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Disparities in educational outcomes for New Zealand students:
the problem with the dominant focus on ethnicity
The troubling gaps in educational
outcomes in New Zealand are well
documented, and have persisted
despite a long-term commitment
by government and many others
to address these disparities. For
the individuals concerned there
are significant consequences of
lower educational achievement,
including lower employment levels
and lifetime earnings, and poorer
health outcomes. The societal cost of
educational underachievement is also
enormous. According to the OECD,
eliminating this underachievement
would yield US$238 billion additional
income for the New Zealand economy
over the working lives of these young
people.1

acknowledge the variability of outcomes
within these – and indeed, other – ethnic
groups.

In New Zealand, the debate about
educational outcomes is commonly
expressed in terms of ethnicity, the
dominant discourse typically being one of
“Māori and Pasifika underachievement”.
In the words of one commentator, “in
New Zealand educational disadvantage is
typically understood through the lens of
ethnicity and […] policy-makers appear
blind to disadvantage that is related to
socio-economic status.”2 This focus on
ethnicity is hardly surprising given that
Māori and Pasifika students have, on
average, poorer educational outcomes
than European and Asian students.
Yet, it is also the case that many Māori
and Pasifika students do well, and the
often-generalised picture of Māori and
Pasifika students as disadvantaged fails to

The role of ethnicity

Ethnicity is often correlated with
other factors that are known to affect
educational achievement – for example
socioeconomic status (SES) and
geographical distribution (urban vs
rural). So what are the root causes of
educational disadvantage? Arguably, the
way in which a problem is characterised
determines the solutions that appear
natural and appropriate. In this issue
of Commentary, we look at the drivers
of educational achievement in an
attempt to better understand what is the
most fitting framing of the problem of
underachievement, and we ask whether
the often dominant focus on ethnicity may
have unintended consequences.

In New Zealand, ethnicity is self-identified
(or in the case of children, identified
by parents), but it is not a simple
characteristic. Many New Zealanders
report multiple ethnicities. For example,
in the 2013 census, 54% of people who
identified first as Māori also claimed one
or more other ethnic identities, while 37%
of Pasifika, 13% of European/Pākehā and
10% of Asian people did likewise. The
tendency to report multiple ethnicities
has increased over time in New Zealand,
especially among children and younger
people, and is due in large part to high
rates of inter-ethnic marriage/partnering.
We also know that for some people ethnic
identity is fluid, and may change over

time or in different environments.3 In
some cases, these issues are dealt with in
research by the use of prioritised ethnicity
(preferentially assigning a particular
ethnicity in cases of mixed ethnicity).
However, this introduces distortions.
Among other things, it misrepresents
membership of all groups except the Māori
ethnic group, which in New Zealand is
accorded highest priority; camouflages
multiple ethnicity within all ethnic groups;
and hides heterogeneity within ethnic
groups (e.g. the Pasifika ethnic group
includes many different Pasifika ethnicities
with outcomes that can vary markedly).
Equally, the alternative use of the "total
counts" method, which allows for multiple
ethnicities, is not without problems (e.g.
overlapping categories resulting from the
fact that a person can be counted as part
of more than one ethnic group).4 In other
words, understanding the true impact of
ethnicity is complicated by the fact that
ethnic groups are not discrete.
That said, national data on educational
achievement (using the total counts
method) show significant differences
between the means of ethnic groups.
Māori and Pasifika children tend
on average to have lower levels of
educational achievement throughout the
compulsory education sector (and thus
into tertiary education) than do European/
Pākehā or Asian children (Figure 1). For
example, in 2016 only 18% of Māori and
21% of Pasifika school leavers achieved
University Entrance (UE) compared to
46% of European/Pākehā students. The
total number of Māori and Pasifika school
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than in most other OECD countries.19
The impact of SES (or at least the school
decile proxy) can be seen in Figure 2. In
2016 only 17% of school leavers in decile
1-2 schools achieved UE as opposed to
69% in decile 9-10 schools. An additional
3,819 school leavers in the decile 1-2
schools would have achieved UE had they
experienced the same rates of success as
their high decile peers.

Interactions between ethnicity and
socioeconomic status
There is no question that ethnicity and SES
factors interact to influence educational
outcomes, but these interactions are not
yet fully understood. A large study by Sean
Reardon and his colleagues at Stanford
University looked at the relationship
between academic achievement and SES
in “White”, “Hispanic” and “Black” students
across the US. They found that there was
a strong overall relationship between
average student achievement and SES,
and the ethnic disparities in academic
performance were large.21 Much, but not
all, of the disparity between the three
ethnic groups could be accounted for
by disparity in the socioeconomic status
of their school districts, which in the US
are highly segregated. The authors noted
that some ethnic differences in academic
performance persisted even amongst
students of the same socioeconomic
background and suggested this may be
explained by “educators in these schools
[…] subliminally – or consciously in
some cases – track[ing] white students
into gifted courses while assigning black
and Hispanic students to less rigorous
courses.”22

retention and completion) found that the
ethnic gaps in participation for Māori and
Pasifika were almost entirely explained
by three factors – socioeconomic status,
prior school achievement and parents’
educational attainment.23 Other reasons
might include that Māori and Pasifika
students in high decile schools are more
likely to be from lower SES homes, and/
or that Māori and Pasifika students face
a dominantly European milieu in higher
decile schools. Teaching could also be less
responsive to their cultural needs.

Why is the ethnicity-focused
discourse potentially problematic?
The focus on ethnicity (“Māori and Pasifika
underachievement”) in the way that
disparities in educational outcomes are
commonly framed in New Zealand may be
problematic for several reasons.

The picture in New Zealand largely mirrors
that of the US. Figure 3, which examines UE
attainment by ethnicity and decile, shows
3
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The focus on ethnicity (“Māori and Pasifika underachievement”) in the way that disparities in educational outcom
are commonly framed in New Zealand may be problematic for several reasons.

Second, positioning Māori and Pasifika
children as if they were all part of a
uniform group requiring intervention
implies that there is something that
certain ethnic groups are getting right,
while others are getting ‘it’ wrong.26 The
current framing may feed into racial
stereotypes that have the potential to
exacerbate problems of discrimination
and low teacher expectations. That is, it
has the potential to stigmatise Māori and
Pasifika students, which may ultimately
lead to these students being further
disadvantaged, even in high decile
schools. Ethnicity in itself does not explain
educational underachievement. However,
it is clear that children who are both from
disadvantaged backgrounds and from
certain ethnic minority groups face a
double risk of poor educational outcomes.
Finally, the dominant focus on ethnicity
may inadvertently constrain the way in
which we think about solutions. Defining
the issue in terms of ethnicity leads to

1OECD (2015). Universal Basic Skills: What Countries
Stand to Gain, OECD Publishing. The US$238 billion is the
estimated effect on GDP of all students acquiring basic
skills (at least Level 1 skills (420 points) on the OECD
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA).
2Strathdee, R. (2013). Neo-tribal capitalism, socioeconomic disadvantage and educational policy in New
Zealand. Journal of Education Policy, 28(4), 501-516.
3Kukutai, T. & Callister, P. (2009). A “main” ethnic group?
Ethnic self-prioritisation among New Zealand youth. Social
Policy Journal of New Zealand, 36, August 2009.
4Didham, R. & Callister, P. (2012). The effect of prioritisation
on ethnic health analysis: a research note. The New
Zealand Medical Journal, 125(1359), pp. 58 - 66.
5Ministry of Education (2017). Senior Student Attainment:
School Leavers. https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/
statistics/schooling/senior-student-attainment/schoolleavers2. UE data: ‘School leavers with University Entrance
by decile and ethnic group 2008-2016’. Custom data
request from Education Counts.
6Grooby, A. J. (2002). The aspirations of Māori: An
exploratory study: The New Zealand Psychological Society
Inc. The Bulletin, 100, pp. 24-26. Moewaka Barnes (2001)
cited in: Biddulph, F., Biddulph, J. & Biddulph, C. (2003).
The complexity of community and family influences on
children’s achievement in New Zealand: Best Evidence
Synthesis. Report prepared for the New Zealand Ministry of
Education. Available: https://www.educationcounts.govt.
nz/publications/series/2515/5947. Anae, M., Anderson,
H., Benseman, J. & Coxon, E. (2002). Pacific peoples
and tertiary education: issues of participation. Auckland
UniServices. Report for the Ministry of Education. Available:
www.manukau.ac.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0016/.../NZPasifika-Participation.pdf
7Carter-Wall, C. & Whitfield, G. (2012). The role of
aspirations, attitudes and behaviour in closing the
educational attainment gap. Joseph Rowntree Foundation.
Available: https://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/default/files/jrf/
migrated/files/education-achievement-poverty-summary.
pdf

solutions that are ethnicity-based and
more narrowly conceived (mainly inschool factors e.g. improving teaching and
accountability, ensuring more culturally
appropriate delivery) whereas defining it
more in socioeconomic terms may lead
to other solutions. It is at least worth
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Conclusion
The odds for educational success are
stacked against students from low income
backgrounds and minority backgrounds.
If you happen to be both, then you face
particularly poor odds for educational
success. This is reflected in the fact
that each year in New Zealand, 3,800
fewer students from low socioeconomic
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students of Māori and Pasifika ethnicity
achieve UE than their respective
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high socioeconomic and European/
Pākehā peers. Clearly this represents
a tremendous national loss of human
potential. In order for us to make some real
progress as a nation in addressing these
educational disparities, we must better
understand the complex interactions of
ethnicity, socioeconomic status and the
education system, so that we can deliver
programmes that more effectively and
appropriately support those most in
need. In addition, we must recognise and
continue to challenge the barriers to their
achievement, including systemic racism
and discrimination.
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