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She had always seen the world in black and white. There was good and bad, light and dark, bitter 

and sweet. She thought there were academics and non-academics, those who went to university, 

those who didn’t. It wasn’t until she reached high school that she realised how wrong she was.  

 
Year 9. Her first year of high school where she would meet new people, have new teachers 
and take new subjects in new buildings. She would plant her roots and spend the next 5 
years here. Her future would be determined here. She didn’t yet know what she wanted to 
do or become, hadn’t yet found where her passion lay. Enjoying all of her subjects, hating 
none, she continued her way through the year, working hard while wondering what her future 
had in store for her.  
 
Everyone is smart. That’s what she thought. Yet we are taught that you are only smart if you can 

achieve with excellence in one specific setting. So many go on doubting their intellect because their 

intelligence is not accurately measured within our school system. You must be able to show you can 

do these select few skills in this certain way - if you can, congratulations! You’re smart! 

 
“You have a good mix of subjects!” This was a phrase she heard many times throughout 
year 10, and would continue to hear throughout her school life. She had taken what seemed 
reasonable to her: her core subjects, a language, an art and a technology subject. One from 
each category that her school offered, giving her variety which she needed and enjoyed. 
Each of her subjects was her favourite at some point, yet none managed to hold that title. 
Time went on, and a permanent feeling of anxiety settled in her as more and more questions 
about her future plagued her, building up like a jenga tower. If a question was answered, a 
bigger one came along as the tower grew more unstable. She was worried that if this 
continued, her life would come tumbling down around her. 
 
How was her education preparing her for the real world? She knew nothing about taxes, financial 

security, creating budgets, how to buy a house. What is a loan? How does one decide on insurance? 

She knew so many around her that didn’t know how to cook a basic meal, clean a toilet or do their 

own laundry. So many basic life skills that are necessary to survive in today’s day and age, but we 

aren’t taught them in school. How are we meant to go out and live on our own when all we know  is 

how to write essays and solve equations? 

 
Year 11. The first year of NCEA. The first year her results really mattered. Those around her 
continued to commend her choice of subjects, yet she began to doubt their judgement. It 
was as if she was playing go fish, exposing all of her cards while not working on one enough 
to get anywhere. She still had no idea what she wanted to do, where her life was taking her. 
What was her pathway? She felt her subjects didn’t cohere together, that there wasn’t any 
possible job she could go into using all of her interests, but she feared if she chose one she 
would lose interest and regret it. 
 
She enjoyed helping her friends, teaching them how to do the work. She had been told many times 

that she would be a great teacher. Her mother was a teacher, so she saw first hand how much work 

it was, how much stress there was. She knew they didn’t get paid much and often put in extra hours. 



Teachers had their students’ success on their backs - if the students fail, what does that say about 

their ability as a teacher? 

She didn’t want to be a teacher.  
 
In year 12 she learnt that NCEA has its’ own principles. She hadn’t ever heard of them, so 
she asked her friends to ensure she wasn’t the only one. No one she talked to had, and 
were surprised by this fact. She continued to look into them. Pathways, coherence, 
wellbeing. She found that odd. How does NCEA contribute to our wellbeing? By causing us 
stress of deadlines and exams? By being the cause so many students - and teachers - stay 
up all night trying to keep up with everyone around them? We should enjoy school, enjoy 
learning, enjoy the work we are doing, at least for the majority of our time. Yet so many 
dread getting up in the morning, dread their classes, dread their exams. Wellbeing is defined 
as ‘the state of being comfortable, healthy or happy’. She looked around at the other 
students around her. They didn’t look happy. Everyone was tired. With not only school, but 
sports, jobs, instruments and countless other extracurriculars, that we are told are so vital to 
our success in the future, it’s no wonder everyone is so unhappy. 
 
In the game of life, you choose right at the start if you will go to university or straight into work. If 

you choose university, you have access to the higher paying jobs. She thought it was like this in real 

life, that those who went to university were guaranteed a high paying job. NCEA is too focused on 

getting to people through to university, where people come out the end with a degree they don’t 

know how to use and a big student loan. Many go to university because they don’t know what else 

to do with their lives. There are so many other pathways that are better suited for people who are 

less academically focused. There are subjects such as Gateway and Transition, which are great, but 

also hold a stigma of being below academic courses.  

 

Many European countries, such as Austria and Germany, have different schools for different 

students. An academic school, a school for basic education and vocational training and occasionally 

one in between. Perhaps different courses based off of this system could be beneficial - those who 

are more academic have the opportunity to follow that path while those less academically focused 

are able to follow their own path and not be forced along an academic path where they would 

struggle. This also allows students who are maybe not so suited for school life to get their basic 

education, and go into work sooner, providing more options of pathways for students. 

 
She was worried for year 13. Hoping to take on a leadership position, keep up her 
academics and extracurriculars, she knew it was going to be a busy year. She was a 
teenager, and still trying to find who she was while making many decisions that would pave 
her way in life. Would her NCEA courses lead her to a job? To a healthy way of living? She 
could end up in a career that doesn’t exist yet! Would NCEA have prepared her for that? The 
truth is, there are so many unanswered question in this world, and she couldn’t yet answer 
these. What we need from our education system is to develop our abilities as functioning 
members of society. We need to be able to adapt to new situations and demands as the 
world continues to develop, be less focused on what we know of the past and look forward to 
try and meet the needs of the future.  
 


