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My brother’s advice, “Level 1 NCEA is a waste of time. It’s Level 2 and 3 that’s 
your ticket”. I wished I had listened, he seemingly and effortlessly navigated 
NCEA and is now overseas in his second year of university. While in contrast, 
I feel like I am on the NCEA treadmill. Already, exhausted from my Level 1 
experience where I collected 136 credits, 83 at excellence level and 56 not 
needed.  I now sit on my bed cringing as I am about to sit my Level 2 Mock 
Exam, another unwanted form of stress and anxiety. With this in mind, I 
decided that my recent wide-reading task could have dual-purpose—one as 
an assessment and two for this competition. Sometimes, I wonder why is 
there so much duplication in NCEA… surely, my History or Religious Studies 
essays could be cross-marked for English credits…or does that make too 
much sense.    
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Similar to many overseas countries, New Zealand’s (NZ) has a compulsory 
schooling system that all young people between the ages of 6 to 16 must 
attend. Some people argue it is an essential part of one’s personal growth 
and the lifelong educational journey. However, Rachel Levine’s short editorial 
essay “A 4.0 GPA and I Still Know Nothing,” explores the perennial debate 
whether students’ learning is purposeful and ultimately questions if schools 
help prepare young people for their future pathway, or more matter a fact, 
what’s the purpose of education? This reading response describes the 
author’s position by uncovering her American educational experience while 
incorporating the challenges of school curriculum design and delivery. As a 
comparison, I reflect on my own NCEA experience and assess the situation 
against New Zealand’s Kōrero Mātauranga and NCEA Review.  
 
In 1995, DeMarrais and LeCompte outlined the four significant purposes of 
schooling encompasses: intellectual, political, economic and social objectives.  
Whereas, this article quickly emphasises the purpose and usefulness of 
education are no longer apparent. Instead, the author believes students are 
taught irrelevant information, “I don’t really know what a mortgage is, or how 
to do my taxes, but I do know what the derivative of y=2(3x2-4x) 2 is.”  
Funnily enough, I too am able to derive this mathematical equation, but if you 
put a tax form in front of me, I would hesitate at knowing where to start. The 
article made me question if my learning is relevant, and if the content and 
knowledge I’m learning have any form of currency in a rapidly changing 
world?  According to Careers NZ, the seven essential employability skills are a 
positive attitude, communication, teamwork, self-management, willingness to 
learn, thinking skills and resilience.  If these are the skills employers are 
seeking, why is my learning not aligned with the employability framework? As 
I read on, the article provides examples that made me examine the validity of 
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my education. The author draws on a seminar where Professor David Perkins 
asks,  

“[A]udience members to raise their hand if they had learned (sic) in 
school what mitosis, the process of cell division, was. Nearly every 
person raised their hand. When Perkins asked how many of them had 
used their knowledge of mitosis in the last ten years, only one hand 
went up.”  

Again, this was another random question I could answer but is a field that has 
no bearing on my future or career.  Even though, I am clueless as to what I 
want to do after school.  
 
Although, the article is from the perspective of a student living in America.  
Many of the issues raised are pertinent to the current political discussions we 
are having about New Zealand’s education system via the Kōrero 
Mātauranga/Education Conversations—how schools can best prepare students 
to be global citizens who positively contribute.  The author does not suggest 
schools should abandon traditional subjects but critiques the weight of why 
certain subjects are so heavily content driven, and stigma is seemingly 
attached to vocational subjects. 

“I am not arguing that public schools should up and abandon math or 
science or any subject, but if biology is a required course, why 
shouldn’t accounting be too? Or home economics? Instead, teaching 
important life skills needs to be integrated into the curriculum of public 
schools.”  

The old cannon subjects, such as English, Science and Mathematics are the 
foundation to many degrees in university. One of NZ education statistics from 
Education Counts, reports that in 2015, 60.3% (36,500 students) of all 
domestic school leavers had enrolled in tertiary education at all levels by the 
end of 2016.  Historically, schools commonly focussed on preparing students 
for university, this perception still has a profound influence as universities 
dictate the type and level of qualifications required for entry.  As such, NCEA 
assessments prescribe what and how we learn. Levine points out,  

“Some courses, like accounting and home ec, [sic] are offered as 
elective classes, but very few kids take them because it won’t make 
their college application look better or boost their GPA as much as 
taking the AP Statistics elective.”  

I too have been streamed into the academic courses, although, I would enjoy 
doing some form of gateway or business enterprise to test and taste the 
world beyond the school gate.  Thus having the opportunity to talk to people 
about their careers, so I can make better decisions after school seems 
remote. As a result, when the future becomes the present, I am unsure of 
how well prepared I will be. Especially, as you climb the year-level-ladder the 
range of subjects become more restrictive rather than broader. At the 
moment, I would love to shift out of my biology class and do a few chemistry 
standards or even do a Level 3 Classics standard in my History class, but you 
seem to get a timetable prison sentence. 
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Like many, my school curriculum experience is built and dissected down to 
assessments—each standard is weighed against the number of available 
credits and compounding amount of content and work that is expected. 
Moreover, sadly what knowledge I learnt in Level 1 becomes seemingly 
redundant in Level 2.  Levine reinforced this idea by pointing out, “Public 
schools are built around a curriculum that spends so much time teaching 
information that will likely never be used again.”  Perhaps, I am not making 
the connection, or, maybe I am weighed down by the share number of 
assessments that the retention or mastery of my learning becomes erased 
and obsolete as I move on to my next task.  
 
Another observation, Rachel Levine provides, which many students think but 
cannot clearly express is “teaching important life skills need (sic) to be 
integrated into the curriculum of public schools.”  The article's purpose is not 
discrediting the benefits of High School, but informing others as to why the 
curriculum should be changed to ensure students are prepared for the 
transition after school, whether that be university or the world of work.  At 
present, the NCEA Review is seeking our opinions—some believe there is a 
need for change as the government looks to ensure “it remains fit for purpose 
[yet] strengthens NCEA [delivery]”. In a Stuff newspaper article dated 26 July 
2018, called ‘The Could Do Better Workshop’ the author suggests  

“Our poor kiddies are too stressed on their credit-counting journey out 
of high school, where they are often let loose on the big bad world 
none the wiser to the realities of life.”   

The world is continually advancing, but often curriculum delivery or choice is 
focussed on tests or preparing me for yesterday rather than the future.  Now, 
I am not necessarily advocating a narrow economic purpose, but if I am to be 
globally competitive, the world of work will be a significant part of my life and 
my future prosperity.  Therefore, why is not more time spent on preparing me 
for this known eventuality?  
 
In summary, I agree with Levine’s concluding statement, “There needs to be 
a bigger push toward making classes about life skills a requirement in public 
schools, so that people are not going into the workforce, wondering how to 
do their tax returns.” Although, I understand schools teach students skills, 
such as essay writing (which is really about communication); I am often 
frustrated and perplexed by the volume and timebound restrictions set 
around completing certain standards—flexibility and tailored learning are 
missing. This disillusionment is compounded by the realisation that a high 
percentage of what I learn will have no bearing on what I do in the future.  
Worse still, with advancement in technology, much of what is being taught 
may be redundant.  Therefore, greater focus and benefit should be placed on 
a curriculum that prepares students for life. An education that places greater 
emphasis on career guidance and skills so students can choose courses more 
wisely and learn more deeply.  However, at present, my focus in school is 
heavily content and knowledge-driven. As a result, when the future becomes 
the present, I am unsure of how prepared I will be. The Education Minister, 
Mr Hipkins stated, “[T]he government is committed to delivering a future-
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focused education system that equips students with the skills and knowledge 
to be globally competitive.”  I do hope this comes to fruition.  


