higher literacy levels are more likely to
be drawn to reading for pleasure, and then, as these students read for pleasure, their literacy skills
improve.135 Therefore, any initiative focused on ‘reading for pleasure’ needs to work in tandem with
broader initiatives to improve literacy levels.

What reforms are currently underway?
Beyond the recent creation of the Te Awhi Rito New Zealand Reading Ambassador role within
the National Library, there is currently no large-scale effort to address the country’s dramatic
decline in reading for pleasure.136 Therefore, it is important that the government develops both a
national-level strategy or initiative, as well as working towards ensuring that individual schools
and ECE centres are well-equipped to promote reading for pleasure. The latter goal may be
achieved through targeted PLD in this area.

III. Outlining an improved research infrastructure
In addition to the above areas of reform, it is essential to develop a better literacy research and evaluation
infrastructure for Aotearoa New Zealand. This infrastructure should enable the continual monitoring of
literacy achievement and the factors necessary to ensure this achievement is happening, and to continue
to develop our understanding of effective literacy practices.
There are four primary areas where greater research is required:
1. Building a more comprehensive, regularly updated understanding of literacy levels
2. Building a clearer understanding of literacy practices in schools and homes
3. Building a better understanding of how the literacy ecosystem at large is functioning
4. Continuing to improve our understanding of effective literacy practice

1. Building a more comprehensive, regularly updated understanding of literacy levels
i. Collect data about literacy levels across the whole of the system
At present, Aotearoa New Zealand has a decent amount of data on the literacy levels of Year 4/5 students
(via NMSSA and PIRLS), and 15 year old students (via PISA). There also is semi-regular data for Y8
students via NMSSA. However, there is no process for facilitating systematic, nationally representative
data collection for many other points in our education system, including crucially important periods like
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the early years and the transition to high school. Collecting reliable data across all levels of the system is
important for gaining a fuller understanding of students’ literacy development and where specific issues
may lie.
ii. Collect literacy data more regularly
While some data, like that which comes from PISA, is collected semi-regularly (every 3 years), other data
are collected far less frequently, or only on an ad hoc basis. Aotearoa New Zealand needs to move to
a situation where data are collected across the whole of the education system more frequently. TThis
would facilitate the tracking of changes in literacy levels more closely, the assessment of the impact of
reform initiatives, and the identification of potential issues. It is crucial, however, that such an approach
is implemented carefully and is not connected with high stakes accountability. Rather, data should be
framed as supporting continuous improvement.
iii. Collect data on students in Māori-medium education
At present the only large-scale survey of literacy/te reo matatini in Māori-medium settings is PIRLS. It is
necessary to expand data collection so that these students are included. This may look like expanding
tools such as NMSSA to offer assessments in te reo Māori, or, it may involve developing alternative tools
that are attuned to the culturally specific needs and environments of Māori-medium education.
iv. Make better use of available data
Currently, the government has access to a large amount of literacy data via e-asTTle and PAT scores.
While these are not perfect datasets, they have the potential to provide a reasonable picture of national
shifts in literacy levels year-on-year for students in Years 1-10. However, at present, these datasets are
not easily accessible to the public. Reports are sometimes published using these data, but this happens
intermittently, and they provide only a partial picture of progress and achievement. Making this data
available to researchers (in an aggregate form so individual schools’ performances cannot be singled
out) and publishing regular, detailed reports with these datasets would be a powerful way to generate a
clearer picture of national literacy levels.
v. Collect more data on writing and oracy
Currently, the available data are skewed heavily towards reading. Writing and oracy are equally important
aspects of literacy and therefore must form a greater part of literacy research.

2. Building a clearer understanding of literacy practices in schools and homes
i. Build a better picture of classroom literacy practice
Daily classroom practice is arguably the biggest in-system tool available to shift literacy outcomes.
However, at present very little is known about what is happening in classrooms beyond a limited number
of small-scale studies and patchy data from ERO. Without a clear understanding of current teacher
practice, it is extremely difficult to think about how to structure effective interventions, such as changes
to ITE and PLD, so that they can better support teachers to be effective practitioners. There is a need for
well-designed large-scale studies into teacher practice at all levels of the schooling system. It would be
possible to adjust some existing tools, such as the Teaching, School and Principal Leadership Survey to
gather some of this data.137 However, observational data will also be needed so that we can build a more
complete picture than that which surveys can offer.
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ii. Build a better picture of school-based assessment and intervention practices
Currently, little is known about how assessments are being used in schools, and what kind of intervention
schemes are being employed by schools and learning centres across the system. As with information
on pedagogical practice, it is vital to acquire an understanding of this to facilitate the design of effective
nation-wide structures to support teachers and schools to use assessments and interventions in an
optimal way.
iii. Build a better understanding of home literacy practices
As with understanding in-school practices, it would be powerful to have a robust understanding of homebased literacy practices. Regularly surveying parents and whānau to acquire this information would
facilitate more meaningful and targeted steps to support parents & whānau to further enrich their home
literacy-environments.
iv. Build a better picture of students’ reading for pleasure practices
The above data have shown that declining reading for pleasure among young people is potentially a
significant reason for declining literacy more generally. It is therefore important to build a more extensive
picture of children’s reading for pleasure practices, including developing a better idea of what might
encourage children to pursue reading for pleasure more regularly/in greater numbers.

3. Building a better understanding of how the literacy ecosystem at large is
functioning
i. Build a better understanding of ITE
There currently is no nation-wide understanding of the literacy programmes offered in ITE. Given the
importance of ITE in supporting teachers to become effective literacy educators, it is not only necessary
to understand what currently is happening in ITE; intervention studies to investigate how it can be
improved should also be prioritised.
ii. Build a better understanding of national literacy initiatives
There currently is no system in place to reliably evaluate the impact of different literacy initiatives that
are being centrally directed from the Ministry of Education. High quality evaluation should be part of
all initiatives, with a focus not only on understanding impact but also how initiatives can be iteratively
improved.
iii. Build a better understanding of literacy support nationally
At present, there are an absence of data on the kinds of literacy supports and services that are in place
across the country, including the existence and extent of various PLD programmes, diverse government
initiatives, and other available resources and support structures such as the Programmes for Students
(PfS).138 A regular nation-wide stocktake of these, which paid attention in particular to whether such
supports were being distributed equitably and what kind of impact they were having, would be hugely
valuable in shaping ongoing improvement efforts.

138

On Programmes for Students (PfS) which includes some literacy-specific support, see: Te Kete Ipurangi. (2021). Programmes

for Students (PfS) – ALL, ALiM, MST. Accessed 21/11/21 https://nzcurriculum.tki.org.nz/System-of-support-incl.-PLD/School-initiatedsupports/Programmes-for-Students-PfS

48						

https://www.theeducationhub.org.nz | ©The Education Hub 2022

What’s happening with literacy in Aotearoa New Zealand?
Building a comprehensive national picture

4. Continuing to improve our understanding of effective literacy practice
i. Produce regular research summaries on the latest literacy research, including on the most effective
interventions
At present, it is difficult for schools and teachers to access up-to-date information on effective literacy
practice. Although some material is produced, the Ministry of Education acknowledges that it is often
not easily accessible or up-to-date.139 It is crucial that the latest research, including summaries of
specific programmes and interventions, are made readily available and are produced by an independent
organisation. When it comes to interventions, such summaries would be wise to include cost-benefit
analyses.
ii. Conduct more long-term, Aotearoa New Zealand-specific intervention-based literacy studies
There are only a handful of research projects exploring literacy interventions in Aotearoa New Zealand,
and those that exist tend to be relatively small scale, and only measure students over the period of a
few years.140 Given our declining literacy levels, more large-scale, longitudinal studies which can identify
effective interventions for the Aotearoa New Zealand context are needed. Such studies should be attuned
to the context of Māori and Pasifika communities, which the international literature on literacy does not
touch on. Ideally, these studies will be longitudinal, or at least will entail ‘follow up’ studies that track
students over multiple years, in order for us to see whether the difference that interventions are making is
temporary or can be sustained long-term.
iii. Continue to investigate the relationship between device use and literacy, and produce regular updates
on findings
The picture of device use and its impact on literacy remains far from clear. Given that Aotearoa New
Zealand has a high level of device use in its schooling system, it is important to build a much deeper
understanding of the impact of this device use, including the most effective role for devices in the
education system.
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Conclusion: Time to take
literacy seriously
Children are experiencing widely different opportunities to learn. These differences start at birth,
impacted by disparities in home literacy environments. They continue in early childhood education where
differing levels of teacher knowledge, and different pedagogical practices and teaching philosophies
influence both the opportunities and support children receive to develop age-appropriate early literacy
skills. Such differences in pedagogical practices and knowledge continue at primary school, influencing
the opportunities students receive to develop the foundational literacy skills that will set them up for
ongoing literacy and broader educational success. The opportunities to learn some students, particularly
Māori and Pasifika have, continue to be negatively impacted by low teacher expectations, which
negatively influence the nature, breadth, and level of challenge present in the curriculum, the pedagogical
approaches employed, and the level of support that they receive. For some students, opportunities to
learn can also be enabled or constrained by the types, availability, and implementation of interventions.
The variance in opportunities to learn continue as children proceed through school. The opportunity
to engage in rich and challenging texts, the opportunity to read and write across the curriculum, and
the opportunity to develop the critical literacy skills all vary between schools, and at times within the
same school.
These discrepancies in opportunities to learn represent a systemic failure; they cannot and should
not be apportioned to any one group, organisation, or policy. To address the literacy crisis in Aotearoa
New Zealand is going to require reform at all levels. It is not a quick fix. It is something that requires a
dedicated, connected response and a true commitment and desire to make a change. While there are
few significant studies exploring system-wide literacy improvement efforts, of all the areas of education,
literacy has one of the more robust and extensive research bases. This, coupled with what is known
about the components that comprise effective education reform and school improvement efforts, means
that improving the literacy achievement of Aotearoa New Zealand’s young people should be possible. By
acting upon the recommendations in this report, the government and other key actors have the chance to
shift the status quo, reversing the current decline of literacy levels and instead charting a path towards
an Aotearoa New Zealand where all young people can flourish.
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