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Series Editors’ Foreword

Among the educational issues affecting policymakers, public officials, and 
citizens in modern, democratic, and industrial societies, none has been 
more contentious than the role of secondary schooling. In establishing the 
Secondary Education in a Changing World series with Palgrave Macmillan, 
our intent is to provide a venue for scholars in different national settings to 
explore critical and controversial issues surrounding secondary education. 
We envision our series as a place for the airing and hopefully the resolution 
of these controversial issues.

More than a century has elapsed since Emile Durkheim argued the 
importance of studying secondary education as a unity, rather than in rela-
tion to the wide range of subjects and the division of pedagogical labor of 
which it was composed. Only thus, he insisted, would it be possible to have 
the ends and aims of secondary education constantly in view. The failure 
to do so accounted for a great deal of the difficulty with which secondary 
education was faced. First, it meant that secondary education was “intel-
lectually disorientated,” between “a past which is dying and a future which 
is still undecided,” and as a result “lacks the vigor and vitality which it 
once possessed” (Durkheim 1938/1977, p. 8). Second, the institutions of 
secondary education were not understood adequately in relation to their 
past, which was “the soil which nourished them and gave them their pre-
sent meaning, and apart from which they cannot be examined without 
a great deal of impoverishment and distortion” (p. 10). And third, it was 
difficult for secondary school teachers, who were responsible for putting 
policy reforms into practice, to understand the nature of the problems and 
issues that prompted them.

In the early years of the twenty-first century, Durkheim’s strictures still 
have resonance. The intellectual disorientation of secondary education is 
more evident than ever as it is caught up in successive waves of policy 
changes. The connections between the present and the past have become 
increasingly hard to trace and untangle. Moreover, the distance between 
policymakers on the one hand and the practitioners on the other has rarely 
seemed as immense as it is today. The key mission of the current series of 
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books is, in the spirit of Durkheim, to address these underlying dilemmas 
of secondary education and to play a part in resolving them.

Roger Openshaw’s study, Reforming New Zealand Secondary Education: 
The Picot Report and the Road to Radical Reform, traces in detail the radical 
reforms proposed in New Zealand by the Picot Report, Administering for 
Excellence, in 1987, and implemented the following year. It documents the 
gathering impetus for change in the education system over the previous 
thirty years arising from a range of political and social developments. It 
investigates the influences on the Picot Report from the Treasury and neo-
liberal pressure groups, and also from educators and others who were con-
cerned to promote greater social equity and improve the achievement of 
underperforming schools and pupils. It shows the efforts made by the then 
Labour government under David Lange to sell the reforms to educators 
and the wider public, including the unprecedented use made of a public 
relations firm to support its communications strategy. It follows the imple-
mentation of the reforms, and the compromises that were involved in this 
over the years that followed. Finally, it assesses the impact of the reforms 
on education in New Zealand over the past twenty years and into the pre-
sent. In all of this, it seeks to evaluate the rival claims of the protagonists 
in a debate over education that was at the heart of New Zealand’s political 
and social struggles in the turbulent years of Lange’s Labour government.

New Zealand’s educational reforms were closely related to the world-
wide movement for policy change, including fundamental reforms put in 
place in the United States, the United Kingdom, and elsewhere. This book 
makes an important contribution to an understanding of the global move-
ment for educational reform in these years. Yet New Zealand’s reforms 
were also distinctive in many ways, and Openshaw’s account draws out 
these specificities very clearly. For example, the educational reforms in 
New Zealand, unlike those in many other countries, placed a key empha-
sis on community issues and ideals. Advocates for the indigenous Māori 
community also played a significant role in determining the character of 
these reforms. The changes that arose were to affect all areas of education 
in New Zealand, not only secondary education. Yet Openshaw also shows 
that in many respects the source of the complaints that led to the Picot 
report lay with the secondary schools, and that it was to affect them and 
their teachers and pupils in fundamental ways that continue to this day.

Openshaw’s book analyzes a very large amount of documentary evi-
dence of the reforms that has never been researched or published in any 
previous account. These allow him to demonstrate the Picot committee’s 
aim to begin with what it called a “blank page” approach, on which it 
tried to erect a new administrative structure that would be more efficient 
and effective than the old system which had been in existence for over a 
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hundred years. He is also able to expose to critical scrutiny the myths that 
grew up around Picot from across the political spectrum. His analysis will 
be essential reading not only for historians and educators, but also for pol-
icy analysts and students of politics—and not only in New Zealand, but 
wherever educational reforms have been tried and often failed over the past 
generation.

Reforming New Zealand Secondary Education is the seventh volume to 
be published in our series. It continues and develops further our key pro-
ject of promoting an enhanced understanding of the international and 
indeed global context within which secondary education has developed. It 
also pursues the theme of policy reform that has been prominent through-
out, and with it the issue of how far such reform has provided a coherent 
basis for how secondary education will be understood and practiced in the 
twenty-first century. As we see the trajectory of the series advancing during 
the next few years, we hope to support further work that brings these broad 
and fundamental concerns to studies in secondary education.

Barry Franklin and Gary McCulloch
Series Co-editors
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Part 1

Tensions and Contradictions



Chapter 1

To Suit a Political Purpose? 
Reinterpreting the 

Educational Reforms

In 1877 New Zealand created a three- tiered public education system 
consisting of a centralized Department of Education, regional educa-
tion boards, and local school committees. Apart from some limited pro-
vision for scholarships to District High Schools, secondary education 
was to be reserved for a fee- paying colonial elite. Some 110 years later, 
in July 1987, a taskforce headed by Brian Picot was charged by Labour 
prime minister and soon to be minister of education, David Lange, with 
comprehensively reviewing administrative efficiency across a greatly 
expanded education system that now incorporated early childhood, pri-
mary, secondary, and post- compulsory education. Its brief included a 
critical scrutiny of the Department’s functions along with a reassess-
ment of school, college, and polytechnic governing bodies, with a view 
to delegating responsibilities and increasing community control.1 Some 
nine months later, in April 1988, the taskforce’s report, Administering 
for Excellence, was released. It concluded that the structure of the exist-
ing education system

is a creaky, cumbersome affair. It is not the result of an overall plan or 
design, but has taken on its present shape by increments and accretion. 
Such a haphazard collection of administrative arrangements is not suited to 
the rapidly changing late twentieth century. In looking at the system, we 
have observed a number of serious weaknesses. These can be grouped 
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broadly under the following themes:
• overcentralisation of decision making
• complexity
• lack of information and choice
• lack of effective management practices
• feelings of powerlessness2

Adopting a “blank page” approach to educational reform, the taskforce 
proposed an entirely new structure for education.3 All schools were hence-
forth to be autonomous, self- managing learning institutions, controlled by 
locally elected boards of trustees responsible for learning outcomes, bud-
geting, and the employment of teachers. Each learning institution was to 
produce a charter outlining the school’s mission in relation to its clientele 
and community, incorporating centrally prescribed requirements of safety, 
legality, equity, and national standards.4

The taskforce recommended the abolition of the Department of 
Education, the regional education boards, and the local school committees/
boards of governors in favor of a simplified two- tiered administrative system. 
There was to be a new Ministry of Education consisting of three major divi-
sions—policy, property, and operations. An Education Review Office (ERO) 
was to be set up with responsibility for reporting on all schools and centers, 
including the provision of critical advice on school performance and prac-
tices. The taskforce also recommended the creation of a Parent Advocacy 
Council and Community Education Forums, both of which were subse-
quently abolished as retrenchment measures under a newly elected National 
government in 1991. In August 1988, some four months after Administering 
for Excellence had appeared Tomorrow’s Schools, the government’s response to 
the Picot Taskforce’s recommendations was released. This document largely 
accepted the recommendations of the Picot Report. Legislation to give effect 
to the promised new era in education came into force on October 1, 1989.

Over the next two decades the changes recommended in the Picot 
Report were to encompass nearly every aspect of New Zealand education. 
Not surprisingly, the motives for the changes together with their perceived 
impact on schools and communities have received intense scrutiny from 
within and outside the sector. One reason for this sustained interest is that, 
although the Picot Report and Tomorrows’ Schools focused largely on 
administrative issues, their ultimate significance lies in the fact that sys-
tems of educational administration are conditioned by the prevailing polit-
ical and educational philosophies of the societies in which they operate, as 
Sir Frank Holmes once perceptively observed.5 Although neither docu-
ment focused exclusively on secondary education, the underlying motives 
for the reforms, the policy discourse invoked to justify them, as well as 
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much of the subsequent debate about educational outcomes centered 
largely on public concern over state secondary schools; the institutions that 
were for most New Zealand students in this period, the exit point for paid 
employment or post- compulsory education.

The Reforms and the Research Polarization

Broadly speaking, there are two diametrically opposed views on the 
motives and overall impact of the reforms on schools, teachers, parents, 
and students. Their significance lies partly in the fact that each has partic-
ular consequences for the way we view the history, present operation and 
future direction of secondary schooling. For those with a particular inter-
est in secondary education history, there are also ongoing research implica-
tions regarding the questions we pose, the theoretical tools we deploy, the 
evidence we present, and ultimately how we position the New Zealand 
reforms within a wider global context of educational change.

The first view of the reforms, held by a number of commentators located 
largely but not exclusively outside of the education sector, largely accepts 
the Picot Taskforce’s assertion that the old education structures were both 
outdated and inflexible, particularly with regard to secondary education. 
The system is seen as having encouraged provider capture to the extent 
that by the mid- 1980s it had long ceased to operate in the best interests of 
either the country as a whole, or of the public at large. Consequently, the 
Picot Taskforce’s recommendations were a legitimate expression of a grow-
ing public disenchantment with education. Simon Smelt, chief analyst 
with Treasury, formerly manager, Treasury Education Section and Treasury 
representative to the taskforce, was an early promoter of such a view. In a 
book indicatively titled, Today’s Schools. Governance and Quality, Smelt 
hailed the initial implementation of the reforms as “a unique and bold 
attempt to counter the perceived problems of the previous structure by 
abolishing layers of administration and empowering parents.”6

This praise for the perceived intentions of the reformers, however, was 
far from being an uncritical endorsement of what followed. Smelt con-
ceded that the reforms had “taken time to bed down” and that some ele-
ments had “developed in unforeseen ways.”7

Looked at in terms of the four issues of cooperation, conflict, co- ordination 
and capabilities, the reforms have resolved some problems but others have 
emerged or been revealed. Underlying problems, such as political pressures 
and the risk the state holds in respect of the school system, have themselves 
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imposed limitations on the extent of delegation. Because of the continuing 
Crown stake in, and exposure to, schooling, delegation is far from complete 
and the agents of the state have attempted to minimise risk and ensure 
appropriate schooling through input controls, contract specification and 
enforcement, and a focus on ensuring correct process.8

In Smelt’s view the most effective way of countering the efforts of these 
agents of the state, represented by the former education bureaucracy and 
the teachers unions, lay in strengthening the original pillars of the Picot 
reforms. This could be achieved by: switching the emphasis on input con-
trols to the specification of minimum outputs to be achieved; by introduc-
ing better procedures to deal with failing schools; by improving support 
for boards of trustees including the encouragement of inter- board cooper-
ation, and through the encouragement of diversity that might in turn lead 
to greater choice for educational consumers.

Smelt’s book furnished no fanfare to a Treasury triumph. On the con-
trary, he warned his readers that the best intentions of the reformers had 
been in some respects, subverted. Smelt drew attention to the growing gap 
between the original intentions of the Picot Taskforce and the subsequent 
modifications to its recommendations—a discrepancy that a number of 
right- wing and business critics of the reforms were to subsequently iden-
tify. Commenting on the criticisms made of New Zealand education by 
the Sexton Report, the Porter project, and the World Competitiveness 
Report, the executive director of the New Zealand Business Roundtable, 
Roger Kerr, conceded that the Picot Report had made a useful advance in 
arguing for decentralization of educational decision- making within a 
framework of national objectives. However, Kerr also identified what he 
considered to be a number of serious weaknesses. Picot had focused exclu-
sively on the management of schools by parent representatives, but Kerr 
felt that parents should not necessarily have to run schools to obtain good 
education for their children. Further

the Picot Report did not judge it politically expedient to explore some of the 
normal ways of satisfying consumer demands—through choice and com-
petition in the market. Moreover, as the Sexton Report documents, the 
Picot Reforms were watered down in their implementation in the face of 
opposition from the education establishment.9

Once again, we see a common theme in right- wing critiques that dwells 
not on the success, but on the failure of the reforms to fulfill their early 
promise. Kerr was particularly critical of what he saw as a continuing pro-
paganda campaign emanating from the teachers unions and some academ-
ics within education aimed at convincing the public that, since Picot, the 
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system had been effectively captured by so- called New Right views that 
emphasized technocratic, meritocratic, and competitive views of educa-
tion. Kerr, however, believed that the post- Picot education system was still 
a long way from enshrining such values in its schools.10

Writing some sixteen years later National member of parliament, Allan 
Peachey, a prominent ex- principal of Rangitoto College, one of the coun-
try’s largest secondary schools, was to share much of Kerr’s enthusiasm for 
the original intent of the reforms while lamenting that so little had actually 
been achieved. Often credited with inspiring dramatic improvements that 
brought his secondary school’s academic and sporting achievements into 
line with its community’s high decile rating, Peachy believed that a major 
gain of the education reforms had been a heightened awareness of the sig-
nificance of “excellence,” stimulating increased community pride in the 
school and leading to improvements in teaching and learning.11 Like Kerr, 
however, Peachey argued that the Picot Report had failed in its ultimate 
purpose of encouraging all schools to become excellent, largely because the 
original intentions of the reforms had been subverted by subsequent devel-
opments. Worse, a lack of political will on the part of successive govern-
ments had failed to curb the power of teacher unionism. The result was 
that powerful education bureaucracies had reemerged to wrest back the 
control of education from local communities. Accordingly, “honest educa-
tional thinkers (would), in time, look back on the 1990s and conclude that 
a marvellous opportunity was wasted as a consequence of political expedi-
ency and trade- union self- interest.”12

Smelt, Kerr, and Peachey were by no means alone in adopting a critical 
view of the Taskforce’s impact. A second view of the reforms; one held by 
many critical theorists specializing in education policy, shared their con-
cern that the original high hopes of the New Zealand public and the par-
ents had been dashed by those determined to mould the reforms in their 
own images. This second view, however, was deeply suspicious of the 
motives underpinning the reforms, perceiving the outcomes to be far worse 
than any that had preceded them. For some critics, this entailed a some-
what ironic reversal of their previous position that the former New Zealand 
education system had largely served hegemonic interests, in favor of at least 
a partial return to the previous liberal- progressive depiction of a system 
that had served the nation reasonably well, and enjoyed considerable public 
confidence. The Quality Public Education Coalition, launched in October 
1997 with the expressed aim of combating what it saw as an unacceptable 
upsurge in the influence of market forces and competition upon schools, 
actively promoted the view that “people need to know the history of public 
education, which is that it was put in place to deal with the problems cre-
ated by a dog- eat- dog society.”13
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It followed from this revised position that, in the absence of widespread 
public demand for change, the Picot Taskforce should be regarded not as a 
natural or inevitable development of parental wishes, nor as an expression of 
popular democracy in action, but rather as an unwitting puppet of a largely 
imported neoliberal ideology. In a critique that drew heavily upon contempo-
rary critical theory, a growing number of education policy researchers argued 
that Treasury captured the Picot Committee along with much of the state’s 
decision- making apparatus through a cynical exploitation of a wider crisis in 
capitalism, leading inevitably to the progressive dismantling of the old social- 
democratic social service sector, including education.

Instrumental in promoting this view was a two- part New Zealand 
Journal of Educational Studies (NZJES) article that appeared in 1988. This 
article highlighted the profound and detrimental impact on education of 
the New Zealand Treasury’s Government Management: Brief to the Incoming 
Government (1987), contending that this document initiated a “Third 
Wave” of key reforms that effectively reversed the century- old expansion of 
universal education.14 Some three years after the appearance of this influ-
ential critique, a collection of papers by key education policy researchers 
argued that the Picot Report and the subsequent implementation of 
Tomorrow’s Schools had transformed the public education system for the 
worst.15 The culprits in this disastrous exercise were Treasury and its “New 
Right” ideologues.16 Far from being an ad hoc collection of well- meaning 
reformers, the New Right was in fact a closely knit political entity, promot-
ing “a family of mutually consistent concepts,” with Treasury being “the 
political thought- police of the New Right revolution.”17

Ivan Snook epitomized those researchers who drew upon critical theory 
to promote the concept of a sharp break between pre-  and post- reform 
periods, identifying a dichotomy between “introduced” New Right theory 
and “indigenous” New Zealand beliefs and values.18 Gerald Grace endorsed 
and extended the idea that there was a yawning chasm rather than a mere 
gap between pre-  and post- reform eras. Grace praised the educational set-
tlement created under the first Labour government that spawned the early 
postwar secondary school comprehensive ideal, going on to contrast this 
sharply with post- 1987 developments.19 Liz Gordon took this dichotomy 
still further in her claim that post- 1987 developments effectively reversed 
policies built on a liberal- democratic consensus that successive govern-
ments in New Zealand had supported—a consensus “pivoted on the 
understanding that education should not be ‘political’ or partisan, but 
should be seen as a public good to which all should work with equal 
commitment.”20

Behind this dramatic reversal of traditional policy, it was claimed, lay 
fundamental changes in the economy and the role of the state. Codd, 
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Harker, and Nash21 argued (following Offe), that the policy of devolution 
initiated by Picot constituted a strategic response to the political and eco-
nomic crises faced by Western capitalist nations during the mid- 1980s.22 
Roger Dale epitomized this position with his contention that the Keynesian 
welfare state became exhausted due to a mixture of intrinsic contradictions 
and changing socioeconomic conditions.23 In seeking to explain just why 
it was that the Picot- inspired educational reforms found widespread public 
acquiescence, critical theorists largely drew upon U.S. and British research 
that purported to explain how it was that conservative ideologies were able 
to attract diverse groups of supporters who would not ordinarily have allied 
themselves with market policies in education. Thus according to Michael 
Apple,

the first thing to ask about an ideology is not what is false about it, but what 
is true about it. What are its connections to lived experience? Ideologies, 
properly conceived, do not dupe people. To be effective they must connect 
to real problems, real experiences . . . the movement away from social demo-
cratic principles and an acceptance of more Right Wing positions in social 
and educational policy occur precisely because conservative groups have 
been able to work on popular sentiments, to reorganize genuine feelings, 
and in the process to win adherents.24

The passage of time has, if anything, led to a hardening of attitudes toward 
the whole era of public sector reforms initiated by Lange’s Labour 
Government. Two Delta volumes appearing in the late 1990s edited by 
Anne- Marie O’Neill aptly conveyed the strong sense of betrayal felt by 
those with left- wing sympathies, many of whom had originally welcomed 
the Labour’s 1984 election victory.25 A growing sense of powerlessness was 
also evident. Thus, in his introduction to a special issue of the New Zealand 
Journal of Educational Studies, Martin Thrupp identified the major con-
cern behind most of the articles in the volume as being the pervasiveness of 
neoliberalism or economic rationalism.26

In this same volume Patrick Fitzsimons, Michael Peters, and Peter 
Roberts, drawing upon the work of U.S. and European critical theorists, 
epitomized the continuing conviction amongst critical theorists that that 
British and American commitment to monetarism and supply- side eco-
nomics provided the global context for copycat neoliberal structural 
reforms in New Zealand. The New Zealand public policy regime had been 
captured by a “scientized” economic discourse, represented in education 
by a Picot Report that was from the outset driven by (in)famous Treasury 
statements about the dangers of provider- capture. In turn this had led to 
“teacher- proofing” the curriculum, representing a decisive break with past 
educational traditions based on collaboration and consensus.27 A related 
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consequence of the reforms according to John Codd was the implementa-
tion of what he terms “policies of distrust,” embodied in the separation of 
policy formation and policy advice from policy implementation, and in the 
related separation of funder from provider.28 Jonathan Boston went even 
further, arguing that “within the OECD, probably the most radical and 
comprehensive programme of state- sector reform has been pursued in New 
Zealand.”29 These changes, Boston claimed, were stimulated by percep-
tions of bureaucratic shortcomings, high inflation, rising unemployment, 
large fiscal deficits, mounting public debt, and slow economic growth:

Broadly speaking, these changes have conformed to the principles and prac-
tices of managerialism. For instance, there has been a strong emphasis on 
the devolution of management responsibilities . . . . The privatisation of 
commercial state assets, the commercialisation of many departmental func-
tions, the institutional separation of public funding and provision, and the 
separation of the functions of policy advice, regulation and policy imple-
mentation. These changes have not only brought about a radical reshaping 
of the bureaucratic landscape, but also contributed to a dramatic “downsiz-
ing” of the core public sector and the development of a new managerial 
ethos.30

More recently, critical theorists have attempted to outline some possible 
strategies of resistance in the face of what they see as an all- pervasive global 
neoliberalism. Mark Olssen has argued that the main task of critical theo-
rists lay in “exposing the contradictions of New Right policies in 
education,”31 the ultimate aim being influencing policy through collective 
political action. Some indication of where such strategies might lead have 
been subsequently discussed by Olssen, Codd, and O’Neill.32 In maintain-
ing the position that there was indeed a sharp dichotomy between the 
pre-  and post- Picot eras, Olssen et al focus particularly on the way the New 
Zealand state deliberately chose to emulate the Anglo- Saxon example epit-
omized by Reagan’s United States and Thatcher’s Britain in reacting to the 
imperatives of globalization through the strategy of deregulation.

Central to our argument, then, is the claim that it is imposed policies of neolib-
eral governmentality, rather than globalization as such, that is the key forces 
affecting (and undermining) nation- states today. Thus, while a great deal of 
recent educational policy can be explained in terms of the sociological concept 
of globalization, we argue in this book that it must be theoretically represented 
in relation to the political philosophy of neoliberalism.33

Far from being an end in itself, this critique was seen to provide the basis for 
future political action. In the view of Olssen et al., neoliberalism incorporates 
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an impoverished conception of the individual, human nature, and state power, 
hence they argue for a new model of community located not in the celebration 
of individual enterprise and initiative, but rather within a communitarian con-
text within which the state would, even more than in welfare states of the past, 
become an education state.34

The Research Legacy: Challenge and Response

The continuing polarization of views on the reforms has continued to cast 
a lengthy shadow on historical research into education policy in New 
Zealand. In some quarters this has resulted in a reluctance to acknowledge 
the recent educational past at all, through fear of causing offence to one 
group or another. Typical of this desire to move on from past debates is 
Jane Gilbert’s evocatively titled Catching the Knowledge Wave which advo-
cates further reform of secondary schooling in order to make it more rele-
vant to the demands of the emerging global society. As a postmodernist 
Gilbert recognizes the necessity of understanding and deconstructing dis-
courses as a key to social change, but she largely accepts the view that New 
Zealand now has a more accountable education system as a result of the 
reforms ushered in by Picot and by Tomorrow’s Schools. Hence, successful 
secondary education is viewed largely as marrying the successful teaching 
of key competencies with improved equal opportunity policies in order to 
increase the nation’s ability to compete on the world economic stage as a 
high- skills, high- wage economy.35 This view seems quite close to the posi-
tion currently espoused by the New Zealand Ministry of Education. The 
ministry, however, clearly operates within a post- Picot administrative 
structure. Consequently, the dangers in simply buying into the new rhe-
toric can be readily discerned in the way the ministry continues to market 
its underlying educational philosophy as one of “rigorous eclecticism, leav-
ing any underlying contradictions to go largely unchallenged.”36

Perhaps, however, a degree of historical amnesia is understandable. In 
1998, a book commissioned by the New Zealand Ministry of Education, 
written by independent historians Graham and Susan Butterworth pro-
voked a sharp reaction from those within the education sector. The 
Butterworths tended to see the Picot Report as the outcome of widespread 
pressure for educational decision- making to be wrested from an educa-
tional bureaucracy increasingly out of touch with the realities of contem-
porary New Zealand society. In attempting to answer the potentially 
thorny question of whether the reforms actually constituted a “famous vic-
tory,” however, they gave only a qualified “yes,” conceding only that, for 



Reforming New Zealand Secondary Education12

better or worse, the Picot Report and its subsequent implementation into 
legislation had thrust the country into a new era.37 The Butterworths were 
aware that, particularly within educational circles, a considerably less char-
itable view of the reforms was extant. Hence, in arguing that the recent 
educational reforms were the inevitable outcome of deep- seated historical 
processes, they were in effect also issuing a direct challenge to received 
views among educators that the reforms had been largely driven by 
Treasury.38

Not surprisingly, the new book provoked an immediate and hostile 
response from some educational researchers. New Zealand educational 
historian David McKenzie, characterized the research as one of the new 
brand of so- called instant histories written with the principal purpose of 
promoting the newly created state ministries. In his view the unwillingness 
of the authors to utilize a readily available body of critical policy literature 
that challenged the received view that the reforms had been largely benefi-
cial, simply reflected the official conviction that “most of the academics in 
university education departments were left- wing neo- Marxists uselessly in 
love with their own dogmatics.”39 In response the Butterworths charged 
that “as few of the academic commentators of the past decade ha[d] dirtied 
their hands with primary research on the development of government pol-
icy, they had little to contribute.”40 This emphatic dismissal of historical 
research emanating from university education faculties and colleges pro-
voked an equally pointed counter- response. Effectively reversing the charge 
the Butterworths had laid against educational historians, Greg and Howard 
Lee pointed out that Reforming Education had blithely ignored the avail-
ability of a substantial body of literature emanating from policy analysts 
within university education departments. Furthermore, in claiming to be 
above and beyond debate, the Butterworths had equally ignored the reality 
that any study of education policy was, by definition, “political.”41

To some degree this sharp exchange recalled similar episodes that had 
occurred in the United Kingdom some decades earlier, when a number of 
historians domiciled within established university history departments dis-
missed the history produced in university education departments as “impov-
erished and unsophisticated.”42 As early as 1976, the conservative historian 
Sir Geoffrey Elton denounced teachers colleges as strongholds of a heavily 
deterministic leftist history, produced by educationalists whose main inter-
est lay in ransacking the past in the interests of supporting the radical 
reform of contemporary schooling.43 A similar critique from a very different 
ideological perspective emanated from Brian Simon, a prominent Marxist 
educational historian, who warned that overly simplistic determinism had 
seriously undermined the Left’s intellectual credibility.44 Moreover, in 1983 
Harold Silver, another prominent British educational historian, further 
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contended that much recent educational history written in the United 
Kingdom had been overly polemical in articulating a strongly left- wing ide-
ology, resulting in a further marginalization of curriculum history in the 
eyes of policymakers, the public, teachers, and other academics.45

It should be emphasized, however, that in New Zealand at least, the 
long- standing controversy surrounding the educational reforms of the 
1980s has not been confined to those writing history in education facul-
ties. Paul Goldsmith’s review of Malcolm McKinnon’s recent history of 
the New Zealand Treasury critiqued the author’s coverage of Treasury pol-
icy in the crucial decades of the 1970s and 1980s for failing to give an 
adequate insight into the increasingly fierce internal battles that raged 
within Treasury from the late 1970s, and neglecting the deep intergenera-
tional divide over economic and social policy within the country at large. 
Instead, wrote Goldsmith, McKinnon “appears to have swallowed the line 
put about by Prime Minister David Lange, post 1987, that “the Treasury 
agenda” was all pervasive and powerful.”

The ascription to the Treasury of the key role was Lange’s way of deflecting 
blame for his own role in the reforms. It was also a way for critics from the 
left to rationalize what seemed to be traitorous actions by their party. 
Instead they were victims of a conspiracy. However, the evidence seems to 
be to the contrary. The striking aspect is the extent to which all the major 
transformations in New Zealand’s fiscal and monetary policies, and the 
decisions not to transform, were driven by the politicians.46

One response from historians to the ongoing controversy over the entire 
era of social and economic reform in New Zealand ushered in by the Lange 
Government was to emphasize the significance of ongoing historical pro-
cesses in stimulating and shaping educational reform. Thus David 
Thomson looked well beyond education as such, to attribute the growing 
disillusionment that swept Labour to power in 1984 to intergenerational 
conflict, as a younger generation discovered that the promises of the wel-
fare state, including education, had worn threadbare.47 Colin James took 
an even broader perspective in arguing that “the cycle between education 
and the economy was neglected in favor of a security that neglect helped 
make illusionary through failing economic performance.”48 Thus, in 
claiming that from the 1970s educational results increasingly failed to live 
up to expectations, James came to emphasize that “what was going wrong 
was not in the output from educators, but in the reception by students and 
society generally.”49

Within the education sector there has also been some willingness to 
examine more closely the complex interplay of historical forces that make 
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for radical change. According to Snook, for instance

the Treasury took seriously all the “leftish,” “radical[,]” “sociological[,]” cri-
tiques of education, all of which show that in terms of fostering equality, the 
education system . . . has failed. It then turned the argument on its head, 
holding that a “radically” new solution was required, not (as liberals think) 
a tinkering with the existing system.50

This view, however, still placed Treasury as the sole active agent in a neo-
liberal conspiracy to destroy the supposedly social- democratic consensus 
that had previously underpinned New Zealand education. Historians have 
enjoyed only limited success in challenging this view.51 John Barrington 
was one of the first to do so, claiming that the fundamental changes in the 
administration of primary and secondary schools that took place after the 
election of Labour in 1984 had been inadequately explained in terms that 
placed a heavy emphasis on the activities of the contemporary “New 
Right.” In so doing, critics had overlooked to an extraordinary degree the 
“historical developments which influenced and helped create the pre  -
conditions for change.”52 Gary McCulloch was another historian who 
opted for a more critical approach to causation. In particular McCulloch 
questioned the validity of tightly defined criteria in assessing complex 
political categories such as neoliberalism, arguing that single-  cause expla-
nations centering exclusively on the impact of imported neoliberal ideals 
tended to ignore the cumulative impact of indigenous historical factors.53 
Consequently, the New Right was depicted as an essentially alien importa-
tion into a land that, prior to the 1980s, had largely experienced demo-
cratic consensus in education. My own 1995 study of post- primary 
education utilized the concept of educational settlements to demonstrate 
how common interests amongst otherwise ideologically opposed groups 
had underpinned major changes in the way education was conceived of 
and organized. Thus, by 1984 a combination of social, economic, educa-
tional, and political changes combined to produce a policy environment 
where radical changes were being advocated across a wide section of soci-
ety. The outcome was an educational reform package that reflected an 
ideologically mixed heritage.54

A better understanding of the rapidly changing education policy envi-
ronment during the entire post–World War Two era, with a specific con-
centration on the decade immediately prior to the setting up of the Picot 
Taskforce, seemed to be called for. Such an approach necessitated a 
renewed focus on primary source material, taking into account 
McCulloch’s recent plea for the need to understand documents in relation 
to their milieu—in short, to relate text to context.55 A first step was to 
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look at the steady build- up of dissatisfaction with state education begin-
ning in the 1940s with opposition to the comprehensive, multilateral state 
secondary school, and culminating in the decade immediately prior to the 
setting up of the Picot Taskforce, when a combination of Māori radical 
groups, feminists, radical academics, conservative pressure groups, cost- 
conscious politicians, and Treasury combined to demand radical educa-
tional change.56

This historical view, while still making but limited headway in the face 
of now entrenched views on the reforms at least suggested that the Picot 
Report might be situated at the end of a continuum, rather than at its 
beginning. However, in raising further questions about the complex inter-
play of ideologies at the policymaking level, it underlined the need for a 
more finely detailed, historically informed reexamination of late twentieth 
century New Zealand educational policymaking both as a variation of 
international developments and as the outcome of political and cultural 
forces that were distinctively national in character. Such a model might 
well have to recognize that Treasury was not the only influential actor on 
the educational policymaking stage. More ambitiously perhaps, the out-
come might be a first step toward the replacement of an essentially unidi-
mensional model of public policy with a more dynamic multidimensional 
model that situated educational reform within the wider context of public 
policymaking.

The New Acquisitions and the Potential for 
Radical Revision

A great deal has been written about the Picot Report and Tomorrow’s 
Schools both at the time they were released, and subsequently. In addition 
to the academic and professional literature available, there have been 
countless newspaper and magazine articles and editorials of admittedly 
varying quality and usefulness.57

Moreover, the reforms were and occasionally continue to be, the subject 
of extended parliamentary debate over the past two decades. Once the 
reforms were in place, successive governments were forced to justify any 
planned changes to the legislation in the face of Opposition hostility, often 
leading to vitriolic exchanges in the House. Comparatively early on in this 
research, I opted to widen its scope beyond education to encompass the 
various reports, commissions and inquiries into other public sector agen-
cies and activities released during the decade immediately prior to the set-
ting up of the Picot Taskforce. Given that this book is designed to fit 
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within a series dealing with the global evolution of secondary education, 
clearly something had to be left out. Largely for reasons of space, I decided 
to omit discussion of the near- contemporary Meade Report (on early child-
hood education), and the Hawke Report (on tertiary education). I also 
acknowledge that much remains to be written about post–Tomorrow’s 
Schools developments, particularly in regards to curriculum and assess-
ment. Once again for reasons of space, I reluctantly chose to deal with the 
New Zealand Curriculum Framework (NZCF) and the controversy that 
surrounded it, only in passing. As with the Picot Report, recently available 
primary source material will now made it possible to research in some 
detail the fascinating history of what became an extended curriculum 
debate, particularly over the first NZCF draft, which paralleled debate 
over the wider education reforms during a broadly similar period. 
Unfortunately though, this must be reserved for another time and place.

It will be obvious by now that the writing of this book has been shaped 
by my growing conviction as a university teacher and researcher, that many 
of our perceptions of the reforms have been shaped more by the continuing 
debate over them, than by hard evidence from the reform period itself or 
from the decades that preceded it. Indeed historical bias is so difficult to 
eliminate that some historians have given up the task altogether; hence 
Keith Jenkins has claimed that “all history is theoretical and all theories 
are positioned and positioning.”58 However, Richard Evans, in a statement 
that might well have been written for the extended debate over the New 
Zealand educational reforms has warned that

ultimately, if political or moral aims become paramount in the writing of 
history, then scholarship suffers. Facts are mined to prove a case; evidence 
is twisted to suit a political purpose; inconvenient documents are ignored; 
sources deliberately misconstrued or misinterpreted. If historians are not 
engaged in the pursuit of truth, then scholarly criteria becomes irrelevant in 
assessing the merits of a particular historical argument.59

Thus, historians of the reform era are left with little recourse but to par-
adoxically pursue what Richard Dawkins has recently described as “the 
honest and systematic endeavour to find out the truth about the real 
world,”60 while accepting the ultimate impossibility of that task. 
Accordingly, one way forward in researching the reforms seemed to be 
through a more comprehensive exploration of hitherto unaccessed primary 
source material. To be fair to those who have previously written about the 
Picot Report and Tomorrow’s Schools, detailed information concerning the 
day- by- day deliberations of the Picot Taskforce and the material presented 
to it, both written and oral, has only become progressively available since 
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the mid- 1990s. Much the same can be said of the various state sector 
responses to its recommendations, and the lengthy but revealing internal 
struggle over the new educational structures.

In August 1995 Archives New Zealand acquired what was then the 
largest single accession in its history, emanating from the former 
Department of Education’s Wellington Head Office (ABEP). Consisting 
of approximately 3,828 boxes of files, this accession provides a particularly 
comprehensive picture of Departmental reactions to curriculum, financial 
and administrative policy over the final decade of the Department’s exis-
tence. Since then, further new archival acquisitions have become accessible 
that collectively have the potential to revolutionize research into the Picot 
era. Archives New Zealand has recently received some thirty boxes of 
Picot- related material under the general descriptor, Departmental Residual 
Management Files Unit (AAZY). Space precludes a full description but 
some indication of their importance can be illustrated by reference to a 
single box—enigmatically labeled “box 181.” This box was discovered to 
contain the minutes to the first two crucial meetings of the Picot Taskforce 
in July and August 1987 respectively. It also contained several other partic-
ularly informative documents. One of these consisted of a large number of 
abstracts that furnished detailed summaries of the reading made available 
to the taskforce. Another turned out to be a handout to committee mem-
bers on the subject of education vouchers, produced by the Government 
Research Unit in early 1987. Further boxes in this accession were found to 
contain some 5,000 public submissions sent in immediately following the 
release of the Picot Report.

Also recently available to accredited researchers by kind permission of the 
David Lange Estate, are six boxes of files emanating from the Prime Minister’s 
Office concerning the Picot Report and covering the key years 1987–1988. 
These provide much valuable information that is available from no other 
source. They include correspondence with state and non- state agencies and 
organizations that reveal much about the way the Picot Report was viewed 
from within the inner circles of government. The Prime Minister’s 
Department (now the Prime Minister’s Office) ran an efficient newspaper 
clipping service in the immediate aftermath of the Report’s release, and this 
material is located within the Lange papers. From a researcher’s point of 
view, however, the most exciting find among the Lange papers were those 
grouped under the seemingly unexciting descriptor—Logos. On examina-
tion Logos turned out not to be about graphic design, but about design of a 
different description—the implementation of an ambitious public relations 
exercise under the joint auspices of a Wellington- based public relations firm 
and the Prime Minister’s Department, with the express aim of selling the 
Picot Report’s recommendations to general public.
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In addition to these sources, there are also the archives of the various 
education boards. These furnish a useful corrective to an otherwise 
Wellington- centered perspective on the reforms and their impact. Much 
material detailing the responses of the Auckland Education Board to the 
Picot Commission, for instance, is held at Archives New Zealand’s regional 
office in Auckland. Moreover, the decision to research the Picot Report as 
public policy presented me with the opportunity to go beyond educational 
records. It is important to appreciate that other major state departments 
displayed considerable interest in the deliberations of the Picot Taskforce, 
and often played a major role in the subsequent implementation of the 
reforms. Both the Treasury and the State Services Commission have depos-
ited files at Archives New Zealand and today these are available for research 
purposes, with relatively few restrictions. Time factors and ethical con-
straints prevented me from conducting formal interviews with those 
close to the education reform process. Thanks to Graham and Susan 
Butterworth, however, I had access to the transcript summaries of inter-
views carried out by them between 1994 and 1996 as part of their Ministry 
of Education Oral History Project. Where appropriate, this material has 
been utilized as a supplement to the rich archival data now available.

Given this plethora of material, there is now little excuse for those with 
an interest in educational policy research not to provide broader based, 
historically informed, data- rich, evidenced- based accounts of educational 
and political change than has been possible, hitherto. Twenty years after it 
appeared, the Picot Report is clearly far from being finished business.



Chapter 2

Almost Alone in the World, 
1942–1968

The setting up of the Picot Taskforce and the extraordinarily wide brief 
its members were given can only be fully understood in the context of a 
long- standing post–World War Two debate over New Zealand secondary 
education. Although this debate had its origins in an essentially interwar 
conflict over the aims and scope of secondary education, it was to be deci-
sively reshaped in the postwar years by a series of reforms introduced under 
the first Labour government.1

Labour’s secondary school reforms have been seen as an educational 
settlement whereby a new policy consensus was established after a period 
of crisis and struggle.2 From the very beginning, however the establish-
ment of universal secondary education was to be marked by a number of 
fundamental contradictions centering on the ultimate aims of secondary 
education, including equity issues, curriculum, academic standards, and 
school- labor market relationships. These contradictions were to remain 
unresolved throughout the early postwar years only to crucially reemerge 
in the radically changed social, cultural, economic, and policy environ-
ment of the 1970s.

Redefining Secondary Education

Secondary education for “the deserving” arrived with the Hogben- Seddon 
free place system in the early twentieth century. This offered free second-
ary education to all primary school leavers who had passed the Standard 
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6 Proficiency examination.3 The system’s popularity, however, rapidly 
outgrew the projections of its authors. After World War One, the steady 
growth of enrolments meant that, rather than being the preserve of a siz-
able minority, secondary school education by the outbreak of World War 
Two had become a substantial majority experience. Increasing access, how-
ever, was accompanied by controversy concerning the very nature of sec-
ondary schooling. Although influential educators such as Frank Milner 
advocated the adoption of a common core curriculum, tensions remained 
over the degree of subject-  and gender- based differentiation, and the pre-
scription of a limited set of “general education” subjects.4

Although the new Labour government did not directly tackle second-
ary education until after the outbreak of World War Two, the years 1941 
to 1945 have been termed “the most momentous” in New Zealand second-
ary education history.5 The school leaving age was raised to fifteen, and 
there were major changes to assessment processes leading to the Thomas 
Report, the 1945 Education (Post- Primary) Regulations, and the introduc-
tion of the “new” School Certificate.6 A specific secondary teacher training 
course was inaugurated, the secondary inspectorate doubled, careers teach-
ers appointed, and the remaining gaps between technical and secondary 
schools curricula and teachers’ salaries, closed.7

These changes to secondary education came as Labour “rejuvenated the 
egalitarian tradition in all its ambiguity: equality of condition and equality 
of opportunity for all.”8 Over the next two decades there was virtually full 
employment and increasing affluence. The price was strict economic regu-
lation and a social conformity that was increasingly at variance with global 
trends. Ultimately, the outcome was to be a stagnant economy, high infla-
tion and an acute balance of payments problem. This was to necessitate 
an increasingly desperate political juggling act as successive governments 
sought to maintain affluence, temper inequalities, and ensure security 
through insulating the economy from overseas trends, while safeguarding 
a high degree of cultural uniformity.9

In the meantime the early postwar years provided a refurbishment of 
the material Utopia,10 which had shattered during the Great Depression.11 
Although the class conflict that had characterized much educational 
debate in the interwar period was de- emphasized in the early postwar 
years, the relationship between social groupings continued to be signifi-
cant for secondary education. While the old middle class was shrinking, 
the new middle class was to rise steeply over the same period to reach 38.9 
percent of the total. As elsewhere in the world this was accompanied by 
significant increases both in the new professions and in clerical occupa-
tions. In turn, this growth reflected the expansion of both state and pri-
vate sector bureaucracies during the early postwar decades to incorporate 
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some two- fifths of the workforce.12 Expanding bureaucracies required not 
only specialized skills, but employees who could work efficiently within a 
regulated hierarchy. Labour’s expanded secondary education system thus 
occupied a pivotal position in early postwar New Zealand, as indeed it did 
in the England over a broadly similar period.13

Raising the School Leaving Age

In 1942, director of education, C.E. Beeby intimated to the Thomas 
Committee that the school leaving age would be raised, making at least 
some post- primary schooling compulsory for virtually all pupils.14 The 
move was doubtless prompted by a combination of legislative urgency and 
public guilt,15 but was also influenced by wartime demands for closer links 
between secondary schools and industry, significant shifts in the balance 
of power between capital and labor, new concepts of gender roles, and 
the growth of school retention rates.16 Hence, the raising of the school 
leaving age to fifteen was as much socially as educationally motivated.17 
Wartime youth behavior was also an issue. When in the first half of 1943 
the Minister of Education, H.G.R Mason, urged his parliamentary col-
leagues to consider raising the school leaving age from fourteen to fifteen 
(and perhaps even to sixteen in the future), he emphasized that “owing to 
war conditions there (were) an increasing number of young adolescents 
who (were) missing the discipline of a normal home, and it (was) essential 
that the school (kept) its grip upon them during these very critical years.”18 
A Dominion editorial in March 1943 argued that “the adolescent years of 
14 to 16, a most critical period of child life, should be spent under the best 
and most experienced kind of school supervision in order that the develop-
ment of character may receive the right emphasis and direction.”19

The Thomas Report

With the raising of the school leaving age imminent, the broader question of 
how best to cater for the increasingly large numbers entering the secondary 
schools became urgent. Although the Thomas Committee’s original terms 
of reference were merely to consider the choice and content of subjects for 
the planned new School Certificate examination, the committee went fur-
ther by recommending a common core of subjects which would ensure “all 
post- primary pupils, irrespective of their varying occupations . . . a generous 
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and well- balanced education.”20 This has subsequently been praised for 
taking into account “not only the intellectual, but also the moral, social 
and aesthetic purposes in education.”21 Certainly the committee went fur-
ther than other contemporary proposals for curriculum reform such as 
that of Frank Milner, which was intended to apply to secondary schools 
only. A significant difference between Milner’s proposal and the Thomas 
Committee’s recommendations was that the latter expressly intended to 
extend their suggested compulsory common core curriculum to all types of 
post- primary institutions, which went well beyond Milner’s idea of merely 
translating secondary schools into comprehensive institutions. Under the 
“Thomas” model, technical high schools, the secondary departments of 
district high schools, and even registered (private) secondary schools were 
to be included, in direct contrast to the institutional differentiation model 
embraced by the British Spens and Norwood Reports.22

From the 1980s on, however, a number of commentators have highlighted 
less progressive aspects of the Thomas Report: the naivety of its basic concep-
tions, its contradictory attitude toward the education of girls, and its essen-
tially conservative attitudes to curriculum reform. While all children were 
to receive a broad, general, liberal education, girls were also to receive com-
pulsory training in domestic science in preparation for their future role as 
homemakers.23 In mathematics, differentiation between full and core courses 
in the report often resulted in girls being channeled into the easier of the two 
options, while science and technical subjects were assumed to apply only to 
boys.24 Able girls took history with able boys “siphoned off into the sciences.”25 
At Marlborough College, Blenheim, between 1946 and 1958, pupils were 
divided into three different courses: professional and general (boys and girls); 
trades and agriculture (boys only); commercial and home-   life (girls only).26 
Thus, “the post- war woman . . . was to experience in her schooling, a set of cul-
tural practices which were based on the assumptions of both a liberal ideology 
of equality and, at the same time, an ideology of domestic femininity.”27

The situation for Māori was even more acute, with Māori secondary 
educational issues remaining essentially unaddressed. The absence of sec-
ondary education in rural areas where most Māori still lived led to the cre-
ation of the first Māori District High School in 1941.28 John Barrington, 
however, has illustrated the continuing dominance of racial stereotypes 
that contributed to a narrow concept of the Māori future within the con-
temporary Education Department, citing T.A. Fletcher’s, belief that, “the 
Māori [was] not sufficiently removed from his past to be suited for com-
merce.” Fletcher envisaged that the core of the curriculum for the new 
Māori secondary departments was to be homemaking in the widest sense: 
for boys, building construction, furniture- making, and metalwork, and 
for girls, home management.29
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Many Māori parents had for long advocated increased academic con-
tent at the expense of narrow vocational training, leading to the eventual 
inclusion of School Certificate courses in Māori district high schools.30 
However, Māori were far from being unanimous during this period. In 
February 1941 the government announced plans to expand facilities for 
secondary education for Māori by providing district high schools close to 
the centers of Māori population on the East Coast of the North Island.31 
In an open letter to the Minister of Education, R.T. Kohere, an East Coast 
rangatira, was highly critical of the practical curriculum it offered. Kohere 
was particularly concerned that the new schools did not offer matricula-
tion as did regular high schools, thus Māori students would receive an edu-
cation different from, and inferior to, their European counterparts.32

In response Mason defended the new schools on the grounds that they 
would help preserve for the Māori “his own language, culture, ideas and tra-
ditions distinct from Pakehas.” The minister claimed that Māori were not 
being specifically disadvantaged because, “ ‘for Pakehas, we now have tech-
nical schools instead of the older type of academic school, which was useful 
only to those going in for the learned professions.” Hence there would be “few 
if any new schools of the academic type established in the near future.”33

Other Māori complained that the government had done little to preserve 
Māori heritage. M. Winiata was highly critical of the “abstract concept of 
equality for Māori” adopted by both the Labour Party as part of its “propa-
ganda ballyhoo,” and by the National Party, based upon middle- class Pakeha 
prejudices, which would do away with the Māori schools and favor schools 
dominated by a European majority. For Winiata this concept of equality 
stemmed “from the idea of assimilation and baulks at anything resembling 
segregation.”34 Anticipating both the Te Kohanga Reo movement during 
the 1980s and the Picot Report, Winiata hoped that much Māori education 
would be marae- based, eventually evolving into something not unlike the 
Danish Folk High School concept.35 Moreover, both Kohere and Winiata 
foreshadowed the bicultural viewpoint that increasingly underpinned crit-
icism of secondary education offered to Māori from the mid- 1970s on that 
was to find expression in the Picot Report and Tomorrows’ Schools.

From School to Work

The issue of transition between school and work was another issue that 
would remain relatively unresolved, to be taken up more urgently in the 
immediate post- Picot decade. The Thomas Report downplayed the role of 
the school in preparing young people for work, to the extent that “education 
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for work” became secondary to “education for life.”36 Although it rejected 
the British policy of discrete curricula in different types of post- primary 
schools, however the Report conceded that schools would provide for some 
differentiation in their approach.37 Secondary schools were also encour-
aged to teach “vocational civics,” under the aegis of social studies.38

Furthermore, the common core curriculum may well have provided a 
more efficient means of achieving differentiation rather than putting an 
end to it.39 By 1944 Mason was advocating an informal system where “guid-
ance was inseparable from pupil classification, and classification required 
selection.”40 The large numbers of pupils of varying abilities now entering 
secondary schools also meant that differentiation could be supported as 
one of their legitimate functions. Subsequently, they became adept at the 
selection and classification of pupils according to their perceived needs.41 
As Beeby himself conceded in 1958, school principals and careers advis-
ers gave advice on courses that could amount to “strong persuasion,” and 
there was much de facto ability grouping within the courses. Hence, despite 
freedom of choice, “it (was) uncommon to find a really dull child taking 
a straight academic course or a bright one avoiding all the more rigorous 
disciplines.”42 When in 1966, W.B. Sutch concluded that, “by giving the 
two types of schooling the one label and the one set of school buildings 
New Zealand did not abolish its English inheritance of treating vocational 
training as education and depriving the ‘non- professional’ children of the 
emphasis on the basic curriculum provided for the ‘professional’ children,”43 
he was revealing little that policy- makers had not already known for years.

A further issue for the future was that the more liberal tenets of the 
Thomas Report were destined not to be widely implemented. Pressure for 
examination success continued unabated.44 The department failed to play a 
significant role in supporting the new curriculum.45 Inspectors steeped in a 
tradition of assessing teachers for grading found it difficult to undertake the 
role of professional advisers.46 Many teachers either failed to comprehend 
report’s recommendations, or else remained opposed to them.47 Copies of 
the Thomas Report often proved difficult to obtain because the original rap-
idly went out of print and there was no authorized reprinting until 1959.48

Zoning, Selection and Equity

Zoning was yet another area where crucial issues remained unresolved, 
only to reemerge in the immediate pre- Picot decade. In 1956 Beeby, 
claimed that, “In New Zealand there is no selection at all for secondary 
education, and, within the state system, every child, whatever his ability, 
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is free to go to the secondary school of his parent’s choice.”49 Such state-
ments, however, were always open to serious doubt. Zoning, the defining 
of particular districts from which schools drew their pupils, developed as a 
mechanism to ensure a degree of equity at a time when schools and school 
populations were growing rapidly. Under its provisions, parents wishing to 
send their children to schools in a different zone from which they lived had 
to apply for permits to do so from the department.

The relationship between zoning and equity was always problematic. 
Zoning sometimes helped to maintain the established images and privileges 
of the grammar schools while perpetuating the pattern of social differenti-
ation already evident in urban education. The Education Department was 
obliged during the 1950s to respond to increased pressure from parents who 
had secured housing in areas zoned for prestigious single- sex institutions 
and principals of established schools concerned about the effects of new 
schools on their own clientele.50 Faced with the choice of abandoning zon-
ing altogether, seeking enhanced legal authority to enforce existing zoning 
restrictions, or finding a new method of enforcing zoning with the consent 
of schools and parents, the Department opted to pursue the latter course.51

Under the new zoning system the onus of issuing permits was devolved 
on the principal of the out- of- zone school the parent wished the child to 
attend. This administratively ingenious solution made it possible to uphold 
widely contrasting principles. The measure of equality allegedly possessed 
by the original zoning concept was retained and the ideal of the neighbor-
hood school which would provide for a cross- section of the school popula-
tion within its zone was promoted. At the same time an element of freedom 
of choice within the state system was retained along with the introduction 
of an element of selectivity that permitted prestigious schools to recruit 
pupils from beyond their own zone.52 These modifications to zoning 
allowed the Grammar Schools to retain their social prestige and academic 
status within the wider context of “secondary education for all” by permit-
ting them considerable leeway to select out- of- zone pupils on the basis of 
academic ability. In 1955 the PPTA Journal noted the concerns about over-
crowding expressed by school boards of “popular” post- primary schools, 
conceding that “many people travelled miles to avoid co- ed schools.”53 
These anomalies remained, to resurface during the 1970s and 1980s.

Assessment for a New Era

Changes to examinations and to assessment procedures in secondary schools 
were a further aspect of the reforms that left major issues unresolved. In 



Reforming New Zealand Secondary Education26

1946 the first regulations for the new School Certificate Examination were 
gazetted.54 The market support for this qualification was strong, and by 
the mid- 1950s School Certificate had come to be regarded by the commu-
nity as marking the successful completion of a post- primary education.55

Within a decade, however, School Certificate was operating in a radi-
cally different way from its inception. One unforeseen difficulty was that 
the secondary school retention rate rose so markedly that by the mid- 1960s 
nearly 90 percent of all fifth formers were sitting the examination, with 
the result that the scarcity value of the qualification was greatly reduced. 
At the same time School Certificate came under attack for failing to 
offer a realistic goal for those pupils unable to secure an aggregate pass.56 
Although single subject passes were introduced in 1968, together with a 
change to the hierarchical scaling policy based on the higher quality can-
didates, criticism intensified. Although the examination was not actually 
abolished until the end of the century, the worthwhile accrediting baseline 
shifted upward to the sixth and seventh form levels, resulting in a creden-
tial increasingly irrelevant to the needs of secondary students.57

By contrast, accrediting had always been contentious. Moreover, 
although the elevation of the University Entrance examination into the 
sixth form and the introduction of accrediting theoretically freed up the 
first three forms within post- primary schools from the demands of the uni-
versity, the long- running controversy over accrediting further illustrates 
the fact that not only were schools continuing to be ranked within a defi-
nite hierarchy, but that this was both widely perceived and bitterly resent-
ed.58 Despite frequent complaints from technical schools in particular, the 
university and the Department of Education continued to maintain that 
their proper role was to avoid encroaching upon the work of the second-
ary schools proper.59 As far as district high schools were concerned, the 
Department steadfastly maintained that such schools should concentrate 
on School Certificate rather than the higher qualification. This was a view 
which, as Howard Lee has pointed out, was at odds with Beeby’s view that 
district high schools should perform a dual role of providing for the ambi-
tious few as well as the majority who would not proceed to university.60 
Notwithstanding this differentiation, university authorities subsequently 
came under considerable pressure from the national press and many post-
 primary teachers to abandon accrediting altogether because of an alleged 
decline in standards which allowed too many students to get into tertiary 
education, a pressure which even withstood the release of the Parkyn 
Report in 1959 demonstrating that the standard of accrediting was, in 
fact, much more severe than the standard of external examination.61 The 
seeds of popular discontent that were to lead eventually to the modular 
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National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA) were thus well 
established in the early postwar years.

Defending the Reforms

Despite ongoing problems and contradictions, the architects of the sec-
ondary school reforms continued to defend them. In his 1947 Report, 
T.H. McCombs, the minister of education, stressed that New Zealand was 
in the vanguard of those countries that were trying to make democracy 
work, through mass education. McCombs observed that, “New Zealand 
and the United States (had) tried to meet the situation by giving all kinds 
of post- primary education, academic and practical, in the one type of 
school, except, in the case of New Zealand, of a few of the larger technical 
schools.” He directly contrasted this approach with that of England and 
its policy of rigid selection “whereby the brightest children were ‘creamed 
off ’ through competitive examination at age 11.”62 A decade later Beeby 
pointed out that New Zealand was almost alone in the world in having 
reached a position in which, “there was no selection at all for secondary 
education, and (where), within the state system, every child, whatever his 
ability, (was) free to go to the post- primary school of his parents’ choice, 
subject only to zoning restrictions in certain areas.”63

As radical as the New Zealand model appeared, however, it was essen-
tially a pragmatic response to a demographic problem, “introduced, not 
for any doctrinaire reasons or as the results of new theories in education, 
but as a matter of necessity to meet a new practical situation created by the 
new post- primary population.”64 This situation had been brought about 
by the existence of two distinct issues facing postwar educational admin-
istrators: the recent rapid rise in the birthrate and the great increase in the 
numbers of children going on to secondary school. The first had created 
many difficulties for future planning because the state was obliged to 
prepare for record attendances in schools, while the second placed imme-
diate pressure on the secondary schools.65 The government’s policy is best 
understood in relation to the fact that some 85 percent of the primary 
population was now going on to post- primary school.66 Hence, the series 
of recent changes had occurred precisely because, “you cannot give to 
85 per cent of the population the same kind of post- primary education 
that was originally devised for the specially selected and gifted few.”67 
Thus, from the outset of the secondary education reforms educational 
policymakers expressed a pragmatic, even ambivalent attitude toward the 
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purposes of secondary education that was to look increasingly threadbare 
in the radically changing policy environment of the 1970s.

Critiquing the Reforms

From the very beginning of the reforms, the Department was obliged 
to defend the secondary reforms against external criticism.68 In 1973, 
the newly appointed director of education, W.L. (Bill) Renwick claimed 
that the controversy that surrounded the Thomas Report in the imme-
diate postwar years had not been adequately recognized.69 Widespread 
criticism about academic standards and modern teaching methods 
amongst employers surfaced publicly as early as October 1944, dur-
ing a five day National Education Conference in Christchurch con-
vened by the minister of education, H.G.R. Mason.70 Many Catholics 
remained profoundly distrustful of both the Thomas Report and the 
Department’s role in promoting it.71 University academics were fre-
quently vocal in their condemnation. From February 1942, under the 
pseudonym “Grammaticus,” Professor E. Blaiklik castigated liberal edu-
cation on a regular basis for more than forty years in the Weekly News, 
the Sunday Herald, and the New Zealand Herald,72 striking a popular 
chord with his allegation that the new postwar curriculum had con-
tributed to a breakdown of authority and discipline amongst youth.73 
Professor W. Anderson’s pamphlet, Flight from Reason (1944), attracted 
much public sympathy with its claim that the erosion of the traditional 
grammar school course of core subject- disciplines had greatly weak-
ened academic standards, and its warning that “the master of them that 
know, new style, is not Aristotle, but the Director of Education.”74

A further source of critique came from the business sector. The New 
Zealand Chamber of Commerce set up a special Education Committee 
and secondary education faced considerable criticism from regional 
branches. In 1947 the Dunedin Chamber of Commerce convened a spe-
cial meeting to which prominent local educationalists were invited. The 
discussion focused on the entire direction of modern post- primary educa-
tion and a number of papers were presented and subsequently published 
in several consecutive issues of New Zealand Commerce, along with invited 
responses by selected educationalists. C.J. Wood, president of the Dunedin 
Chamber, laid part of the blame for an alleged decline in the basic skills of 
school- leavers on business hiring practices that employed qualified staff on 
the basic wage without much opportunity for advancement, resulting in 
an employee who became “stale” in his job and eventually lost incentive.75 
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However, he also issued a clear warning to educationalists as to where the 
real power lay:

The education authorities in New Zealand have the monopoly in the pro-
duction of our educated youth. In business we are the consumers, we are 
your customers, and we know what we require. If we are not satisfied, we 
feel that we have the right to criticise it. If the housewife goes to her grocer, 
or if you go to buy the goods you want, you certainly have the right of crit-
icism, and when the producer finds that he is turning out an unsatisfactory 
article he makes inquiries to rectify the position.76

Wood’s solution, that “there should be a close liaison between the schools 
and commerce as already we have it between the Secondary School and 
the university,77 was consistent with business demands throughout the 
twentieth century. Similar solutions were to resurface from the early 1980s 
on in numerous published and unpublished Treasury and State Services 
Commission documents, the Sexton Report, and the Porter project. Otago 
Institute of Education member, A. Hanna, responded to Wood’s paper 
by advancing the liberal- technocratic argument that the function of the 
post- primary school was no longer to prepare the child solely for employ-
ment. Hence, he was able to depoliticize the debate over comprehensive 
schooling by depicting right- wing critics as ill- informed and outdated. 
They recall(ed) their own school days through a haze of memory of con-
ditions and accomplishments which in large part never existed, and then 
deplore(d) the fact that their child cannot spell, read, write or work simple 
arithmetical problems as well as they did.”78

This early postwar debate over secondary education illustrates how 
educators were able to represent the new educational order as one based 
on scientific and modern principles. A prerequisite to any informed under-
standing of secondary education was held to be a specialized set of scien-
tific and professional understandings conveyed through an increasingly 
specialized jargon. This attempt to give educational reform a scientific, 
logical basis was also a feature in other Western nations during the early 
postwar era, the intention being to restrict the basis of educational debate 
to accredited “experts.”79 Such tactics, however, could not solve the under-
lying dilemma of reconciling the production of a differentiated labor force 
for the economy with the democratic rhetoric associated with the introduc-
tion of comprehensive education.80

The full impact of this dilemma, though, was long delayed in New 
Zealand. Although the early postwar National Party displayed some resid-
ual support for prewar differentiated secondary schooling along vocational 
lines, it subsided when National came to power at the end of 1949.81 The 
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new Minister of Education, R.M. Algie frequently emphasized that his 
government wanted “value for money” in education, with as little wastage 
as possible, but he did not attempt to reverse the secondary reforms. One 
reason may have been that Algie saw secondary education as a form of 
moral trusteeship under which youth would “work in the building of their 
own characters, guided by capable and enthusiastic teachers,” who would 
make them conscious of the part they would shortly have to play in the 
creation of a “harmonious and moral society.”82 Amongst political conser-
vatives generally, there was also an astute recognition that comprehensive 
education would continue to provide the essential substance of differenti-
ated schooling, but without its accompanying tensions.83

A further but still- latent difficulty for the secondary school reforms was 
ongoing education board resentment, centered on continuing Departmental 
control of schools. In November 1954, the Auckland Education Board 
adopted a proposal by board member Samuel S. Green, for a committee 
of inquiry into the administration of education in order to reduce the cen-
tralization of education.84 Green’s contention that the Department had 
gradually assumed powers and functions that it was never intended to have 
was a further articulation of the nation’s regional educational authorities 
historical concern that centralization had gone too far.85

During the early postwar years, however, criticism of secondary schools 
was deflected by a growing cadre of academics who owed their positions to 
the postwar expansion of teachers’ colleges and university- based education 
Departments. In February 1956, a series of articles in the New Zealand 
Herald blamed poor handwriting and vandalism on the fact that teach-
ers were no longer concerned with character building. This prompted a 
caustic reply to the editor from all seven education department staff at 
Auckland University College protesting the paper’s derogatory editorials 
on education, and complaining that to base, “general attacks on unveri-
fied opinions and particular incidents, is, as you must realize, illogical and 
banal.”86 The Department’s relief at this support was revealed by L.F. le. 
Ensor, the Auckland District Superintendent of Education. Ensor sent 
Beeby the full text of the Auckland University Education Department 
response, astutely observing that; “We have some friends in Auckland who 
are nothing if not direct, and plain spoken.”87 Despite the appearance of 
these invaluable allies, however, criticism of secondary schooling and of a 
Department viewed as the lynchpin of support for the reforms was never 
far from the surface.88 Particularly from the late 1970s on, major shifts 
in the economic, political, and intellectual environment were to result in 
many erstwhile friends joining the ranks of the critics.

As we have seen, the early postwar secondary schools were always 
regarded in part as an investment in human potential and hence, future 
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economic productivity.89 One aspect of this was the encouragement 
given to curriculum innovations such as the new mathematics from the 
late 1950s on, which were believed to lead directly to the creation of a 
technologically sophisticated work force able to fuel economic transfor-
mation.90 These links between education and efficiency sharply increased 
during the 1960s, but rapidly became a double- edged sword for educa-
tors. Some indication of the problems ahead for secondary education can 
be seen in three key reports: the Parry Report (1959), School and Nation 
(1961), and the Currie Report (1962).

The Parry Report

Although the Parry Report focused on universities rather than secondary 
schools, its assumptions and conclusions were to be crucial in signaling a 
further and ultimately decisive drift toward economic and social efficiency. 
The Parry Committee’s terms of reference were to “indicate ways in which 
the university system should be organized to ensure that the long- term pat-
tern of developments is in the best interests of the nation.”91 Professor F.W. 
Holmes, McCarthy professor of economics at Victoria University, and Dr. 
W.B. Sutch, permanent secretary for Industries and Commerce, were key 
influences. During the 1950s Sutch in particular promoted a concept of 
development based on rapid industrialization underpinned by a skilled 
workforce.92 By 1957–1958 a growing economic crisis threatened the 
Labour government’s policy of full employment leading both Sutch and 
Holmes to express alarm concerning New Zealand’s economic future with 
Britain’s expected entry into the European Community. Anticipating the 
concerns of commentators such as S. Harvey Franklin some two decades 
later, the Parry Committee warned that if the country’s standard of living 
were to continue to improve, the volume of its production would have to 
increase more rapidly than its population.93 To accomplish this, greater 
emphasis was to be placed on skill and efficiency in the workplace, thus 
investment in education was) “at least as vital as adequate investment in 
physical capital.”94

The report also laid particular emphasis on the demand and supply 
of university graduates, with a strong focus on the efficient production 
of scientists, technologists, and business managers, with the least possible 
wastage.95 Estimates of future needs would be “related to the economic, 
social and cultural objectives of society.”96 Here indeed lay an ominous 
message for secondary as well as university educators had they cared to 
note it, for if educational developments designed primarily to safeguard 
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future economic and social stability were not forthcoming, then the state 
was clearly reserving the right to use its power to direct where appropriate 
and to prune when necessary.

Contemporary educators, however, misread the message. Shortly after 
the release of the Parry Report, a PPTA Journal editorial correctly observed 
that it had called for a revaluation of education, but took this to mean that 
expenditure on education should be increased on the grounds that “if we 
are ever to have anything more than a cowshed economy and culture we 
must have first- rate universities and schools.”97 Public opinion appears to 
have been far less convinced that more expenditure would bring about 
appropriate results. McLaren observes that during this period public dis-
cussion of education was highly emotive, typified by an Evening Post edito-
rial in April 1958 claiming that the New Zealand school system was one in 
which children learned “the least possible in the longest possible time.”98

Growing public unease over secondary education’s role in shaping the 
nation’s economic future was sharpened by the fact that there had been 
rapid growth in educational expenditure at a time when government 
expenditure in general had remained relatively constant.99 Between 1950 
and 1960 educational expenditure had increased nearly three- fold, while 
overall government spending had risen only marginally.100 Public con-
cern over educational standards was linked to the apparent failure of sec-
ondary education to deal effectively with youth problems, a factor which 
had been an influence on the wartime raising of the school leaving age. 
Juvenile delinquency was by 1960, a significant national issue.101 In 1954 
the Mazengarb Report, copies of which were distributed free to every New 
Zealand household, had called for urgent action on the problem.102 In 
September 1960, when the Currie Committee was still in the early stages 
of its deliberations, the widely published disruption of the annual Hastings 
Blossom Festival by rampaging youths focused further attention on the 
shortcomings of secondary education. A cartoon in a major daily newspa-
per depicted lax school discipline and mediocre secondary school academic 
standards as being responsible for the debacle, and even the ensuing debate 
amongst educators focused on how secondary schools alienated mediocre 
students while failing to challenge the able.103

School and Nation

During this period Left- liberal educators were increasingly critical of a 
secondary system they saw as conservative and outmoded. The American 
sabbatical visitor, Professor D.P. Ausubel told a conference of Department 
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of Justice psychologists in 1958 that “the secondary system impressed the 
overseas visitor as the most anachronistic segment of New Zealand educa-
tional life.”104 In September 1960 Phoebe Meikle, a highly regarded educa-
tional commentator and teacher,105 published a critical essay on secondary 
education subsequently reissued as the pamphlet, School and Nation, in 
July 1961 by the New Zealand Council for Educational Research. Meikle 
accepted the broad philosophy of the Thomas Report, but was highly crit-
ical of the way many schools had subsequently interpreted its recommen-
dations.106 Meikle claimed that the secondary schools system failed the 
majority of its pupils, failing to challenge the able students, and alienating 
the less able, leading to serious behavior problems.107 Even the large group 
in the middle were “victims of two paradoxes of our egalitarian society: 
our selection of a pass in the School Certificate examination after three 
year’s post- primary schooling as the symbol of intellectual ‘normality’; and 
the prestige attached to particular courses and subjects.”108 The result of 
all this had been an actual decline in academic standards, particularly in 
English, as well as considerable waste of human resources, with consequent 
dissatisfaction among pupils, teachers, and parents. Thus for Meikle

the strengths and weaknesses of a system of education in which state-
 controlled schools staffed by state- educated, state- trained teachers cater for 
almost all a nation’s children, must be those of the nation. That is an ines-
capable fact.109

Meikle’s perceptive pamphlet laid bare the basic contradictions in postwar 
secondary education. The educational bureaucracy, however, promptly 
closed ranks and Meikle, profoundly discouraged, left teaching for a career 
in publishing. The issues she raised were to endure.

The Currie Report

The Currie Commission was set up in February 1960. Over the next 
twenty- eight months it heard oral testimony from around the coun-
try and received over 400 public submissions, releasing its final report 
in July 1962.110 David Scott has demonstrated the extent to which the 
Currie Commissioners were “captured” by the New Zealand Department 
of Education.111 Accordingly, their report began by reasserting Fraser’s 
1939 objective of equality of educational opportunity.112 The Report was 
also highly selective in its utilization of public submissions. It downplayed 
continuing doubts about secondary education expressed from commercial 
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and industrial quarters such as the Associated Chambers of Commerce 
submission, that reiterated its 1947 position on secondary education and 
advocated a more restricted form of post- primary education that would 
have seen the reintroduction of a selective examination at the end of the 
second post- primary year in order to channel students into “appropriate” 
vocations.113 In similar vein a submission from the combined Engineering 
and Metal Trades claimed that the cultural emphasis of education had, 
“failed miserably, tending to produce misfits ill- equipped to earn a living 
rather than useful citizens,” and recommending that the chief aim of edu-
cation should be vocational rather than cultural.114

The Department of Education, however, in a series of well- presented 
submissions to the Currie Commission expressed unreserved support for 
the comprehensive ideal. Noting that, “without any exception, this is the 
kind of school which has been established in New Zealand in the period of 
rapid growth since the end of World War II,” the Department asserted that 
multi- course schools had achieved considerable success with a wide range 
of pupils, even in comparison with supposedly more academic schools.115 
It went on to warn that, if such schools were to be neglected in the future, 
it would, “result in the abandonment of the basic idea of the commu-
nity school and would bring with it inevitable problems of selection of 
pupils.”116

Perhaps not surprisingly, given its reliance on the Department of 
Education for much of its information, travel arrangements, itinerary 
and secretarial assistance, the Currie Commission recommended against 
any major overhaul of the education system.117 In adhering to this view, 
it could count on two major factors. The majority of educational pro-
fessionals, while sometimes critical of secondary education in practice, 
were not prepared to totally abandon the 1940s reforms. For instance, 
J.H. Murdoch, the author of The High Schools of New Zealand, expressed 
general support for the notion of a common core of subjects, but con-
ceded that, “its compulsory application to all and sundry, now that the 
general position has been gained, surely calls for re- examination . . . (now 
that) . . . the danger of a counter- revolution (had) largely disappeared.”118 
Furthermore, in the early 1960s secondary schooling could still derive 
some benefit from the conviction that increased educational expenditure 
could be justified in terms of its economic payoff. Sutch, whose views 
had strongly influenced the earlier Parry Report, articulated this view in 
his lengthy submission to the commission. Entitled “Education for New 
Zealand’s Future,” this warned that “failure to put more resources now 
into education will lead very soon to a considerable reduction in the rate 
of economic growth and probably to an absolute fall in levels of consump-
tion per person.”119
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Although the commission could safely reject demands for a return to 
prewar selective vocationalism in secondary education, it could not ignore 
the growing political conviction that secondary schools should play a 
major role in producing workers and citizens. The solution seemed to lie in 
asserting that “in a world that has suddenly become more competitive and 
where a very different political and economic system is challenging demo-
cratic ideas, education was vital to nations wishing to maintain or improve 
their positions.” As Sutch explained to the Commission in his submission, 
New Zealand was

faced with an economic challenge which is peculiar to this country at its 
present phase of development [which] arrives at the same conclusion—that 
we must make the best use of the abilities of the whole population and that 
one of the keys to this lies with education. Equality and expediency appear, 
therefore, to point in the same direction.120

Undoubtedly, the commission subscribed to the contemporary notion 
that the entire population constituted the natural wealth of any nation, 
thus not to educate them to their maximum capacity left a significant 
part of the nation’s natural resources undeveloped.121 This view had par-
allels elsewhere. In the United Kingdom during the same period, docu-
ments such as the Crowther Report (1959) can be seen as an attempt 
to reconcile a traditional socialist commitment to educational equal-
ization, with a plausible analysis of the requirements of postwar capi-
tal.122 Central to this viewpoint was a particular view of the relationship 
between schooling and employment.123 The Currie commissioners 
embraced economic challenges of the future through (following the 
contemporary United States Rockefeller Report), “the pursuit of excel-
lence” in education. In addition the Commission noted several points 
from the Sutch submission:

That both manufacturing and servicing industries must expand 1. 
considerably if production was to rise more rapidly than population 
and yield higher living standards.
The possibility that future development might have to be under-2. 
taken in an atmosphere of less favorable terms for overseas trade.
The apprehension aroused by relatively slow economic growth in 3. 
comparison with other countries, indicating inefficient use of 
resources and a need to pay closer attention to the role of education 
in “. . . developing skills of all kinds and the arts of management.”
The need for economic flexibility allowing for transferability of the 4. 
labor force “. . . to more essential and more profitable employment.” 
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The contribution of education to raising levels of skill and knowl-
edge in under- developed areas.124

As we shall see in part 2 of this book these views were to be reiterated even 
more emphatically from the 1970s on, finding their ultimate expression 
in the Porter Report in the early 1990s. In an era of expansion though, 
the commission was able to use such arguments to reject calls for early 
vocational specialization and rigid controls on the numbers proceeding 
on through the post- primary education system in favor of a set of more 
ambitious recommendations. These included raising secondary academic 
standards through increased teacher training and funding, the revision of 
the School Certificate examination to meet the diverse needs of pupils and 
employers, a greater provision in the curriculum for non- academic chil-
dren, and the eventual raising of the school leaving age to 16.125

In general, secondary teachers had reason to be satisfied with the com-
mission’s findings. The PPTA Journal probably spoke for the majority of 
its members when it commented shortly after the Report’s public release 
in July 1962, that “there can be no dispute that in two main particulars, 
the commission was dead on target with its stress on the revaluation of the 
teaching service and the urgent need to improve teacher training.”126

The long- term cost, however, was a failure to address what S. Harvey 
Franklin was later to identify as a growing economic and cultural cri-
sis that, by the early 1980s, could no longer be ignored. McCulloch has 
pointed out that the Currie Report tended to ignore or marginalize groups 
that did not fit in with its theories of progress.127 In this respect, it was not 
alone. Commenting on contemporary British education reports such as 
the Crowther Report (1959) and the Newsom Report (1963), the authors 
of Unpopular Education claimed that there was no apparent discomfort 
about gender among policy- makers at this time, with the sexes being 
accepted unquestioningly as having different roles and needs which were 
to be reflected in the curriculum.128 In New Zealand, the highly conser-
vative views of John Newsom on the education of British girls, while not 
directly affecting the official curriculum in New Zealand, were evident in 
the popular press and in some educational writing.129 Thus, a consider-
able ambivalence over the purposes of secondary education for girls among 
policy- makers remained to fuel further concerns from the mid- 1970s on.

Although it rejected the Thomas Report’s view of gender specialization, 
this was not so much an indication of advancing social liberalism, as it 
was a recognition that changing conditions had “resulted in the employ-
ment of women to a degree that could not have been imagined 30 years 
ago.” Although the Commission recommended that technical training 
be extended so that the country could make “greater use of the potential 
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skill and ability of its women,”130 it clearly regarded young women “as a 
pool of untapped talent, as useful to the country’s future growth, rather 
than as a central mechanism for redressing gender- based inequalities and 
enhancing social equality.”131 Similar views underpinned the Science and 
Mathematics New Scheme introduced in 1957 in order to fast- track female 
school leavers into basic science and mathematics courses, leading to a 
career in secondary teaching.132

For Māori too, the Currie Report was to reflect the dominant European 
view. The Report on Department of Māori Affairs, 1960 (the Hunn Report), 
which was to become the basis of government attitudes toward Māori 
throughout the subsequent decade,133 had already set much of the tone for 
the Currie Commissioners in its redefinition of official policy as integra-
tion rather than assimilation.134 The Hunn Report saw Māori education as 
“the one thing more than any other that will pave the way top further pro-
gress in housing, health, employment and acculturation.”135 Hence, it rec-
ommended the setting up of the Māori Education foundation to finance 
secondary and university education for Māori students through a system of 
competitive scholarships, a recommendation hailed by one contemporary 
research paper as “the most dramatic and effective suggestion to stem from 
the Report.”136 Māori opinion, however, was less complimentary. A book-
let released shortly after the publication of the Hunn Report by the Māori 
Synod of the Presbyterian Church warned that the term “integration” 
embodied an assumption “that we must forget our history, our culture, our 
racial origins—all that is included in our Māoritanga.”137 Writing much 
later, Walker concluded that the authors of the report failed to take into 
account the process of enculturation in the development of identity,138 In 
similar vein Graham Hingangaroa Smith and Linda Tuhiwai Smith have 
pointed out that as far as education was concerned, Māori children were 
being perceived as being culturally different in their own land.139

The Currie Report shared the Hunn Report’s view of Māori education 
as a problem which required special attention, though it conceded that 
Māori opinion had been inadequately canvassed.140 It identified two edu-
cational problems which required “solving”: the first being to determine 
how far the education offered to Māori was suited to Māori needs; and 
the second, to discover how best to enable Māori to take advantage of the 
education being offered.141 Admitting that previous policies that sought to 
adapt the Māori to a European type of education had failed, the Report 
advocated that “such elements of his Māori background must be included 
in his schooling as will given him still the sense of belonging to a race 
of known and respected culture.”142 At the same time it viewed cultural 
impoverishment and low socioeconomic status as interrelated, given that 
“too many live in large families, in inadequately sized and even primitive 
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homes, lacking privacy, quiet and even light for study, and too often there 
is a dearth of books, pictures, educative material generally, to stimulate the 
growing child.”143

For these reasons the Commissioners believed that Māori education 
“must become an area of special need, requiring special measures and, 
inevitably, increased expenditure.”144 Turning to secondary education, they 
recommended that schools, including district high schools and second-
ary schools, be defined “Māori service schools” wherever they contained 
a substantial proportion of Māori students.145 They also encouraged more 
Māori participation in local educational administration,146 an expansion of 
the Māori intake into teachers’ colleges,147 and an extension of vocational 
guidance and parent education,148 but rejected any special adaptation of 
School certificate English for Māori pupils as “a false kindness.”149

As was the case with female students, Māori secondary students were 
principally viewed as an untapped national resource, potentially able, 
through enhanced educational opportunities to make a significant contri-
bution to the national welfare. Such views were made even more explicit 
in a paper presented by Sutch to Māori students at Victoria University, 
Wellington, in May 1964.150 Sutch warned his audience that until the 
Māori “caught up” educationally, they would be unable to “make the eco-
nomic contribution to the future that the country need(ed),”151 For this 
reason he wanted to retain Māori children in school for longer periods of 
time, even if this meant raising the school leaving age to sixteen.

As we have seen, along with ambivalent attitudes toward both women 
and Māori, contemporary educational commentary often failed to appre-
ciate that, by attempting to sell education as an investment strategy for 
future economic expansion they were sowing the seeds for future diffi-
culties when times became harder. In the United Kingdom during the 
same period, social democratic philosophies faltered precisely because they 
failed to achieve economic growth and order.152 In New Zealand, even 
more ominous developments for secondary education lay on the horizon. 
Malcolm McKinnon has suggested that one response to slowing economic 
growth was the arrival in Treasury during the 1960s of a new generation 
of recruits who were high- achieving economics graduates rather than the 
traditional civil servants who began careers as public service cadets.153 
The result was to be a dramatic transformation that saw Treasury in the 
next decade increasingly emphasizing both its role as the main advisory 
body on economic policy, and the necessity of short and medium term 
economic management.154 Moreover, as in the United Kingdom slightly 
earlier in the decade, a relatively low rate of economic growth fostered offi-
cial enthusiasm for “indicative” planning, a move actively facilitated by the 
long- standing friendship between Sir Frank Holmes and the new treasury 
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secretary, Henry Lang. The National Development Conference (NDC) in 
1968, convened in response to the 1966/1967 balance of payments crisis, 
was an early example of such planning.155

As far as secondary education was concerned the Parry Report had 
issued a clear message that state resources were not only limited but might 
be justifiably switched to areas of further training identified by future 
governments as constituting national priorities. By the end of the 1960s, 
with educational expenditure under increasing scrutiny, the minister of 
finance, R.D. Muldoon was warning that, given limited resources, there 
was a “strong argument for some bias in application of resources to those 
areas which actually assist[ed] New Zealand economic development.”156 
Moreover, by this time it was increasingly common to find secondary edu-
cation in particular being singled out as the focal point of an emerging 
global “educational crisis.” Though they differed as to the precise nature 
of the crisis, commentators shared a common view that expansionary edu-
cation policies had come to an end and that continuously rising educa-
tional expenditure could no longer be sustained in the face of both rising 
demand and dwindling resources. Phillip Coombs’ influential book, The 
World Educational Crisis (1968), for instance, claimed that there were two 
aspects to the international educational crisis: a great increase in demand 
for education caused by the rising birthrate, multiplied by increasing edu-
cational aspirations; and the “dwindling resources available for the educa-
tional cuckoo whose demands are apparently insatiable and are everywhere 
rising at a rate much greater that national income.” More ominously for 
the future perhaps, Coombes saw the solution to the crisis, not in terms of 
further educational expansion, but in a reexamination of the efficiency of 
existing systems.

In New Zealand similar misgivings were increasingly evident at the 
end of the decade. Writing in Delta, P.J. Mundy warned that as additional 
funding for secondary education was unlikely, existing resources would 
have to be deployed more efficiently.157 Delta editor Richard Bates was 
critical of those he labeled, “defenders of the faith,” seeing in the recently 
published, New Zealand Education Today (1968), by well- known educator 
F.W. Mitchell, “a tacit refusal throughout . . . to deal openly with the con-
temporary crisis.”158 These were to be prophetic words. As the next part of 
the book will demonstrate, the next two decades were to see the culmina-
tion of a growing economic and cultural crisis in New Zealand that was to 
impact directly on secondary education.
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Crises and Solutions



Chapter 3

Game War

Although early postwar secondary education faced increasing tensions and 
contradictions, the tenor of the debate that preceded the setting up of the 
Picot Taskforce can only be fully appreciated in the context of the pro-
found New Zealand economic and cultural crisis that deeply influenced, 
and eventually came to dominate, the ongoing debate over secondary edu-
cation during the 1970s and early 1980s. Indeed, when the preoccupations 
of the taskforce and the recommendations of their Report are viewed as 
part of a wider policy response to deep- seated structural problems that 
were widely perceived to have worsened, they become far more under-
standable. Because so many events and changes were occurring simulta-
neously during this period, each of the three chapters in this part of the 
book concentrates on particular themes. This, the initial chapter in part 2, 
opens by outlining the growing economic and cultural foment in New 
Zealand, especially as this was interpreted by some of leading contempo-
rary commentators. It then turns to a description and analysis of some 
influential sector/group responses.

Radical Problems

Malcolm McKinnon has shown that, in response to the general economic 
slowdown that began during the 1960s, the next decade was to witness 
“the beginning of a seismic shift from trust in governments to a trust in 
markets—a reflection, it could be said, of a reverse movement of the Great 
Depression era.”1 In 1978 the Bank of Canada came to embrace monetar-
ism. In the following year Margaret Thatcher came to power in Britain 
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and Ronald Reagan became president of the United States in January 1981. 
Closer to home in Australia, Treasury thinking during the 1970s reflected 
the international breakdown in the hitherto optimistic social meliorist 
view of human nature that was central to Keynesian model. Globally, this 
shift had already been foreshadowed by decisive shifts in World Bank, 
International Monetary Fund and OECD thinking, evidenced by their 
publications.2

The situation was, however, considerably more acute in New Zealand. 
As early as the second half of the 1960s mounting economic difficulties 
threatened national prosperity. There was a movement toward corporate 
ownership concentrated within a few large multinational companies, 
although the growth of overseas ownership over a widening area of the 
economy steadily gained momentum.3 These changes were accompanied 
by significant shifts in income distribution, with the range between high 
and low incomes steadily increasing.4

Successive governments failed to produce policies to deal effectively 
with rapidly changing social and economic conditions. The country as a 
whole continued to pursue a Third World commodity export strategy until 
well into the postwar period. Although in the short- term this strategy 
delivered high living standards, it eventually suffered from price volatility 
and vulnerability to foreign competition.5 Markets and prices came under 
increasing pressure in the postwar era, exacerbated by the increasing 
unwillingness of the United Kingdom, the country’s chief export market, 
to accept unlimited agricultural imports, the postwar recovery of Western 
Europe, and the creation of the European community. These changes had 
an increasingly severe impact on the New Zealand economy, with the first 
real crisis occurring in 1966, when the commodity terms of trade fell 
sharply. Except for a misleading recovery in the 1972–1973 period export 
prices were to remain depressed.6 Although New Zealand increased exports 
during the 1970s, this strategy had only limited success, largely because 
expenditure on imports grew at an even higher rate. Particularly after 1975 
the legacy was to be a massive fiscal deficit, financed by heavy overseas 
borrowing.7

From an early twenty- first century perspective, New Zealand in the 
second half of the twentieth century exemplifies a classic example of 
“riches- to- rags.” In 1945, when the last of the post- primary reforms were 
being implemented, the country was on a per capita basis, one of the 
world’s wealthiest nations. By 1993, nearly a decade after the radical 
reforms set in place to improve economic performance by the Labour gov-
ernment, it had slipped to twenty- third with a GNP per capita of 
US$12,060. Moreover, the actual ranking disguised how far the country 
had slipped in relative terms to other Western nations such as Switzerland 
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(US$23,120), Canada (seventeenth, US$20,320), Australia (nineteenth; 
US$17,070), or the United Kingdom (eighteenth; US$17,760).8

Radical Solutions

Perhaps to an even greater extent than elsewhere, New Zealand was to 
experience volatile shifts in both its intellectual climate and its policy envi-
ronment during these years. In addition to the changes in Treasury out-
lined in the previous chapter, the academic departments of economics in 
New Zealand universities were becoming more market- orientated. The 
Planning Council under Holmes published The Welfare State: Social Policy 
in the 1980s, a policy document that distinctly foreshadowed arguments 
over the next decade centering on the fiscal burden and on disincentives 
associated with current fiscal policies.9

With successive governments failing to act decisively, worsening socio-
economic problems increasingly became the subject of discord, leading to 
radical proposals for change. Writing in 1978, Victoria University profes-
sor of geography, S. Harvey Franklin characterized New Zealand as a 
dependent society that was both anxious and contradictory.10 In a book 
that was to have a significant political impact, Franklin employed an anal-
ysis that was to clearly anticipate those of Lange’s Third Labour govern-
ment, Treasury, and the State Services Commission (SSC), post- 1984. 
Franklin warned that successive governments had become the hostages of 
vested interests created by the welfare state. He characterized New 
Zealand’s society and economy as the product of a consistent desire to 
modify the worst features of capitalism and international trade through a 
mixture of welfarism and national socialism.11 Since the 1967 recession 
there had been a very low rate of increase in outputs per head of labor, sub-
sequent economic growth occurring only because the steady demand for 
rising personal and public consumption had been satisfied by successive 
governments with little regard to the fluctuations that had occurred in 
export earnings. Hence

there is a repetitive quality to public life that in the end is disenchanting and 
productive of ennui and cynicism. The society passes from one crisis to the 
next, from one confrontation between labour, management and [government], 
from one dispute and counter- argument to another. Inevitably each party 
attacks the other and a game war emerges where the settlement of old scores 
appears to take precedence over the search for agreement. Bystanders inevitably 
attribute blame, as do the participants. Inflation would halt if unions reduced 
or abandoned their demands; things would be better if government left private 
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enterprises alone; or better if manufacturers were provided with less protection; 
or if there were fewer university students.12

As Franklin saw it, New Zealand faced two related groups of structural 
problems. The first group centered on the urgent need for radical eco-
nomic restructuring. The welfare state was disproportionate to investment. 
The solution lay in opening up the economy, even at the price of a govern-
ment courting electoral defeat.13 The second group of problems was essen-
tially cultural. Franklin was particularly critical of the New Zealand 
secondary school curriculum that, he contended, had helped to create the 
cultural mentality of the welfare state. Aware that the Educational 
Development Conference’s recently published Wording Party report on 
educational aims and objectives had emphasized the moral purpose of edu-
cation, Franklin considered such sentiments to be noble in intent, but an 
inadequate foundation in the absence of a suitable economic base.14 Both 
these groups of structural problems identified by Franklin; the economic 
and the cultural, were to have a significant impact not only on the chal-
lenges secondary education and the Department of Education now faced, 
but also on the way they were to be increasingly viewed by a new genera-
tion of educational critics.

Significantly, both the problem and possible solutions to the crisis iden-
tified by Franklin were being addressed at much the same time in a 1978 
discussion paper prepared for the New Zealand Planning Council by a 
special working group headed by Brian Picot.15 Picot, a social liberal who 
was to later speak out against apartheid in South Africa,16 observed that 
the group had reached three important conclusions—that human relation-
ships were complex and would change only gradually; that conflict was 
inherent in present circumstances, requiring effective conflict resolution, 
and that next decade would see workplace changes reflecting increased 
worker participation and teamwork. The first section of the paper, provoc-
atively entitled “An Economy Under Siege,” warned that present trends 
threatened economic well- being as much as had the Great Depression. The 
value of exports had declined and heavy government borrowing had cre-
ated a huge national debt, accompanied by high inflation. Within society, 
unrealistic and adversarial attitudes prevailed, “a destructive conflict that 
undermines our struggle for recovery.”17

Picot believed, however, that there was a broad commitment to a mixed 
economy. Hence he saw the solution as industrial democracy, with worker 
and management working closely together, “as happens on company 
boards in Europe.”18 Such a solution was indeed urgent because we can 
“either find ways of working together effectively for progress or, as a nation, 
become increasingly divided, unstable and poor.”19



Game War 47

In a privately published address to the Auckland Chamber of Commerce 
in early 1979 Picot reemphasized that New Zealand faced an uncertain 
economic future. Economic policies alone were insufficient because it 
would be, “our attitudes that will determine whether or not New Zealanders 
will halt the present drift into second class citizens of the world.”20 This 
conclusion led Picot to an embrace a more inclusive concept of community 
that would later infuse the Picot Report. He believed that economic woes 
had coincided with a similar deterioration in community attitudes marked 
by “the unintelligent protection of personal and tribal interests—and to 
hell with the other fellow.”21 Comparing the failure of the British model of 
industrial relations that foreshadowed disaster for its participants with the 
success of the West German collaborative approach to national develop-
ment, Picot argued that all sectors of the New Zealand community had to 
unite to solve the country’s problems.22

Secondary School Radicalism

Secondary teachers responded in several ways to the unfolding economic, 
cultural and educational crisis. One response was a rapid increase in teacher 
militancy with the result that the Post- Primary Teachers’ Association 
(PPTA) had, by the late 1960s become a new- look professional organiza-
tion, able not only to focus on problems teachers had in common, but also 
more willing to organize mass campaigns aimed at bringing the problems 
of secondary schools to the attention of the politicians and the public at 
large.

This new approach was to have significant consequences for secondary 
education. Writing at the close of the 1970s, education historian John 
Barrington contended that, “Recent increases in teacher militancy, bring-
ing with it conflict with the Director- General of Education and the 
Department, demonstrates how, particularly at the secondary level, there 
can be a fragility about the existing balance of interests in school govern-
ment between the central authority, national teachers organizations and 
local secondary school boards of governors.”23 Increasing militancy was to 
further feed public perceptions that, not only were secondary schools in 
crisis, but that the interests of parents and students were essentially differ-
ent from those of teachers. The result was that, by the 1980s education in 
general and secondary education in particular had largely lost the battle 
with public perception.

The portrayal of schools and teachers in the nation’s daily newspa-
pers was another factor in the negative public perception of secondary 
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education. Dorothy Roulston’s examination of five major daily news-
papers in the 1978–1982 period highlights their significance as gate- 
keepers in the selection and presentation of educational news.24 She 
concluded that the newspaper- reading public during this period dis-
played a greater awareness of educational issues and that educational 
reporting widened to include issues such as unemployment, learning 
difficulties and youth behavior.25 Moreover, a new style of educational 
reporting appears to have emerged from the mid- 1970s as secondary 
education became the site of more frequent conflict. One example of 
this changed style is the reporting of planned industrial action by sec-
ondary teachers in early 1978. The lead- up to that strike, as reported in 
two newspapers, the Evening Standard (Palmerston North) and the 
Christchurch Star, is particularly illuminating.

As early as August 1977 the Christchurch Star reported that attitudes 
to educational spending had come into sharp conflict at the PPTA’s 
annual conference in Wellington, with an exchange between the Prime 
Minister R.D. Muldoon and the president of the PPTA, Mrs. Ida 
Gaskin.26 In November came reports of a series of PPTA regional meet-
ings over salary negotiations. Following the one- day strike of February 23, 
1978, there was particular emphasis in the newspapers on those teachers 
who, despite the pressures placed upon them, had remained on the job. 
Minister of education, Les Gandar was quoted as having praised the pro-
fessionalism of the teachers who would not strike, and depicted the chil-
dren as victims.27 By March 1978, the Auckland region of the PPTA was 
reported as requesting the PPTA Executive to organize rolling strikes 
throughout the country which would continue until existing salary 
claims were settled.

Throughout the comparatively brief time when strikes were big news, 
educational reporting was characterized by a concentration on isolated 
images rather than on sequential analysis.28 “Putative deviation” was 
assigned from which further myth- making and labeling could then pro-
ceed.29 The aberrant and the abnormal became the norm in educational 
reporting. Thus teachers protested over salary claims;30 they claimed 
discrimination;31 they were defiant;32 they slated the government;33 they 
argued.34 The schools themselves were depicted as sites where students 
were threatened by sex, violence and drugs,35 and where vandalism occurred 
on a relatively regular basis, rather than as learning institutions.36 Moreover, 
teachers were perceived in a number of newspaper stories to be teaching 
from controversial materials such as the United States- developed social 
studies program, MACOS, as well as remaining committed to liberal 
teaching methods despite these having been discredited by overseas educa-
tional “experts.”37
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Although PPTA was often depicted in the media as a radical union bent 
on wrecking secondary education, the union’s growing interest in curricu-
lum and assessment matters perhaps better illustrates a growing perception 
amongst secondary teachers that education was essentially political in 
nature. Embracing what was to become known as the “professional pro-
ject” led PPTA to focus on the content and control of the curriculum by 
teachers as well as on assessment, leading to an increasingly politicized 
debate over educational outcomes.38 The 1965 Annual Conference 
expressed concerns about the inability of School Certificate to meet the 
needs of all secondary students leading in the following year to a call for 
PPTA to adopt a clear philosophy in respect to qualifications.39 PPTA sub-
sequently initiated the first comprehensive examination of the secondary 
school system since the Thomas Report, adopting a broad definition of the 
school curriculum to encompass virtually all school activities, including 
assessment. In some respects, this development brought PPTA and the 
Department into increasingly close collaboration. The result was a series of 
booklets on the secondary school curriculum that were widely distributed 
in secondary schools.40 The first of these, Education in Change (1969), was 
published by the PPTA’s Curriculum Review Group.41 Judie Alison has 
recently pointed to the influence of the contemporary “objectives move-
ment” in the United States and particularly writers such as B.S. Bloom and 
R.W. Tyler, whereby objectives were explained as being “performance- 
orientated.” Alison argues that such language anticipated later discourses 
around the New Zealand Qualifications Framework (NZQF).42 Education 
in Change also went far beyond the Thomas Report in endorsing a life- 
adjustment and social meliorist approach to curriculum, not only placing 
emphasis on student enquiry, contemporary society, and self- respect, but 
also linking both curriculum and assessment to changes in the wider com-
munity, including those taking place in the economy:

the development of a unified, cooperative world society.• 
the need for new skills and products to enable New Zealand to com-• 
pete in world markets. the need for cultural understanding of Māori 
and Pacific Islands students
the changing structure of the family including its declining ability to • 
teach values.
a weakening influence of churches• 
the more assertive role of women• 
changes in adolescent behavior• 
the impact of the mass media• 
the growth of science and technology leading to the need for new • 
forms of enquiry
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changes in the secondary system including increased retention • 
rates resulting in a dramatic expansion of the school’s role and 
responsibilities.43

The third book in the series, published in 1972, saw educational change as 
vital because New Zealand society was in a state of change and tension, 
leading to a lack of shared goals and hence, to considerable ambiguity in 
the role of the secondary school.44 Future reform should therefore recog-
nize “the school as a unit, with its approved curriculum based on its own 
needs, and evolved by its own staff.”45

The appearance of these publications clearly signaled a shift in empha-
sis from equality of opportunity, to educational outcomes46. They also fos-
tered further public suspicion that the Department of Education had 
become closely aligned with PPTA. In an attempt to forestall charges of 
provider capture, the Director of Education Dr K.J. Sheen, felt it necessary 
to reassure National’s Minister of Education that his Department had

never construed it as its duty to lead public agitation for educational 
changes—a role that teacher’s associations would like to thrust on it. It 
has nevertheless considered it its duty to initiate change with the agree-
ment of Government and as far as possible in association with the teach-
ers’ organizations.47

In many respects, however, Department and PPTA were in agreement over 
the broad direction of future secondary curriculum reforms. Between 
August 1971 and September 1973 the Department conducted three 
Lopdell House Courses involving principals, secondary teachers, teachers 
college staff and departmental officers, aimed at fostering new ideas about 
curriculum and assessment. Both Department and PPTA drew on a wave 
of current American educational liberalism that castigated the school sys-
tem as a soulless bureaucracy that produced failure, including Postman 
and Weingarter’s Teaching as a Subversive Activity; Charles Silberman’s, 
Crisis in the Classroom (1970), and William Glasser’s, Schools without 
Failure (1969). At the same time, a PPTA submission to the 1972 Lopdell 
House Conference again advocated the clarification of educational objec-
tives, referring to specifically to a set of minutely defined sets of objectives 
favored by Bloom.48 Clearly at this stage then, the notion of “schools with-
out failure” was by no means regarded as being incompatible with out-
comes based approaches to assessment.

The election of Labour in 1972, however, after more than a decade of 
relatively conservative and cautious National governments, was to heighten 
the Department’s dilemma in trying to accommodate the PPTA while 
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portraying itself as an honest broker between union demands and public 
opinion. The new Director of Education, A.N. Dobbs, a career civil ser-
vant rather than an educationalist in the Beeby mould, incurred the new 
Labour government’s particular hostility. Ironically, after ensuring two 
decades of complaints that it had moved too quickly into a new era, the 
Department was now accused of being hidebound and resistant to reform.49 
Animosity spilled over into the public arena, as when in early 1975 the 
Minister of Education, Phillip Amos, allegedly told a group of teacher 
trainees that it would take a decade “to remove all the Tory deadwood clut-
tering up his Department.”50 Accordingly, Amos influenced the appoint-
ment of new senior officials within the Department whom Labour regarded 
as being sympathetic to curriculum reform. Following Dobb’s retirement, 
Renwick was appointed director of education, and Peter Boag, previously 
PPTA general secretary, became director of secondary education.51

These key political appointments occurred at the very time when forces 
within the PPTA were pressing for further curriculum reforms involving 
more radical constructivist goals for the curriculum. The impact was to 
be twofold. First, continuing militancy brought the PPTA into further 
conflict with the politicians. Although, as in Australia, post- primary 
teachers increasingly saw themselves as workers, the tension between the 
roles of worker and professional grew as confrontation with successive 
governments over salary claims accentuated conflicts between “moder-
ates” and “radicals” over the place of direct action.52 Second, the nature of 
the PPTA Executive continued to change as the so- called “Young Turks,” 
a younger, more radical and more- union orientated group gained power. 
In turn these new developments were to be influenced by the rise of radi-
cal new advocacy groups with a strong base in university education faculties 
during the 1970s.

The Rise of Radical Advocacy

The growing economic and cultural crisis was to have a signal impact on 
the growth of radical advocacy directly largely at secondary education 
structures and outcomes. The crucial difference between the radical advo-
cacy groups of the 1970s and early 1980s and earlier educational critics was 
that the former emphatically rejected the Enlightenment universalism that 
had underpinned earlier liberal educational reforms, emphasizing instead 
a blend of cultural relativism and ethnic particularism known as cultural 
essentialism, or culturalism.53 As in other Western countries such as the 
United Kingdom and the United States, the ambivalent position of New 
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Zealand’s own Liberal- Left as a relatively privileged new middle class of 
“caring” professionals was largely responsible for its retreat from class to 
culturalist politics throughout the Western world.54 From the late 1960s 
onward many middle- class radicals trained in the humanities and social 
sciences now found acceptable sanctuaries in the welfare and creative pro-
fessions, thus benefiting from capitalism’s operation while at the same time 
avoiding direct involvement in capitalist enterprises. It was a way to “exer-
cise their talents without compromising their radical political ideals.”55

With its liberal guilt hoisted on the uncomfortable petard of what Alvin 
Gouldner termed a “goodness and power” paradox, the radicalized new 
middle class of the 1970s and 1980s underwent a decisive shift from class 
to cultural politics.56 According to the new understandings of identity pol-
itics, it was no longer the proletariat that experienced the oppression of 
capitalist exploitation. Rather, ethnic groups, indigenous peoples, women, 
gays, the disabled, religious minorities, were the victims in a new discourse 
of oppressor: colonization, the patriarchy, and “Western” culture.

This conversion process was particularly evident in the way New 
Zealand’s new middle class professionals became increasingly hostile to 
both the established liberal universalism of the 1940s educational reforms 
and to the Department and secondary schools that upheld them.57 Now, 
they saw liberal Western education systems as essentially antidemocratic, 
combining the pervasive social control of the corporate welfare state with 
the seductive liberal rhetoric of permissiveness. Accordingly, the only solu-
tion was to end the power of the school in favor of a new democratic local-
ism that would herald radical educational reform.58

This intellectual shift was to impact particularly on the balance between 
critics and defenders of the postwar secondary school. As we have seen, 
support for the general direction of the 1940s reforms was relatively strong 
within the rapidly expanding university education departments and teach-
ers colleges during the early postwar era. Commenting on a broadly anal-
ogous situation in Australia, Alan Barcan has observed that the sociology 
of education made little progress until the late 1960s, with educational 
commentary remaining largely descriptive in nature: “. . . a contradictory 
mishmash of egalitarian ideas and progressive education.”59 From about 
1967, however, Barcan argues that a combination of student unrest, the 
growing power of ethnic, feminist, and neo- Marxist special interest groups 
and the increasing polarization of educational debate, coupled with a deep-
ening economic crisis, stimulated rapid change. One response to this nexus 
of social and educational currents was the adoption of the new sociology of 
education.60

Given the severity of the economic and cultural crisis in New Zealand, 
the growth of education and sociology as academic disciplines in their own 
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right precipitated a decisive break with the participant- scholar tradition 
which had characterized the research work of earlier educational commen-
tators such as Murdoch and Beeby. Beginning in the late 1960s New 
Zealand academics became progressively exposed to the new sociology at a 
time when they were becoming acutely aware of the education system’s 
continuing failure, particularly at secondary level, to effectively address 
continuing inequalities in educational outcomes.

Cora Vellekoop’s early research on the role of schools in reinforcing the 
impact of social class on occupational choice,61 together with studies which 
focused on the structural causes of underachievement among Māori and 
female students, were amongst the first to expose structural inequalities in 
secondary education. Along with a heightened awareness of steadily wors-
ening economic and social conditions, these widely cited studies facilitated 
the spread of radical ideologies among academics. Although Bates could 
still complain as late as mid- 1978 that the new sociology of education had 
made no headway in New Zealand,62 less than 15 months later Roy Nash 
could see indications that radical criticism was beginning to make an impact 
on formerly unquestioned assumptions of liberal thinking, predicting that 
while the New Zealand Education Department currently enjoyed a far 
greater degree of central control than its British or American counterparts, 
it too would face a growing crisis of legitimacy as the myths that surrounded 
the rhetoric of equal opportunity grew increasingly transparent.63

Once exposed to the new ideology, New Zealand academics utilized the 
new sociology with the passion of the newly converted.64 By the early 
1980s, D.J. Freeman- Moir was able to contemptuously dismiss the bour-
geois educational “radicals” of the 1960s and 1970s as “romantic, escapists 
and reformist . . . liberals whose unsophisticated analyses of the social struc-
ture did not permit them to see that . . . the failure of their education system 
to guarantee employment put the myth under strain in New Zealand.”65 
The Introduction to a widely used 1985 text, Political Issues in New Zealand 
Education66 claimed that New Zealand was facing an educational crisis no 
less urgent than its economic crisis. This was because, “in the interests of 
Corporate Capitalism the state had determined the entire education struc-
ture,” but now “the old consensus has collapsed, and a new one must be 
created on the basis of a correct theoretical model.”67

In amplifying this theme, many contributors directly anticipated both 
the direction and the rhetoric soon to be employed by the Picot Taskforce, 
highlighting the extent of provider capture and centralized bureaucratic 
control that served vested interests and disadvantaged so many. Liberal 
tinkering with the existing system was emphatically rejected in favor of 
radical educational reform. Richard Harker asserted that if the education 
system was to become multicultural or even bicultural, there would have 
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to be “a fundamental reappraisal of the structural features of our schools.”68 
Introducing an early version of consumer choice rhetoric, Ranginui 
Walker looked forward to Māori parents, being able to “shop around” for 
schools which provided bilingual programs at a time when roles were 
declining.69 Peter Ramsey, soon to be a Picot Taskforce member, saw 
schools as sites of a pervasive hegemony designed to domesticate teachers 
through a series of formal and informal components including regula-
tions, a prescribed curriculum, the disciplinary procedures of teachers 
organizations, and the mechanisms through which beginning teachers 
were selected and socialized, all of which served to disadvantage many 
groups in society.70

By the mid- 1980s radical sociology had come to monopolize educa-
tional commentary71 Moreover, the rapid, late, and relatively uncritical 
adoption of radical revisionism, which depicted the individual as relatively 
powerless, tended to encourage both fatalism and inactivity.72 Like their 
American counterparts a decade earlier, New Zealand radical educational-
ists at a crucial juncture for policymaking often adopted an anti- activist 
position which assumed that any disestablishment of the system would 
automatically lead to everything that they as educational radicals 
desired.73

Feminist pressure on the Department of Education illustrates many of 
the above tendencies. From the early 1970s, feminist critiques ere to impact 
upon the development of advocacy groups such as the National Organisation 
for Women and Auckland Women’s Liberation. This latter organization 
was to provide the main impetus for the first United Women’s Convention 
(1973), and in addition was to be responsible for the publication of the 
widely circulated feminist magazine, Broadsheet.74 Early feminist critiques 
tended to focus on the practical possibilities of reform through the removal 
of such practices as sex- role stereotyping. From the late 1970s on, all this 
changed radically as feminists increasingly linked the education of girls to 
capitalist ideologies and structures. Family reproduction strategies were 
now seen to conform to “the structural requirements of both capital and 
the state for certain sorts of labour.”75 Studies of female teachers drew upon 
the notion of a “reserve army of labour” to explain why women continued 
to gain insufficient access to power and decision making in the education 
system.76 The 1940s secondary education reforms and its central tenet 
“equality of opportunity” were now viewed as to a myth flawed from the 
outset.77 In this context the educational bureaucracy and many secondary 
teachers could no longer be regarded as potential allies, but as recalcitrant 
pillars of vested educational interests. As we shall see in chapter five, these 
views were to find expression in a series of reformist reports across educa-
tion, health, defense, and policing in the following decade.
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It is hardly surprising, therefore, that accusations of provider capture 
began to be felt in policymaking circles as early as International Women’s 
Year, 1975, when feminist pressure on the Department of Education first 
became evident. A Parliamentary Select Committee issued a report on the 
role of women in New Zealand society, and the Committee on Women, 
chaired by Miriam Dell, undertook the promotion and coordination of 
subsequent activities. In early 1975, informal discussions between Dell and 
Renwick led to the Department of Education and the Committee on 
Women agreeing to jointly sponsor the conference; Education and the 
Equality of the Sexes in order to promote the message that; “. . . both for-
mally and informally, the education system at large (could) be either a 
major obstacle to change or a potential agent of change.”78

Sector working group recommendations called for an unequivocal 
commitment to change. The first recommendation of the Vocational 
Guidance and Education for Work Working Party called for the director- 
general to write a personally signed letter to every teacher in New Zealand 
reporting on the conference. It demanded an unequivocal commitment to 
a “positive programme of revision,” including a review of the language, 
curriculum, materials and methods used by teachers to ensure the elimina-
tion of stereotypical attitudes about sex roles.79 Two major conference pri-
orities, the establishment of a permanent monitoring committee and the 
appointment of a departmental officer to oversee progress reflected the 
emerging conviction that teachers and educational administrators were 
part of the problem rather than the solution. In this view, the confer-
ence was to anticipate a series of major reports and inquiries into the state 
sector, in addition to the recommendations of the Picot Taskforce and 
Tomorrow’s Schools.

Renwick, however, seems to have believed that the two major confer-
ence priorities, the establishment of a permanent monitoring committee 
and the appointment of a departmental officer to service could be accom-
modated within current bureaucratic structures and processes.80 He also 
retained control of the pace of change through his co- convenorship of the 
Committee on Women and Education.81 This strategy of relatively cau-
tious reform led to further feminist skepticism regarding the true extent of 
the bureaucratic commitment to radical change. Their success in influenc-
ing policy even to a limited extent, however, was ultimately dependent 
upon a highly centralized and directive system that alone could provide a 
nationwide surveillance mechanism with clear lines of accountability. In 
1981, for instance, the Report Women in Colleges, rejected voluntary par-
ticipation, making it mandatory for all teacher training institutions to 
report back on the measures they had adopted to reduce sexism in courses 
offered to beginning teachers.82 This dilemma of dependence on a state 
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bureaucracy they distrusted to both monitor and enforce the outcomes 
they deemed to be necessary was to be one that feminist and other Left- 
liberal groups were to share with conservatives and neoliberals. Far from 
easing this dilemma, devolution was to intensify it.

The Rise of the Moral Right

The growth of Left- liberal advocacy in the 1970s was paralleled by the 
growth of a right- wing traditionalism equally hostile to existing educational 
arrangements. Writing at the end of a decade of educational conflict John 
Codd concluded that the school curriculum had become a major political 
issue with expressions of concern over significant revisions in basic subjects. 
The result was a conflict of interest between two ideological protagonists: 
the “progressives” calling for an emphasis on various social and human rela-
tionships, and the “traditionalists” demanding a return to the three Rs sup-
ported by the 3Ds—discipline, diligence, and decency.83

The growth of traditionalist concern can be traced back to several fac-
tors. One of these was the sharp rise in youth unemployment resulting 
from the nation’s growing economic crisis. From 1970 on the OECD was 
regularly posting gloomy forecasts for New Zealand’s economic future, 
particularly as far as youth employment was concerned. By 1977 the coun-
try had the second- worst ratio of unemployed youth in the OECD, after 
Italy, with 52.6 percent of its registered unemployed being under twenty- 
one. The response of the Muldoon government was to approve, pre- 
employment and special training courses for young people out of work. 
The Minister of Education, L.W. Gandar, under considerable pressure 
form the Labour Opposition, called for a report on post- primary rolls as 
young people, many unable to find jobs, returned to school.84 In 1977 the 
Department of Labour commenced a new type of program for unemployed 
youth—the Young Persons Training Programme (YPTP), intended largely 
for seventeen–eighteen- year- olds. A short time later the YPTP was joined 
by the School- Leavers Training and Employment Preparation Scheme 
(STEPS), for fifteen–sixteen- year- olds, and both programs were to be sub-
sequently expanded as the situation worsened.85

In turn this crisis in youth employment caused further questions to be 
raised about academic standards in secondary schools. “Back- to- basics” 
became a public catch- cry. Behind this, lay significant shifts in social class 
relationships. Paul Spoonley has seen the 1970s and 1980s as a watershed 
for New Zealand politics similar to the 1890s and 1930s in that, during a 
period of major economic change and hardship, loyalties between political 
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party and constituencies broke down.86 Spoonley contends that the waning 
economic and political fortunes of the old petty- bourgeoisie—a grouping 
which saw its moral values successfully challenged by a new bourgeoisie 
which derived its cultural capital directly from the education system, and its 
economic security jeopardized by the rise of corporate capitalism—largely 
accounts for the growth of what he termed, “the radical Right” during this 
period. The petty bourgeoisie that formed the rank and file of this move-
ment embraced a contradictory agenda that blamed monopoly capital, the 
interventionist state and what they saw as social democratic collectivism for 
their problems.87 Explanations which only emphasize social class, however, 
may be too narrow. In 1986 Allanah Ryan characterized “the moral [R]ight” 
as the manifestation of populist moralism, identifying at least twenty- two 
organizations together with several Fundamentalist churches that were dis-
tinguished by concern for the defense of the traditional family.88

One of these organizations was the Concerned Parents Association 
(CPA). From the mid- 1970s, CPA attacked what it saw as an undue empha-
sis on social education and social engineering in schools at the expense of 
the traditional curriculum.89 Altough CPA’s Christian Fundamentalism 
probably had a relatively narrow appeal, the same could not be said of its 
consistent calls for more parental involvement in the day- to- day operation 
of schools. Moreover, CPA’s increasing frustration with an educational 
bureaucracy which in its view supported Left- liberal education initiatives, 
such as the revision of school textbooks to eliminate sex bias, while appar-
ently remaining unsympathetic to “alternative” viewpoints undoubtedly 
struck a responsive chord in the wider community, regardless of political 
and moral affiliation.90

Successive failures sharpened residual bitterness. Although the moral 
Right was able to influence some primary school committees and second-
ary school boards of governors to indefinitely postpone the implementa-
tion of sex education programs, they had little tangible success either in 
stopping the measures they opposed, or in getting the kinds of programs 
they wanted implemented. Yet despite the continual failure to influence 
policy- makers,—the unsuccessful Petition against the Homosexual Law 
Reform Bill, the failed campaign against the Working Women’s Charter, 
and the abortive attempt to block the establishment of a Ministry of 
Women’s Affairs—the moral Right remained a significant political force 
in the first half of the 1980s that politicians on both sides of the House 
were able to invoke as symptomatic of continuing public exclusion from 
educational decision- making processes.91 From 1978, National’s new 
Minister of Education, M.V. Wellington, pressed strongly for a return to 
formal discipline and “old- fashioned” school values. This change of empha-
sis culminated in the 1984 Core Curriculum Review, which stressed civic 



Reforming New Zealand Secondary Education58

responsibilities, traditional values and an increased emphasis on core sub-
jects within the post- primary school. As Gordon notes, this was the first 
public document actively supported by a sitting government to promote 
conservative rather than liberal curriculum views since the early 1930s.92

The Review, however, while winning consent from many small busi-
nessmen, representatives of traditional rural capital and Fundamentalist 
Christian groups, came under immediate attack from both the teachers’ 
unions as well as from liberal educators, left- wing academics, and radical 
advocacy groups. In response to this offensive, Wellington claimed to be 
defender of parental and public interests. His bestselling book, written 
shortly after National’s defeat in the 1984 election, was evocatively enti-
tled, Education in Crisis. New Zealand education, Wellington contended, 
was “dancing at the edge of a volcano,” “because the legitimate wishes of 
many parents [were] in danger of being thwarted by social engineers and 
theorists who no longer [saw] value in the traditional educational values of 
sound scholarship, sporting endeavour and cultural sensitivity.”93 Moreover, 
Wellington’s contention that secondary school classrooms in particular 
were being “used to push points of view which [had] no place in a school 
system paid for by the taxpayer,”94 together with his frequent assertions 
that educational liberals were increasingly out of touch with the views of 
middle New Zealand attracted a wider audience than just conservative 
parents. Certainly the Minister claimed that while in office, he had received 
“a steady flow of correspondence” in support of his stance. A graphic depic-
tion of this view can be seen in the Truth cartoon of July 18, 1978 depict-
ing “fortress education” under siege from outraged parents, produced as 
part of that newspaper’s campaign to publicize the unresponsiveness of the 
education system in general and secondary schools in particular.

As we shall see, the educational conflicts and increasing polarization 
during the late 1970s and early 1980s was to greatly strengthen the impe-
tus for and the legitimacy of, radical educational reform. The Department 
of Education and secondary schools were increasingly trapped between a 
resurgent Left and a reorganized Right. Unable to satisfy either they 
became in the eyes of both broad groupings, a personification of the prob-
lems that beset the nation. Significantly, a number of the faces of the 
besiegers in the Truth cartoon were Māori. As the next chapter will illus-
trate, continuing Māori educational underachievement and a growing 
Māori assertiveness, increasingly backed by the rise of biculturalism to a 
position of dominance within the caring professions stimulated radical 
demands for educational autonomy that were to be a key factor in the 
reformist agenda of the Picot Taskforce.



Chapter 4

Only Major and System- wide 
Reforms Will Suffice

A major difference between the educational reforms of the late twentieth 
century in New Zealand and educational reforms elsewhere during a sim-
ilar period was the advance to political center- stage of the view that New 
Zealand was defined by two distinct, oppositional cultures—indigenous 
Māori, who were and remained the victims of colonialist oppression, and 
Pakeha, the descendents of British settlers. Fostered by both Māori and 
Pakeha activism, biculturalism was to play a major role in the general loss 
of faith in established educational structures that marked the 1970s and 
1980s. In addition, biculturalism had a significant impact on a series of key 
reports, inquiries, and debates centering on the alleged failure of the pub-
lic sector, particularly state secondary education, to address serious social 
and cultural issues. As a result, many of the key concepts of biculturalism 
subsequently became embedded in an emerging new policy discourse that 
in turn shaped the educational reforms.

A key figure in the introduction of the bicultural concept into New 
Zealand was Professor Ralph Piddington. As the Foundation Professor of 
Social Anthropology at the University of Auckland (1950–1971), Piddington 
established the first Māori Studies Department in New Zealand in 1952, 
subsequently training a whole generation of Pakeha social anthropologists 
and recruiting many of the senior Māori scholars who went on to lead 
Māori Studies Departments throughout the country.1 Networks of cru-
cial importance in spreading Piddington’s message were established, thus 
spreading biculturalism, New Zealand’s version of culturalism (see chap-
ter 3), throughout the education system. Piddington and his successors 
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subscribed to an essentialist, a historical and romanticized conception of 
culture as a means to social reform. As scholars they felt themselves

constantly forced to take account of the principle of cultural relativity, and 
to recognize the harmonious social integration and the healthy psycholog-
ical adaptation of the individual found in most of the communities which 
they study. They sometimes feel constrained to point out the implications 
of all this for the sick society of our modern world.2

From its outset then, both Māori activism and Pakeha conversion to 
biculturalism assumed a quasi- religious quality that impelled them 
to embark upon a process of cultural redefinition as an aspect of new 
nationhood identity. Māori activism, rooted in rapid postwar social and 
demographic changes, came to exert an increasingly effective pressure 
on education. By the late 1950s young Māori urban migrants had to 
complete three major tasks: the adoption of survival skills in an urban 
cash- economy; the transplantation of their culture into an urban envi-
ronment; and the development of political structures and strategies for 
dealing with metropolitan society.3 Postwar urbanization decreased 
physical separation between the races, accelerated social change, and 
increased awareness of disparities in housing, employment, income, 
and educational attainment.4 This last disparity was particularly cru-
cial. Although there had been a growing percentage of Māori pupils 
attending state post- primary schools over the decade, few Māori went 
on to gain School Certificate and fewer still entered the sixth form. 
In turn, lack of educational qualifications restricted Māori school leav-
ers to fields of employment such as freezing works, road maintenance, 
factories, building trades, farming, fishing, forestry, mining, transport, 
and laboring.5

The fact that Māori activism was able to exert such a powerful influ-
ence on a whole generation of Pakeha educators lay in the fact that in New 
Zealand, perhaps even more than in other Western countries, the global 
upsurge of a global counterculture epitomized by the 1968 Paris student 
revolt, the Vietnam War, the anti- nuclear and anti- apartheid movements 
created a religious and cultural crisis in which once- dominant educational 
assumptions of progress were challenged.6 As already noted, many liberal 
Pakeha educators came to reject Enlightenment universalism and tra-
ditional Western values. Ironically, they were now to be captivated by the 
symbolism and ritual of traditional Māori culture. This process was often 
accompanied by an acceptance of colonial guilt through a process analo-
gous to the Christian confessional.7
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Forging Biculturalism

Early pressure for formal recognition of Māori culture in schools was 
to come from the National Advisory Committee on Māori Education 
(NACME). At its inaugural meeting in 1955, NACME had recommended 
that Māori education be a special concern in teachers college preservice 
courses. Its political effectiveness sharply increased after April 1969, when, 
in response to the rapid growth of the urban Māori population and the 
transfer of the remaining Māori schools to Education Board control, 
NACME gained at least 50 percent Māori representation. Additionally, 
it appointed representatives from three organizations most directly con-
cerned with Māori education; the New Zealand Māori Council, the Māori 
Education Foundation and the Secondary School Boards Association.8

NACME’s 1970 report, “Priorities for Development,” advocated the 
creation of a bicultural society. The report created widespread interest in 
the press, the teacher’s organizations, the universities and the teachers col-
leges, effectively providing a blueprint for the Department of Education 
over the next few years.9 NACME’s 1971 Report reiterated that cultural 
differences had to be understood and accepted in schools. It recommended 
that the curriculum find a place for Māoritanga including the Māori lan-
guage; and that in order to achieve equality of opportunity, special mea-
sures had to be taken.10

Meanwhile, the number of Pakeha educators not only prepared to 
embrace Māori sensibilities, but to act on their conviction that Māori 
communalism and spirituality could contribute to the nation’s com-
mon culture by providing a counterweight to the selfish individualism 
and rampant materialism of Pakeha society, was increasing.11 As early 
as September 1961, the New Zealand Council for Educational Research 
(NZCER) advocated the preparation of a handbook on Māori culture for 
teachers. Although a departmental memo of June 1966 suggested that this 
handbook simply make reference to Māori values and customs, its writer, 
Myrtle Simpson included a critical discussion of Pakeha agencies, from a 
Māori point of view. Influenced by her reading of Metge’s book, The New 
Māori Migration, her awareness of Ranginui Walker’s work at Auckland 
Teachers College, and her own recent experience in schools, Simpson rad-
ically reevaluated her own attitudes.

I was most interested in a contribution made by a very shy Māori mother at 
Ohakune. She told how her small boy had come home one day after a his-
tory lesson and said, “Mother, did the Māoris eat the Pakehas?” She said he 
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was very upset and kept repeating “Then I don’t want to be a Māori.” And 
then I remembered a comment made by Rangi Walker of the Auckland 
Teachers; College staff that teachers often offended through lack of sensi-
tivity or even lack of knowledge. He mentioned that, in dealing with the 
Māori wars, teachers might not always state the issues fairly and that they 
might put undue stress on the cannibalistic practices of some Māori war-
riors . . . here was definite support for his contention that teachers needed 
some advice even on matters such as this.12

In this revealing passage, Simpson epitomized the early role conscientiza-
tion was to play in the transformation of Pakeha educators, often leading 
them to actively seek the conversion of others. Garfield Johnson’s work at 
Otara College (later, Hillary College), from 1966, his mentoring by Māori 
such as John Rangihau and Hiwi Tauroa, and his later chairmanship of the 
controversial Johnson Committee, is an outstanding example of this pro-
cess.13 Another factor in conscientization was the dissemination of key aca-
demic texts by Pakeha social anthropologists such as Metge’s The Māoris of 
New Zealand (1967), and Child Rearing Patterns in ā New Zealand (1970), 
the latter one of numerous books written jointly or severally by James and 
Jane Ritchie.

Teachers unions soon became actively involved. Challenging many tra-
ditional secondary school practices, the PPTA Curriculum Review Group 
argued that teachers had to respect students as individuals as well as under-
stand their interests, knowledge, attitudes, and values.14 To this end teach-
ers should be prepared to “thoroughly reappraise” the detrimental impact 
of the individualistic and competitive values that characterized society in 
general. It was maintained that the “interchange of ideas between school 
and community should be a steady dialogue” and there was a recognition 
that the system had largely failed Māori and Pasifika parents.15

Academic support for biculturalism was readily forthcoming. In 1968, 
Eric Schwimmer became one of the first Pakeha academic commenta-
tors to reject the concept of integration, popularizing the term “bicul-
turalism” in his widely circulated text, The Maori people in the Nineteen 
Sixties.16 Drawing upon Piddington’s work (Piddington having contrib-
uted a key essay to the text), Schwimmer defined biculturalism as being 
similar to pluralism, but going beyond mere tolerance and mutual encour-
agement, becoming a reality only when both Pakeha and Māori cultures 
possessed characteristic superstructures of institutions, values and sym-
bol.17 Accordingly, he argued that New Zealand would only become truly 
“bicultural” when influential Pakeha, including educators, possessed a 
degree of familiarity with Māori culture that accepted the existence of 
two conflicting and equally “correct” value systems.18 This latter claim 
clearly demonstrates the beginnings of the shift from the limited confines 
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of the academy, to the wider, more politicized environment of policy and 
teaching.

One symptom of biculturalism’s rapid acceptance by educators was the 
creation of a special NZCER Research Unit on Māori education. Another 
was the increasingly widespread involvement of departmental officers in 
training and in- service courses on Māori needs for teachers, guidance 
counselor, and vocational guidance officers. In his report, the Officer for 
Māori and Island Education, A.F. Smith, warned that there was likely 
to be little success for Māori children “unless the differing interests, val-
ues and backgrounds of Māori children (were) provided for in the pro-
grammes.” Noting that NACME had emphasized the role of the teacher in 
dealing with Māori children, Smith called particular attention to the need 
for teachers to have “an understanding of how a child of another culture 
perceives and acts in the classroom; to know how to use the strengths of 
Māori children; how to draw on their experience and use teaching method 
(s) most suited to their needs.”19

The NACME report also received an enthusiastic response from a key 
Lopdell House conference in September 1971, attended by both teachers 
college staff and departmental officers. The conference recommended that 
in the interests of social progress Māori Studies should form part of ini-
tial training for all teachers, because “it was of the utmost importance to 
appreciate that we have in this country a culture that has both European 
and Polynesian origins.” Accordingly in schools, “there should be an appre-
ciation of cultural differences and of the fact that there are alternative ways 
of looking at human relationships and at life.”20

These “alternative ways” could compensate for what was seen as a fun-
damentally flawed Pakeha society. In 1971 Ranginui Walker claimed that, 
“urban neurosis resulting from a breakdown of family life and the loss of 
a sense of community constitute[d] one of the gravest problems of modern 
times.” Hence, “the Māori sense of community of involvement and shar-
ing with others could very well be emulated by the Pakeha to counter the 
individualism and anonymity of city life.”21 Although condemnation of 
European materialism on the part of New Zealand educators was hardly 
a new phenomenon, contrasting two distinct cultures in this way was to 
appeal to those desirous of promoting what was in effect, a reversed theory 
of cultural deficit.

The reelection of Labour in 1972 further intensified the political pres-
sure on the Department of Education concerning the role Māoritanga 
might play in radically changing attitudes.22 Labour’s Minister of 
Education, Phil Amos, influenced the appointment of new senior officials 
within the department including W.L. Renwick as Director of Education, 
and Peter Boag, previously PPTA general secretary as director of secondary 
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education.23 One of the earliest indications of change was the publication 
by the Department of Parent School Communication (1973), recommend-
ing that Pakeha school principals and inspectors experience total immer-
sion in Māori culture through signal experiences such as marae visits.24

Universities too, were experiencing the new mood. In November 1973, a 
cooperative research venture between the University of Waikato Centre for 
Māori Studies and the Department of Education established Te Kohanga, 
a preschool for Māori children on the university campus under the direc-
torship of Dr Jane Ritchie. Although the program was initially delivered in 
English rather than Māori, Ritchie admitted in her 1974 report to having 
begun with little clear idea of a Māori curriculum, and to being humbled 
by parents who sang and spoke in Māori.25 Henceforth, the program was 
to drastically change to emphasize Māori culture. As her partner James 
Ritchie was later to record, this research was to have a direct impact on 
subsequent policy with the institution of kohanga reo under the auspices 
of the Department of Māori Affairs. The University of Waikato was des-
tined in future years to become a major center for the dissemination of 
biculturalism with the establishment of the Centre for Māori Studies and 
Research in 1972.26

Like many Western intellectuals, liberal Pakeha educators during the 
1970s increasingly accepted the concepts of cultural relativism and ethnic 
particularism.27 The first edition of Metge’s widely read book, The Maoris 
of New Zealand (1967) acknowledged the debt she owed to Piddington, 
her former anthropology professor, while criticizing him for failing to inte-
grate the two ideas of “emergent development” and cultural symbiosis into 
a single theory. The second edition of this book was an emphatic response 
to “the climate of world opinion, to growing disillusion with international 
culture built on the idea of progress.”28 In publicly admitting her failure in 
the first edition to properly address the spirituality of Māoritanga, Metge 
acknowledged both her own inadequacies, and the indispensable assistance 
of Māori in mentoring her to a better understanding of Māori beliefs and 
values. Accordingly, she found it “impossible to separate the personal and 
intuitive aspects of my understanding of Māori- Pakeha relations from the 
more objective and theoretical.”29 Written in similar vein, Anne Salmond’s 
popular book, Hui. A Study of Māori Ceremonial Gatherings, appeared in 
1975, followed by a second edition in 1976 and a reprint in 1983. In her 
preface to Hui, Salmond, also an anthropologist, expressed her gratitude to 
Metge and to the students of Māori Studies courses at Auckland University 
during 1970–1971.30

An indication of the extent to which senior Department of Education 
staff had come to embrace bicultural ideals by the mid- 1970s is indicated 
in a Department Head Office submission to NACME, in early 1976. The 
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submission conceded that schools had been used as an important element 
in assimilation (the original draft submission went further and claimed 
that schools had been a political tool). It went on to argue that although 
the department had moved from a policy of assimilation toward inclusion 
and recognition of Māori culture, there were still unanswered questions. 
These were as follows:

 a. The degree to which we have encouraged Pakeha people to do some 
movement.

 b. The degree to which we expect Māori pupils to match expectations 
of school on school terms without requiring school to match expec-
tations of people who are their clients.

 c. The degree to which we still persist on patching up such grafting on 
Māori language teaching without making any fundamental changes 
in school itself.

d. The degree to which schools change by inclusion of Māori art and 
culture, and providing an administrative structure based on the 
“whanau” concept.31

The period from the late 1970s through the mid- 1980s witnessed a new 
urgency in the adoption of bicultural perspectives by Pakeha educators. 
Left-  and right- wing critics blamed the state education system for socie-
ty’s socioeconomic problems; the 1981 Springbok tour and anti- nuclear 
issues divided the country. The Te Kooti project, directed by Frank Davis 
of Palmerston North Teachers College and jointly funded by the College 
and the Department of Education, reflected the concerns of contempo-
rary educators to redress historical injustices and omissions while cre-
ating a new bicultural heritage for future generations. Initiated in 1978 
and completed in 1981 the Te Kooti project collected written and oral 
material from Māori sources relating to Te Kooti, founder of the Ringatu 
faith.32 Explaining his motivation for the project, Davis drew attention 
to his studies of New Zealand art that had led him to focus on the vexed 
problem of a New Zealand identity. This call for an “alternative view-
point” of New Zealand” history suggesting “a need for a new bi- cultural 
mythology and its heroes, with which we can all identify” was comparable 
with attempts to mythologize history in the United Kingdom much ear-
lier in the century.33

For Pakeha educators, the pace and depth of exposure to bicultural-
ism was to rapidly increase during the 1970s following the introduction 
of regular marae- based courses for departmental officers, school inspec-
tors, principals, deputy principals, and senior teachers on the grounds 
that they largely determined the policy of the school, its organization 
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and climate.34 Surviving letters of excuses for non- attendance still on 
file suggest that among the few valid excuses for exemption were prior 
engagements which could not be altered, and ill- health. One reason 
for this was that marae- based courses were always envisaged as serving 
political as well as cultural ends. An address to the Hauiti marae- based 
course in April 1977 was formally opened by Jim Ross, assistant secre-
tary, Schools and Development. The first four points in his speech were 
recorded as:

Multiculturalism is out and assimilation is out.1. 
We must find a New Zealand identity.2. 
Many Māoris can’t cope with New Zealand society which is Pakeha 3. 
based.
Must have positive discrimination.4. 35

The program for a marae- based course from May 29 to June 2, 1977 
held at Mangamuka, Hokianga, for senior departmental administrators 
and inspectors of primary and secondary schools constituted a rite of 
passage that in addition to the formal rituals of protocol and conduct, 
featured a bibliography that included books by Metge (The Māoris of 
New Zealand, Salmond (Hui), Michael King (Aspects of Māoritanga)and 
V.B. Penfold, inspector of Māori and Island Education (New Zealanders: 
One people?), together with lectures by Garfield Johnson, Alan Smith, 
Hiwi Tauroa, then Principal of Tuakau College, and John Rangitau, 
Research Fellow, Centre for Māori Studies and Research at the University 
of Waikato.36 Although there was opportunity for participant dissent, 
the intensity of group feeling and the environment itself probably served 
to discourage it. Thus, a letter of thanks from one participant to the 
organizers of a course at Te Wai Pounamu College, Dunedin, claimed 
without irony that “it was I think most significant that there were no dis-
senting voices, and considering the composition of the course this was in 
itself remarkable. Well done indeed.”37 Once again, links with religious 
conversion are evident.

By the early 1980s, professional Māori facilitators were regularly induct-
ing departmental curriculum officers into a selective and highly gendered 
Māori protocol that included whaikorero (selected officers), reply to 
karanga (selected women officers), mihimihi (all officers), and poroporoaki 
(selected offices), together with morning and evening prayers. One facilita-
tor noted “if the task that has been entrusted to me is to ensure that ALL 
CURRICULUM OFFICERS acknowledge, support and are committed 
to reflecting our multicultural society THEN there is no better way than 
using a bi- cultural base as a starting point.”38
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The notes produced by the Curriculum Development Division to accom-
pany the Hui Whakamatatau at Taurua Marae, Rotoiti, in November 1984 
attempted to define for Pakeha, the elusive fifth element “Quintessence,” as:

An all pervading element, the overall intangible bond that holds it all 
together. Taha Wairua—Wairua Māori perhaps. The things that cause 
Māori life to remain a totality. A sense of unity. Pakeha life often seems to 
lack that totality.39

For Pakeha educators venturing overseas, Māori culture was to provide a 
unique identity as New Zealanders. The booklet, Te Kete Timatatanga. A 
Teacher Guide to Taha Māori in Social Studies, was prepared by members of 
the Auckland District Social Studies Committee with assistance from the 
Auckland inspectors, the Māori Studies Department at Auckland Teachers 
College, the department’s Curriculum Development Division, and the 
Māori and Pacific Island Advisory Team. In response to the hypothetical 
question “why teach Taha Māori when the school has few Māori children,” 
the writers argued that; “New Zealanders need to know, understand and 
identify with the uniqueness of their own cultures. For people travelling 
overseas tikanga Māori provides them with a unique identity—it contrib-
utes to our wholeness of experience as New Zealanders.” It followed that 
any teacher’s lack of involvement in Taha Māori, was, “a very strong state-
ment in itself.”40 Tuning to definitions of culture, the booklet cited Metge’s 
(1976) view that “what is distinctive about a culture is not its elements 
taken separately but the way they are related to each other—their arrange-
ment is a unique configuration,” along with Greeley’s 1975 definition of 
an ethnic group as “a large collectivity, based on a presumed common ori-
gin, which is at least on occasion, part of a self- definition of a person, and 
which also acts as a bearer of cultural traits.”41

The final and arguably the most important aspect of the conversion of 
Pakeha educators to biculturalism, was a commitment to collective action. 
This element can be seen at its most urgent in Taha Māori and Change, 
a report on the proceedings of a National Residential In- service Course 
held at the Lopdell Centre in July 1986. Directed by Wally Penetito from 
the Department of Education, the course was attended by departmen-
tal officers and teachers. It aimed to select strategies for change, consider 
how change could be effected, and identify who was to benefit from that 
change. It was asserted that:

This report is written from the pain and anger felt by the members of this 
course—pain, because we see the continuing oppression of Māori people 
in Aotearoa and the tragic results this has; anger, because those who hold 
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power in the education system already know well what must be done, but 
have not yet made significant public commitment to real power- sharing, and 
challenging of racism.42

The first recommendation demanded “that the Department of Education 
‘management plan’ give absolute priority to funding programs for equity 
for the next five years,” and that “any programme requiring funding would 
have to prove the involvement of and benefit to Māori and other groups 
disadvantaged by the system.”43

Further recommendations called for the establishment of a Māori-
 nominated group to be called Nga Kaitutei o Te Haeata (The Pioneers 
of the New Dawn) to determine spending priorities for next five years. 
This group was to receive a clear undertaking by the government and the 
Department of Education that its decisions would be binding for a defined 
proportion of the departmental budget; that the senior management of the 
department be extended to include the numerical representation of Māori 
people; “and that teacher classification and promotion procedures require 
proven cultural sensitivity and appropriate management practices.”44

Thus, by the mid- 1980s, much of the bicultural policy rhetoric that was 
under- pin the Picot Report and Tomorrow’s Schools was already in place. 
Meanwhile, Māori activism was having an increasingly significant impact 
on the wider policy environment. In the early 1980s, provoked by reaction 
to an incident involving the Auckland Engineering Students’ Haka party 
and the Te Taua Community Group, Hiwi Tauroa’s well- publicized report, 
Race Against Time (1982) called urgently for the elimination of cultural 
bias in the education system through a reexamination of educational phi-
losophy and classroom strategies not too dissimilar to that now demanded 
by the school effectiveness program, Te Kōtahitanga.45 It recommended 
that future training programs include as a priority, an acknowledgement of 
the dangers of racial stereotyping, and new bicultural education programs 
based on an appreciation of Māori principles and culture.46 Schools were 
urged to develop a positive philosophy toward pupils of different cultural 
backgrounds and to respect their values. They were to encourage Māori 
culture in school subjects and school practices, while school- based ceremo-
nies were to reflect Māori customs, and encourage more Māori commu-
nity involvement.47

Even though many secondary schools appear to have attempted to 
implement at least some of these recommendations, they faced the familiar 
dilemma of meeting at least some radical demands, while allaying conser-
vative fears. The fate of Taha Māori in secondary schools provides an illus-
trative case in point. Walker notes that, despite some official departmental 
sanctioning of the innovation, attempts by Māori to have Taha Māori 
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included in the curriculum as a serious option were largely subverted by 
Pakeha teachers who attempted to delay or block its implementation, and 
by some schools who downgraded it by linking it with non- prestigious 
subjects such as technical drawing or art, thus making it difficult for chil-
dren in academic streams to take the subject.48 Furthermore, although in 
March 1984 Renwick assured the 1984 Māori Education Development 
Conference that policies were being implemented that would raise Māori 
educational attainment while increasing Pakeha respect for Māori culture, 
it was subsequently revealed that the Review of the Core Curriculum for 
Schools had in fact allocated no specific time for Taha Māori.49 Perhaps 
inevitably, the initiative was, “resisted by many Pakeha people who[did] 
not see its relevance and who associate[d] it with ‘falling standards,’ and 
by Māori people who [saw] it as draining the already scarce resources in 
the Māori field.”50

The inability of schools to meet activist demands provoked further rad-
ical proposals aimed at establishing distinctive Māori schools, of which Te 
Kohanga Reo was to be of particularly crucial importance. The Te Kohanga 
Reo ideal was first advanced at the 1980 Hui whakatauira (Māori Leaders’ 
Conference), partly in response to Pakeha educator Richard Benton’s 
research on Māori language loss.51 Te Kohanga Reo was strongly rooted in 
cultural essentialism. It aimed to create an environment for young children 
which was “Māori in action and Language,” while addressing the need 
for ‘a Māori based program to stop the decline of Māori speaking people 
in New Zealand’ without which “there [could] be no Māori culture; no 
unique Māori identity” It also drew upon contemporary educational the-
ory that claimed. “it is universal truth that the first few years of a child’s 
life is the most crucial time . . . for the setting of language of Social and 
Culture Values; of developing a concept of self; and learning to trust in 
oneself and others.”52

By early 1983 there were 83 centers in operation, with 118 further cen-
ters proposed for 1983/4.53 In requesting further information in August 
1983, the Department of Education conceded that the Kohanga Reo move-
ment was growing rapidly, and that the government had allocated substan-
tial financial support for its development, but noted that the schools were 
not under Department of Education control. Hence, information could 
only be solicited after consultation with those Māori running it after a 
full explanation of the reasons why the information was required.54 By 
September 1983 there were 146 Te Kohanga Reo Centres catering for 
2,300 preschoolers, with 232 supervisors and 254 Māori Elders, along 
with 1,223 voluntary full-  and part- time workers.55 The Kura Kaupapa 
Māori schools were designed to build on the success of Te Kohanga Reo. 
Smith and Smith, analyzing the future directions of Māori educational 
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initiatives, have argued that, as Kura Kaupapa Māori developed outside 
the existing state system, it implied a manifest criticism of state structures 
as well as constituting “a conscious and manifest resistance to Pakeha 
dominated educational structures and schooling processes.”56

Despite these successes, however, many Māori and Pakeha activists 
continued to attack the inadequacies of mainstream secondary schooling. 
The Auckland Education Board noted an article in the major daily, The 
Auckland Evening Star, which commented on a report on the many dif-
ficulties of Māori pupils as encountered by teacher Maiki Marks. Marks 
argued that Māori language teachers believed that schools were often not 
working to save Māoritanga, but rather to preserve it as an irrelevancy, 
like Greek and Latin. Accordingly, Marks wanted schools with predomi-
nantly Polynesian rolls to have, “management committees, drawn from the 
community the school serves,” able to, “formulate policies and select the 
teachers they want.”57

These initial steps toward devolution, far from being a solution, were 
to become an increasing focus for further activism. By late 1984, Marshall 
had set up the Committee of Inquiry into Curriculum, Assessment, and 
Qualifications in Forms 1–7. By December, this had attracted 143 responses 
including submissions from the Department of Education, influential 
bodies such as the Employers Federation and PPTA, secondary schools, 
private organizations, and members of public. Of particular interest here is 
the submission from the Citizens Association for Racial Equality (CARE). 
This argued that the education system was too centralized in all its crucial 
decision- making procedures, and that middle class Pakeha had captured 
the educational process. Consequently, argued CARE, “only major and 
system- wide reforms will suffice to remove those inequalities.”58

In what might have once again been a blueprint for both the 1987 
Treasury briefing papers and the Picot Report, CARE proposed a com-
prehensive reshaping of the education system. Curriculum control was to 
be decentralized as a matter of particular urgency for schools where most 
students were Māori or Polynesian. In place of uniform prescriptions and 
syllabuses, schools needed broad goals and educational principles within 
which to work, but inside this broad structure, they were; “to be free to 
restructure themselves and their relations with their communities in order 
to become bi-  or multi cultural.”59 CARE also advocated a radical decen-
tralization of school assessment, including a shift from a norm referenced 
system to one where there would be a continual monitoring of student 
progress, together with school preparation of profile statements reflect-
ing individual abilities and potential. By the early 1980s, therefore, Māori 
advocacy groups were already embracing both the rhetoric and philosophy 
that was to characterize the wider educational reform process.
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The increasing urgency of Māori demands for educational autonomy 
and their major role in shaping notions of consumer choice in the inter-
ests of those considered to be disadvantaged under the existing system 
was also be seem in several other devolutionary initiatives at this time. 
Concern over gangs in the late 1970s led first to the 1979 Parliamentary 
Select Committee on Violent Offending, and then to the 1981 Inquiry into 
Gangs (the Comber Report). These were referred to Cabinet who in turn 
invited the associate minister of finance to coordinate ministerial sugges-
tions on the government’s response. The Prime Minister’s Department and 
no fewer than nine state departments, including Treasury, were invited to 
assist. The minister of finance was later to claim that the approach taken 
by Treasury in formulating subsequent proposals for the Labour govern-
ment that succeeded National in 1984 were based on two assumptions for-
mulated at around this time. The first, which emerged from a reading of 
the reports, was that the government provision of conventional social ser-
vices encountered considerable difficulty in responding to needs of young 
people in the “at risk” category, especially in committees that were suspi-
cious and resisted this type of assistance. Treasury’s second assumption 
was that the traditional way of responding to social problems—putting 
more money into the bureaucracy—could not continue because of the 
intolerable pressure it placed on government spending. According to the 
Minister, this assumption stemmed from the recognition that new com-
munity needs, driven by such factors as rising unemployment, could not 
simply be ignored.60

The Community Education Initiative Scheme (CEIS) was one of two 
pilot projects initiated in response to the report of the Committee on 
Gangs. Involving the predominantly Māori and Polynesian communi-
ties of Otara, Mangere, and Porirua, it was designed to assist “at- risk” 
youth by providing funds to be used locally for education and recrea-
tion.61 At its outset, the scheme had to confront the tension between 
those who felt that local communities should use government money 
in the manner officialdom prescribed in order to achieve government-
 established goals, and those who argued that it was the community’s 
right to establish its own goals. A compromise saw the establishment of 
groups such as the Otara Resource Network in June 1982 as an incorpo-
rated society with financial responsibility, but with senior public servants 
continuing to have a supervisory role.62 Peter Brice, a senior educational 
administrator, was to be a common link between CEIS and the later 
Picot Taskforce—hence the scheme provided both a future administra-
tive and a philosophical bridge between the traditional center- periphery 
model of educational provision, and the “consumer choice” strategies of 
the Picot Taskforce.
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Following the snap election of July 1984, the incoming Labour gov-
ernment inherited CEIS. The minutes to a CEIS Interdepartmental 
Committee meeting in September was attended by representatives from 
a number of government departments including Education, Treasury, 
Internal Affairs, Social Welfare, and Labour. The prime minister himself 
expressed an interest in attending future meetings. Although the Scheme 
was praised for possessing the potential to manage resources more effec-
tively, it was also felt that there were greater pay- offs for the community 
than just the provision of money.63 Especially noteworthy in view of the 
educational financing arrangements later favored by the Picot Committee 
was the conviction that, given continuing financial constraints, the gov-
ernment had now to look for alternative methods of addressing social 
issues. The CEIS example, it was contended, did not require expensive 
resourcing. Moreover

this was a different kind of policy. People are enabled to help themselves. 
The idea should be promoted with Ministers that this is an aspect of how 
we can deal with the whole social delivery policy. This evolves into oppor-
tunities for people to help themselves. A new kind of social thinking.64

The attraction of this “new kind of social thinking” is exemplified in the 
October 1984 CEIS meeting with key ministers in the newly elected Lange 
government. Chaired by Marshall, Labour’s minister of education, the 
meeting was attended by top Labour MPs, including the Hon G. Palmer, 
Minister of Justice; the Hon. A Hercus, minister of social welfare and 
police; the Hon P. Tapsell, minister of internal affairs; the Hon. S. Rodger, 
minister of labour; and the Hon C. Moyle, minister of agriculture in addi-
tion to the full CEIS Interdepartmental Committee. There was consider-
able interest in the new approach offered by CEIS, and P. McKinley of the 
Treasury aptly summed up the mood of the meeting.

CEIS was an innovative, alternative model of delivering social services. 
Treasury took the view that departments involved in social service delivery 
should seriously consider this model and consider also the ways in which their 
internal organisation needed to be adapted if this is to be incorporated.65

Meanwhile, pressure was growing for radical reform of the education sys-
tem and its delivery to Māori. In early 1984 two major huis convened to 
discuss Māori educational needs. The first, sponsored by the New Zealand 
Māori Council, was held at the Turangawaewae Marae in March. Invited 
delegates, including members of PPTA, heard the Māori perspective on 
education at Huntley’s Waahi Marae. “Secondary school,” they were 
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bluntly informed, was “a bitter and useless experience for young Māoris.” 
Radical reforms were needed to help retrieve the “social disaster” of high 
failure rates. The entire educational assessment system was based on a 
white male power structure. Māori parents therefore had “no choice but to 
send their children into the New Zealand educational system to fail.”66

Shortly after the huis, CARE wrote urgently to the Governor- General 
of New Zealand, Sir David Beattie, calling for an immediate Royal 
Commission to examine Māori schooling. CARE wanted the Royal 
Commission to specifically examine the “inability of the state system to 
meet Māori needs,” citing what the organization deemed to be the min-
ister of education’s inadequate response to a recent question in the House 
as to whether the state education system was adequately meeting Māori 
needs.67

One result of the mounting public campaign for more Māori autonomy 
in education on the part of politically influential Māori was the increasing 
identification of the Department of Education as the major cause of Māori 
educational failure and thus, the chief obstacle to radical reform. That 
the department had already lost any chance of even influencing let alone 
restraining the tide of political opinion in Wellington was clearly illus-
trated in May 1986, when New Zealand’s last director- general of educa-
tion, W.L. Renwick wrote to the chairperson of the Waitangi Tribunal 
expressing the concern of his department at the Tribunal’s findings. What 
both angered and saddened Renwick was that, although both he and his 
departmental colleagues had initially welcomed the Tribunal’s findings 
regarding the place of Māori culture in New Zealand state schools, and 
had applauded recognition of the central importance of Te Reo Māori, 
the department’s evidence to the Tribunal had been subsequently been 
subjected to improper usage and unfair comment.68 By being selective in 
its citation of evidence, Renwick claimed, the Tribunal’s widely reported 
findings had led readers to believe that the department’s interpretation 
of Māori educational attainment was very different from the conclusions 
of the Tribunal.69 The Tribunal had not even asked the department to 
comment on the alleged historical prohibition of spoken Māori in state 
schools or playgrounds, even though it clearly regarded this as an impor-
tant issue in Māori educational failure.70 As a result, readers were left with 
the impression that the department had either been deliberately evasive or 
had actually suppressed vital information regarding its historic attitude 
toward the use of Māori in schools and playgrounds. In his letter, Renwick 
concluded that the Tribunal had been “less than even- handed” in the way 
it had dealt with criticisms of past departmental policies, permitting the 
department no effective avenue of response.71 Such reasoning, however, as 
we shall shortly see, had already fallen on deaf ears. The department was 
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about to reap the reward of having become a political pariah—a position 
that owed much to the success of Māori advocacy groups over the preced-
ing two decades in shaping policy discourse.

By mid- 1987, therefore, as the Picot Taskforce prepared to begin its 
deliberations, it had available to it a wealth of evidence suggesting that 
Māori educational underachievement stemmed from a single underlying 
cause—the failure of Pakeha society and its school system to recognize 
Māori culture. This view was epitomized by Jack Ennis, a secondary school 
inspector whose Tu Tangata article was to be placed before the Taskforce in 
July 1987. According to Ennis,

while you read these lines thousands of Māori children attending New 
Zealand schools are being subjected to a ten year process of schooling that 
very effectively and efficiently atrophies their potential growth as people. 
It degrades their culture and denies them the life fulfilment and expec-
tations that most concerned Pakeha parents expect and demand for their 
children.72

Ennis slated the Department of Education’s record with Māori students as 
“a dismal failure,” citing former departmental officer, D.K. Royal’s claim 
to a gathering at the Orongmai Marae in December 1985 that both the 
system and structure of education were wrong.73 Although he held the sys-
tem largely to blame, Ennis also argued that his own experiences in Porirua 
secondary schools suggested that teachers regarded Māori educational 
retardation as the norm and often “put down” Māori students.74 By the 
time that the Picot Taskforce met, therefore, the Department of Education 
and secondary schools were already being seen as the major cause of Māori 
educational underachievement, while radical Māori demands supported 
by many liberal Pakeha educators, were already calling for devolution.



Chapter 5

The Best Kind of Accountability

The first chapter in part 2 of this book examined the dual economic and 
cultural crisis that was to impact upon secondary education from the late 
1960s on, leading to increased polarization and the rise of radical advocacy 
groups from a cross the political spectrum. The next chapter focused on 
development of biculturalism and particularly the impact on secondary 
education of demands for Māori educational autonomy. This chapter, the 
last in part 2, centers on the rapidly changing policy environment and the 
shaping of a common policy discourse around radical education reform, 
particularly as this was manifested in a number of key conferences, reports, 
and inquiries.

Demands for Radical Reform

Important as they were in both molding and polarizing public opinion 
on secondary education, advocacy groups of various kinds were far from 
being the only source for widespread disquiet over secondary education. 
During the 1970s and 1980s there were increasing calls for radical reform 
across the state sector that foreshadowed the Picot Report and Tomorrow’s 
Schools.1 The central versus local issue in New Zealand education had long 
been problematic for secondary education. From the late 1960s, however, 
centralization actually increased as the Department of Education bureau-
cracy sought to counter ongoing public criticism. The creation of the 
Curriculum Development Unit (CDU) within the department came about 
through a recommendation of the Currie Report, its first Curriculum 
Development Officer being appointed in 1963. Furthermore, although 
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a highly centralized process of curriculum- making had existed since the 
nineteenth century, the increasingly techno- scientific bias of educational 
innovation from the 1960s on meant that a comparatively small group of 
“experts” within the inspectorate and department came to exert a strong 
influence.2 Consequently, the development of new approaches to social 
studies (1976) and English (1977) were innovations imposed by relatively 
small groups of curriculum designers, operating largely outside the sphere 
of public consultation.3 The latter document in particular, influenced by 
overseas theorists such as Basil Bernstein was viewed with considerable dis-
quiet by conservative parents and politicians as well as attracting criticism 
from some secondary teachers who felt that it heralded a reorientation of 
the whole curriculum toward social engineering goals.4

Unfortunately for the department and for liberal educators, these new 
curriculum innovations fuelled further public unease at a time when par-
ents were becoming increasingly aware of their collective ability to influence 
the indicative planning exercises that were to be increasingly important for 
secondary education. The National Development Council established in 
1968, reported directly to Cabinet. A raft of newly created sector coun-
cils reported to NDC, including the newly created Advisory Council on 
Educational Planning (ACEP). Following the abolition of NDC under the 
Labour government of 1972–1975, ACEP reported directly to the Cabinet 
Committee on Policy and Priorities.5 As governmental concern over the 
rising costs of educational development mounted during the early 1970s, 
ACEP became the steering committee for a planned Educational Priorities 
Conference that in due course became the Educational Development 
Conference (EDC).

EDC proved to be a massive undertaking, involving widespread par-
ticipation across the community. Through the many reports and discus-
sion booklets submitted by its various working parties, EDC contributed 
extensively to existing educational literature. One particularly signifi-
cant outcome was the 1974 Nordmeyer Report on the Reorganisation and 
Administration of Education. This recommended that primary school com-
mittees be enabled to take part in staff appointments thus bringing them 
into line with secondary school Boards of Governors. The Nordmeyer 
Report also drew attention to a remit passed by the 1973 Labour Party 
Conference that proposed the abolition of education boards.6 The last of 
the EDC reports was the Report of the Advisory Council on Educational 
Planning, which recommended that the government give more discretion 
to school controlling authorities regarding funding, curriculum, and staff-
ing matters.7

EDC also acted as a clearing house for reports by regional committees 
on the outcomes of public seminars and activities. An estimated 60,000 
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people took part, and some 8,000 submissions were received, with press 
and radio contributing to public discussion. Commenting on the overall 
impact of EDC, Frank Holmes claimed that marae- based Māori gather-
ings and secondary student seminars were among the most successful and 
influential meetings held.8 Given the upsurge of Māori educational criti-
cism focused particularly on state secondary schools, this development was 
to be highly significant for the future. Thus EDC’s greatest achievement 
was “to educate a very large number of both the laity and professional 
educators about current educational problems, about prevailing attitudes 
toward education held by different groups, and about the possibilities of 
educational progress through greater interaction between educational 
institutions, parents and other groups in the community.”9

EDC had an indicative impact on the future reform of education, 
revealing as it did considerable community frustration with, and alien-
ation from, an educational bureaucracy widely perceived to be out of touch 
with current aspirations, especially those of Māori, women and other dis-
advantaged groups.10 It illustrates that, “from the 1970s in particular, there 
was a steady build up of dissatisfaction with the existing system and a 
series of reports recommending reform in several areas which foreshad-
owed and were almost identical with those subsequently recommended by 
Picot.”11 As far as secondary schools were concerned, additional problems 
were revealed concerning a lack of financial discretion individual learning 
institutions possessed in a centrally controlled system, ongoing structural 
problems involving the department and secondary school boards, and the 
general difficulties of co- ordination between different parts of the educa-
tion system, especially those between secondary schools, post- compulsory 
education, and the workplace.12

In particular, the steady erosion of the powers of secondary school 
boards of governors to departmental authority had become clearly evident 
by the 1970s.13 The McCombs Report on secondary education, Towards 
Partnership (1976), identified serious flaws in existing arrangements and 
considerable public dissatisfaction, particularly at the local level. The 
report contended that real cooperation depended on lay people being able 
to participate in decision making rather than simply being told what was 
happening. It recommended immediate government action to improve 
relationships between teachers, parents and local communities.14 Several 
McCombs Report recommendations were later adopted by the Picot 
Taskforce and by Tomorrow’s Schools, including recommendations that the 
majority of boards of governors be parents; that boards needed a better 
system of reporting to the community; and that boards express commu-
nity views about the curriculum rather than simply leaving it to the school 
principal.15
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In response to the McCombs Report, the director- general of educa-
tion set up a task force to study departmental staffing and functions. 
Chaired by the department’s own Divisional Director (Special Duties), 
H. Egdell, the four person committee included three members who were 
either departmental officers or inspectors, with one seconded SSC mem-
ber.16 To a large extent, as with previous attempts to reform the system, 
the Department of Education was able to temporarily blunt much of its 
impact. Nevertheless, the tacit admission that serious structural problems 
in secondary education administration actually existed gradually perme-
ated even internal critiques. In 1977 the then principal of Makora College, 
Noel Scott, completed a survey of New Zealand secondary schools for the 
Department of Education that identified a number of problems then fac-
ing secondary schools.17 A frequently voiced complaint concerned the lack 
of a clearly defined national philosophy of education under which, Scott 
believed, individual school interpretation could shelter. Scott also observed 
that the EDC had highlighted a wish for more clearly defined national 
guidelines. Anticipating the Picot Taskforce’s call for guidelines that would 
find local expression in school charters, he suggested that any future body 
charged with drawing up such guidelines could well be drawn from a wide 
cross- section of professional and lay people.18 Highlighting a key issue later 
identified by the taskforce, Scott pointed to the historic conflicts and grow-
ing antagonisms between various sections of the Department of Education 
and secondary schools that had created sharp barriers between the policy-
 forming and policy- implementing sections of the system with the result 
that, “the deep, frequently voiced criticisms, even antagonisms evident in 
dealings between various sections of the Department of Education and 
schools, seem to erode the very foundations of the type of constructive, 
supportive, unified efforts which education deserves.”19

Similar problems were highlighted in a Department of Education draft 
statement for the OECD Examining Panel sent out to New Zealand to 
review educational policies in early 1982.20 The statement characterized 
education as a highly political activity, with educational lobbies being

among the best organised and most persistent in the country. They are 
well connected with the media. Public opinion is, as a result, constantly 
massaged.21

This revealing statement conceded that secondary schools faced problems 
relating to changes in the family, ethical/cultural diversity, public/pri-
vate responsibility issues, economic restructuring, technological changes, 
shifting employment patterns and public expenditure constraints. At the 
same time competing interests within education meant that educational 
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progress was often slow, occurring over a broad front, hence effective con-
sultation was increasingly difficult to achieve.22 Moreover, it was conceded 
that there were contradictory arguments—some asserting that the depart-
ment consulted too much with consequent wastage of money and time, 
and others complaining that consultation was too limited.

Accordingly, the departmental statement favored incremental modifi-
cations to existing arrangements, including the expansion of committee 
representation, and curriculum reforms serving the needs of non- academic 
as well as academic students, rather than any radical reform.23 This com-
promise was hardly surprising. The introduction to the document, writ-
ten by Renwick himself, noted that the departmental statement, together 
with visits the panel would make during their three weeks New Zealand 
stay, would form the basis on which the panel would write its report. This 
report along with the Education Department’s Statement would then form 
the basis for the published OECD document.24 Predictably this last doc-
ument was highly complimentary of New Zealand’s educational achieve-
ments, referring to a high degree of teacher professionalism and public 
confidence in a system that, in the view of the OECD examiners, was 
efficiently run.

Despite this endorsement, however, the OECD Report obliquely cri-
tiqued the longstanding tendency for the post–World War Two New 
Zealand education sector to priorities purely educational values over eco-
nomic and instrumental goals. Noting that the Currie Commission was 
one amongst several post- war educational reports that had seen fit to 
devote little space to the relationship between education and the economic 
system, and citing the possible impact a greatly changed contemporary 
employment situation might have on thinking, the OECD Report warned 
prophetically that

to suggest that closer links be forged between education and economic plan-
ning, so as to enable the contribution that schools, colleges and universities 
make to social and economic development to be widely discussed and made 
more explicit, is in New Zealand seen as representing a particular political 
viewpoint rather than a perspective on educational policy that deserves due 
consideration by all sections of the population.25

Once again, the Thomas Report’s emphasis on the intrinsic value of a well-
 rounded secondary education was being brought into question. Moreover, 
attempts by the educational bureaucracy to contain criticism of either the 
way the system was being run were now becoming increasingly difficult 
in the rapidly changing political climate. For example, the increases in 
teacher militancy during the 1970s, while alienating some parents, had led 
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the PPTA to support the power of local boards as employers of teachers as 
opposed to the power of department and minister.26 In this context, teach-
ers and parents were at least temporarily united against encroaching cen-
tral authority. In particular there was a growing sense of powerlessness in 
the situation where secondary schools boards of governors often approved 
decisions made elsewhere, by the principal or by the Department. Hence 
they were “like a small child playing with a ball on the sideline at a rugby 
test match—it makes no difference whether s/he is there or not.”27

Increasing pressure for more local autonomy inevitably had a political 
impact. In the run- up to the 1984 election, education became caught up in 
the political campaigns of both Labour and National to capture the “high-
 ground of public opinion.”28 The years between 1984 and the reelection of 
Labour for a second term in 1987 were to provide a crucial indication of 
what lay in store. Under considerable public and political pressure the min-
ister of education, Russell Marshall, promised wider public consultation 
including a review of senior secondary school and assessment procedures. 
A select committee of inquiry into the quality of teaching had identified a 
cumbersome administrative system, provider- capture, and lack of teacher 
accountability as factors undermining teaching quality (see 155–157). 
Heightened political interest in education during the early 1980s was 
also reflected in the growing importance the Opposition National Party 
accorded its new education spokesperson, Ruth Richardson, the redoubt-
able member for Selwyn. When Richardson was appointed education 
spokesperson in early 1985, the position was widely regarded in her party 
as being a political graveyard. Richardson, however, rapidly made educa-
tional issues a major part of the Opposition’s attack on the policy of the 
Labour government. In July 1985, the Labour and Education Committee’s 
report on the Education Amendment Bill was presented. This bill, even-
tually passed as the Education Amendment Act, 1985, sought to make 
legal provision for parents to be consulted about the health syllabus before 
the school drew up its program, give managing bodies of schools power to 
determine whether a sex education component was to be included in the 
health program, and give parents the legal right to withdraw their children 
where such a component was taught. Although Labour claimed that these 
arrangements represented the middle ground between the various views 
laid before the Committee, Richardson was quick to contrast what she 
regarded as two opposing sets of submissions. The first set, represented 
by the New Zealand School Committees Federation, the New Zealand 
Parent Teachers Associations, and the New Zealand Education Boards 
Association emphasized the need for a voluntary partnership between fam-
ily and school. The second set, epitomized by the submissions from the 
two teachers’ unions merely paid lip service to this view, implying that the 
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final decision about curriculum content should be taken by the teaching 
profession in partnership with the educational bureaucracy.29

The renewed vigor of National’s attack had further political and policy 
ramifications. In July 1986 a committee set up to undertake revision of 
the 1964 Education Act once again emphasized the need for more flex-
ible legislation. Two issues the committee raised were to be of consider-
able relevance for secondary schools. First, directly anticipating the Picot 
Report, the committee recommended that the Department of Education 
become a “Ministry,” and the director- general of education, the “Secretary 
of Education.”30 The committee was also desirous that any new legislation 
permit further delegation of power to local authorities, where appropri-
ate.31 Moreover,

secondary school boards should have a majority of parent’s representa-
tives and should have a student representative. Those few secondary school 
boards at present governed by their own nineteenth century acts are to be 
brought under the Education Act’.32

Meanwhile National’s attacks were having an impact upon an increas-
ingly nervous Labour government. By early 1987 Education Minister 
Russell Marshall was indeed “a Minister under siege.”33 His response was 
to announce to his political colleagues an intention to review the compul-
sory education sector. This move, supported as it was by the Department 
of Education, has been seen as “a pre- emptive strike” with the intent of 
forestalling more radical initiatives.34 Clearly, public and political senti-
ment toward education was hardening. In April 1987 the popular mag-
azine Metro featured a cover story by Carol du Chateau. Entitled “The 
Lost Generation,” it portrayed students in New Zealand schools as having 
been captured by a liberal- progressive teaching profession led by radical 
feminists and gay activists.35 In the same month Marshall, acutely aware 
of the Cabinet’s increasing receptivity for thoroughgoing educational 
reform, admitted to a Waikato University graduation ceremony feeling 
uneasy over “present market- economy thinking” when applied to educa-
tion. He claimed to feel comforted by a belief that this was an aberration, 
but conceded that the questions market adherents raised required a serious 
response.36

The long- awaited report of the committee to review the Curriculum for 
Schools, requested by Marshall back in late 1984, also served to increase 
pressure.37 The report recommended a national common curriculum for 
all schools, from new entrants to form 5, thus encompassing all the pri-
mary years and the first three years of secondary schooling. Although this 
was to provide a broad general education consisting of national curriculum 
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principles and three interrelated aspects of learning: knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes and values, each school was to have “responsibility to develop 
a school curriculum which is consistent with the national common cur-
riculum,” with responsibility falling jointly on students, teachers, admin-
istrators, parents and the community.”38 In phrases that anticipated the 
Picot Taskforce’s conviction that community involvement in all aspects of 
the school could solve the problems of alienation and inequity, the report 
observed that parents felt isolated from the day- to- day running of the 
school and the school programs;39 that those elected to manage schools 
did not fully represent the community;40 and that the community clearly 
had a role in staff appointments.41 Foreshadowing the charters later rec-
ommended by the Picot Report, the Committee contended “that all com-
munities should, through their elected representatives, share in writing a 
school profile and a statement of community expectations.”42

Events, however, were moving rapidly beyond Marshall’s control. An 
sample opinion poll of 2,500 people taken on May 20 and subsequently 
published by Radio New Zealand and the National Business Review 
revealed that only 25 percent thought education was working well, with 
17.7 percent believing that it was working “quite well.” By contrast 28 
percent thought it was working poorly and 14 percent, “very poorly.” 
Responding to this survey, a Dominion editorial warned that there was “a 
strong public feeling that the education system [was] not working.”43 The 
editorial went on, however, to caution that current government policies 
that had widened social and economic gaps while creating high unem-
ployment had fuelled these concerns with the result that education had 
become a scapegoat. In response politicians shifted the blame onto teach-
ers for not turning out marketable products that met demands for flexi-
bility in the new economy. Claiming that right- wing think tanks in New 
Zealand and overseas were the most prominent in advocating a shift in 
taxpayer dollars from the education system to the individual, who would 
then purchase education services from a variety of free- market options, 
the editorial observed that

the National Party has picked up on this vogue thinking in its education 
policy. It is strong on sentiment, heavy in rhetoric and short on detail. The 
right- wing ideology is watered down, but it is not clear whether that is to 
make it more palatable to the public or whether National can’t quite make 
up its mind. Either way, the direction is unmistakable.44

The direction in which the Lange government was now headed was like-
wise, becoming unmistakable by the week. Immediately following the 
general election, Lange outlined the broad approach of his government 
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to education over the next three years to PPTA’s Annual Conference.45 In 
a somber address, Lange observed that because New Zealand’s economy 
and society were changing rapidly, education needed to reflect this fact. 
Ominously, he warned his audience that there was no longer any assurance 
that a buoyant labor market would absorb young unskilled people. Hence, 
it was “no accident” that the minister of employment was also the associate 
minister of education, with responsibility for both tertiary education and 
continuing education, especially given that these sectors were “inextricably 
bound up with demands of labour market.”46

Turning to the newly set up Picot Taskforce, Lange sought to reassure 
his audience that the purpose of the review was not to be a cost- cutting 
exercise, but rather to look for gains in efficiency. He did, however, 
mention the significance to the taskforce of the recent review of school 
zoning, the continuing issues raised by the Curriculum Review, the find-
ings of the Scott Report, and the Royal Commission on Social Policy, 
which in turn necessitated his own need to keep in close touch with 
current thinking on education.47 Responding to the recent Radio New 
Zealand and National Business opinion poll, Lange argued that it was 
his responsibility to find out “why public confidence has sunk to such a 
low level.”

In tones that clearly reflected the current provider capture arguments 
the National opposition was employing, Lange expressed concern that 
the PPTA had opposed proposals for the introduction of merit pay and 
short- term contracts as well as critiquing the Scott Report for threaten-
ing to deprofessionalize teachers through proposing more stringent exter-
nal forms of control. However, he stressed that “real accountability (was) 
not . . . some kind of burdensome necessity.” Rather “it (was) at best an 
assurance of professional responsibility.”48 Warning that there would be no 
more “limitless resources.” Lange referred to the need to make choices and 
to set responsibilities.

That is a test of judgement as stern as any you are called on to make in the 
classroom. The public is entitled to hold politicians, administrators and 
teachers to account for that judgement and it is my intention to see that we 
are all properly held to account.49

If anyone in secondary education had mistaken this message, then they 
would have been under few illusions following Lange’s equally emphatic 
address to the New Zealand Secondary School Boards Association’s 
Biennial Conference just two days later. In this address, Lange stated that 
although he had not yet had an opportunity to meet the taskforce mem-
bers, he hoped soon to do so when
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I shall encourage the members of the taskforce to be radical in their 
approach. I would like them to examine every option there is in educational 
administration, however unusual or untoward it may appear at first.50

The prime minister conceded that there would be limits to radical reform. 
The government was committed to public education, and any changes the 
taskforce recommended would be undertaken within a public sector con-
text. Hence, he summed up the taskforce’s task as

the development of an education administration in which both the public 
and the people who work in education can have confidence. By that I mean 
that education administration must be accountable for its performance.51

Lange’s views were not without contradictions. On one hand he looked 
forward to mechanisms which would require the government to be more 
active in its determination of priorities and more open and accountable 
in its planning for education.52 However, because it was “unrealistic” to 
hold the minister or director- general to account for what happened in 
day today administration, responsibility, and accountability had to be 
devolved.53 Recalling the criticisms of education recorded by OECD 
examiners in their 1982 report, Lange conceded that public consultation 
had not always reflected public views, but instead reflected what could 
be broadly described as the views of the educational establishment.54 On 
the other hand, however, he claimed to be unconvinced that the answer 
to accountability lay in more devolution to community representatives’.55 
The strength of bureaucratic and professional interests might predominate 
if there was any conflict. The interests of the board and staff of a particular 
school might not be those of whole community, which would then have 
no effective redress.56 Thus, “the best kind of accountability” was “being 
seen to do a good job.” Those who failed in their responsibilities would 
eventually face dismissal.

Meanwhile public controversy over provider capture in education 
continued unabated. In highlighting the issue both in the House and in 
the media, Richardson had utilized the title, A Nation at Risk, to evoke 
the images of parent power coupled with the rhetoric of excellence that the 
United States report of that name had promised nearly five years before.57 
Here, Richardson was able to tap into a growing body of opinion that saw 
secondary schooling as inadequate preparation for the world of work in the 
context of an economy that would have to become increasingly flexible in 
a global marketplace. In June 1986, a report prepared by the New Zealand 
Vocational Training Council for the OECD in response to that organiza-
tion’s call for member states to reexamine the role of education and training 
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in economic performance and development. Although the 1982 OECD 
Report had dealt somewhat obliquely with the links between education 
and the economy, the Vocational Training Council’s report owed much 
to the 1984 British report, Competence and Competition. Like the British 
document, its New Zealand counterpart noted how Germany, the United 
States, and Japan had enhanced their economic effectiveness, including a 
more rapid response to the changing global marketplace, through a com-
bination of vocational education and training initiatives that began in the 
secondary school and continued into the post- compulsory sector. It was 
concluded that there was evidence of an increasing body of opinion in New 
Zealand that would support similar reforms.58

National’s 1987 election manifesto, also entitled Nation at Risk, prom-
ised bold, innovative and far- reaching educational reforms. These included 
a modular national certificate that would replace earlier vocational quali-
fications and an emphasis on the maintenance of national standards, cou-
pled with a significant reduction in the role of the state in education to 
quality control and funding with an emphasis on the rights of consumers 
rather than providers.59 The brief for the Picot Taskforce was fast being 
written.

Education and Treasury

Increasing public and parliamentary concern over both the control of edu-
cation and its aims, particularly at secondary level were but the visible 
tip of a threatening political iceberg. Chapter two outlined how grow-
ing economic concerns brought a new generation of graduates into the 
New Zealand Treasury who went on to effect decisive changes in both 
its institutional philosophy and its approach to politicians. By 1977 Noel 
Lough had become Secretary to the Treasury. McKinnon has related 
how “the conflict of the early 1980s was not only a matter of individu-
als with new ideas gaining influence—it was also an episode in the more 
than century- old contest over who should guide economic management—
Treasury experts or the politicians.”60 All this was to be of direct relevance 
to secondary education as the relationship between the Education sector 
and Treasury steadily deteriorated. Reflecting both financial issues and a 
growing Treasury willingness to critique contemporary social policy, the 
relationship between the two began to sour dramatically in the late 1970s, 
to reach crisis proportions by the mid- 1980s.

Although the 1960s had seen a continuous growth in educational 
expenditure from 11.2 percent of net in 1961, to 16.2 percent by 1971, the 
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proportion of government expenditure on education began to fall after this 
date. Even as it attempted to steer a middle course through a newly radical-
ized and increasingly polarized educational discourse, the Department of 
Education from the mid- 1970s on was attempting to counter growing crit-
icism from Treasury and SSC critics who sought to cut educational costs, 
while increasing accountability in a system that demonstrably seemed to 
be failing the public. A key factor in the growth of the new public- sector 
domiciled economic rationalism was the adoption of Canadian- inspired 
public sector planning strategies as a direct response to the fiscal crisis that 
followed the “oil shocks” of 1973 and 1974.

By early 1975 an embattled Labour government, headed by the new 
and relatively inexperienced W. Rowling, was confronting a major eco-
nomic crisis. Facing impending election defeat at the hands of an invigo-
rated National opposition under the leadership of ex–minister of finance, 
R.D. Muldoon, Labour scrambled to control expenditure. Accordingly, 
in January 1975, Treasury commenced development of a Computer 
Forecasting System (FFS), designed to service the forecasting needs of gov-
ernment departments and to enhance both planning and control of avail-
able resources.61 With the reelection of National in November, the stage 
was set for still more drastic reforms.

The expenditure of all departments of state was still at this juncture 
subject to approval by the Committee of Officials on Public Expenditure 
(COPE) representing seven departments, including Education, and 
Treasury. In August 1977, however, a report from the Task Force on 
Economic and Social Planning, prepared by Treasury and approved by 
the Chairman of the Planning Council, Sir Frank Holmes, proposed that 
revised machinery for planning government expenditure be established. 
Drawing upon recent Canadian experience with Public Sector Planning, 
the report envisaged that the revised COPE would henceforth consist of 
only four control departments. Treasury, supported by the minister of 
works, the State Services Commission, and Trade and Industry would hold 
permanent seats and voting rights, with the fourth vacancy rotated every 
two years amongst three other designated departments; these being in the 
first instance, Agriculture and Fisheries, Social Welfare, and Defence. In 
the short term at least, Education was to be left without direct representa-
tion. In addition, the Planning Council would have the authority to take 
recommendations regarding priorities and allocations directly to Cabinet, 
thus by- passing COPE completely.62

The Education Department representative to a stormy meeting at 
Treasury reported back to Renwick; “as we suspected departments gave 
the proposals a rough passage and both Treasury (Mr Cliff Terry) and his 
colleagues and Sir Frank Holmes and his colleagues were pretty much on 
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the defensive.” The representative also reported that; “one questioner asked 
Sir Frank and Mr Terry who was running the country?”63 Other objec-
tions centered on the viability of COPE especially given the increased role 
of Treasury and the Planning Council, the representation of departments 
not initially included on the committee, and the new importance placed 
on representatives with financial expertise rather than any association with 
policy formation in the various departments.64

While the trenchant opposition of many government departments 
led to the temporary shelving of Treasury and Planning Council Plans, 
Treasury continued its unremitting drive for further economies. A Treasury 
Report highly critical of auditing procedures in all government depart-
ments was submitted to Parliament in May 1978.65 Subsequently, however, 
the Department of Education was singled out for particular attention. 
In March 1978, a Financial Management Review team from Treasury 
completed a review of the Education Department. The team informed 
Renwick that the recent Treasury report was “almost wholly applicable 
to your department.” In the team’s opinion, “the most urgent matters for 
attention (were) the upgrading of internal audit within the department and 
the service that team could then give, together with management account-
ing section, in raising the financial accountability and responsibility of 
boards and schools.”66 More damaging still from the public relations per-
spective, was that the team’s conclusions were leaked to the media, result-
ing in extensive radio, T.V. and press coverage. The extent of political fall 
out was exemplified in hard- hitting front page headlines such as that in 
the Dominion of June 28, 1978 entitled; “Where Your Money Should Not 
Have Gone.”67

In July, Renwick wrote to the minister complaining that the com-
ments about lack of financial accountability and low auditing standards 
was “extremely broad and reflects harshly on those education control-
ling authorities which are managing the resources under their control 
in a competent fashion.”68 Although accepting that there was a need for 
improvement in financial management by education authorities generally, 
Renwick argued that the report was not so much a criticism of the depart-
ment as it was a reflection on the ability of a depleted staff to carry out 
its functions.69 In September, he told the associate minister of finance, 
Derek Quigley, that Treasury had reported adversely on a proposal sub-
mitted by the department to increase its grant to the Vocational Training 
Council, complaining that the Treasury stance had not been discussed 
with departmental officers.70 In November, he informed the Secretary of 
the Treasury that the mammoth task of reporting on expenditure by the 
required deadline had not been helped by the delay in receiving expen-
diture statements from Treasury.71 In March 1979, Renwick commented 
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more caustically that an adverse Treasury Report on the establishment 
of rural centers for the Psychological Service was “a superficial statement 
based on a simplistic understanding and interpretation of the work of the 
Psychological Service and the facts available.” It was a false economy that 
failed to recognize the needs of children as a first priority.72

Worse was to follow. As it transpired, Education was one of the last 
two government departments to get FFS, and it was not until 1979 that 
Vote Education was presented in a new format focusing on “compo-
nents” instead of programs and activities. A particular feature of this 
more detailed breakdown of expenditure was the separation of rea-
sons for variation in the department’s forecasts into those due to price 
changes, and those due to real changes in the level of operation.73 This 
innovation greatly increased the ability and the willingness of Treasury 
officials to scrutinize educational expenditure on a regular basis, often 
employing questionable tactics to secure information. In February 1980, 
for instance, the department complained to Treasury that their officers 
had made approaches to junior departmental officers who were not in a 
position to give full and accurate information, and thus Treasury reports 
had not always conveyed an accurate picture of departmental operating 
procedures.74

Itself under pressure from a cost- conscious government, Treasury con-
tinued to express considerable concern at the delays inherent in the COPE 
exercises which in its view lead to the promulgation of draft estimates 
requirements too late in the year.75 In March 1980, Quigley prepared a 
confidential report to Cabinet on public expenditure. Citing both the 
Canadian Sector approach and the recent initiatives in the United Kingdom 
under the Thatcher government, the report aimed to achieve a greater 
degree of control over government expenditure than allowed for under the 
existing COPE, which tempted departments “to adopt an expansive view-
point when determining their needs.”76 In contrast, Quigley argued that; 
“What is required is an incentive that will induce departments to examine 
their expenditures not in terms of their desirability but rather their neces-
sity and priority in the light of our policy objectives and the other resources 
available.”77

A fortnight later, Cabinet agreed to the setting up of the Officials 
Committee that included Renwick, to examine the recommendations 
of the Quigley Report. Renwick in particular, was highly critical. In a 
letter to the minister, he questioned the need for change for the sake of 
what he saw as largely illusionary advantages, and pointed out that any 
top down expenditure allocation process would pose serious problems. He 
also observed that, since 1976, the education vote had been subjected to 
extremely rigorous examination, and he questioned the ability of Treasury 
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evaluation teams to make educational decisions.78 Nevertheless, in July 
1980, Treasury announced plans to dissolve COPE completely. In its 
place, three or four panels of officials would report directly to the min-
ister of finance on the future costs of existing policies. One panel would 
consist entirely of Treasury officials, but each of the others was to have 
Treasury representation. Once again the proposals met opposition from 
the Department of Education. In August 1980, it was pointed out to the 
minister that three meetings of the new Officials Committee had not pro-
duced consensus, hence the department could not believe that the Treasury 
proposals would save time.79 Despite opposition, however, Treasury had 
succeeded by the early 1980s in requiring all departments of state to con-
firm to a strict calendar as far as expenditure was concerned, with Treasury 
intimately involved throughout the process.

Despite Renwick’s energetic defense, worse was to follow after 
National was returned to the Treasury Benches following the 1981 
Election. By early February 1982 Treasury was warning that the economy 
had not performed as well as that of many other countries in terms of 
employment opportunities, balance of payment, equilibrium, economic 
growth, price stability, or distribution of income. Treasury considered 
the nation’s internal deficit to be around 8 percent of GNP, nearly twice 
as high as it had been a decade earlier, and about twice the OECD aver-
age. Cabinet was advised that the deficit needed to be urgently reduced 
by imposing savings across the state sector. In response, the government 
immediately imposed 3 percent savings on all government departments, 
including Education, with strong hints of further cuts being raised in 
the national press.80 All new policies or alterations to existing policies 
leading to increase in expenditure together with any changes in timing, 
distribution, or source of expenditure were to be subject to Treasury and 
Cabinet scrutiny.81

Continuing Treasury interest in the education sector was to have pro-
found implications for the Education Department immediately prior to the 
establishment of the Picot Taskforce. From July 1984, the Lange govern-
ment attempted to deregulate the economy on the grounds that this would 
make it more competitive and less distorted.82 The need to comply with 
government economic policy placed the department in an invidious posi-
tion. Various advocacy groups vigorously competed for scarce resources.83 At 
the same time, education was stigmatized as a wasteful spender, leading to 
further criticism of the department’s financial management. Most impor-
tant of all, the department was to be increasingly excluded from the policy 
decision- making loop, but at the same time obliged to work closely with 
Treasury officials in a climate where education was increasingly linked to 
economic performance.84
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The New Policy Rhetoric

Perhaps the clearest indication that radical educational reform was now 
inevitable was the growing ascendancy of a new policy discourse in gov-
ernmental and bureaucratic circles. From the late 1970s there had been 
an increasing tendency for politicians to utilize public inquiries, thereby 
circumventing insider advice through a direct appeal to “public opinion.” 
During these years the National government under Prime Minister R.D. 
Muldoon and its successor, the Labour government of David Lange actively 
practiced this highly politicized strategy. The National prime minister uti-
lized the public inquiry mechanism to critique both individuals and insti-
tutions, circumventing the existing processes to appeal directly to both 
the media and the general public. In 1978, the Colin Moyle Affair led to 
a full commission of inquiry into an alleged breach of security involving a 
police file on Moyle, a senior Labour MP.85 A year later the long- running 
and sensational Arthur Alan Thomas murder case was reopened, attract-
ing intense public and media speculation centered on an alleged police 
cover- up, and leading eventually to two inquiries that pointed to serious 
flaws in the Crown’s case against Thomas.86

The new culture of distrust soon spread. The 1980 crash of an Air 
New Zealand DC10 aircraft in the Antarctic with the loss of 257 lives 
resulted in a Royal Commission being set up under the Hon. P.T. Mahon, 
an Auckland High Court Judge. Mahon concluded that there had been on 
the part of airline official witnesses he spoke to; “a pre- determined plan of 
deception,” that was “clearly part of an attempt to conceal a series of disas-
trous administrative blunders.” “I had to listen to an orchestrated litany of 
lies.”87 This last hard- hitting phrase was subsequently to become part of 
the nation’s political folklore. Thus, by the time the Labour government 
assumed office in 1984, not only were both the police and the national 
airline, both established icons of public trust, discredited in the public 
eye, but there had also been a precedent established whereby politicians 
appealed directly over the heads of permanent public service heads to a 
wider reading public.

This pattern of public inquiry accompanied by media speculation and 
the injection of an evocative, pungent, and appealing rhetoric into the pol-
icy environment was to be further extended under the Lange government. 
In 1985 for instance, the government appointed a committee of inquiry 
into defense chaired by the Hon. Helen Clark, a future Labour prime 
minister. Virtually ignoring the views of defense chiefs and foreign affairs 
bureaucrats that had previously helped shape New Zealand’s traditional 
defense policies, the committee instead drew upon what it identified as 
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a considerable depth of public concern about nuclear weapons, instead 
declaring support for the more radical view that conventional defense 
arrangements no longer had any relevance.88

It was developments in the health sector, however, that were to prove 
particularly indicative of what was in store for education. Provoked by 
an article in the serial publication Metro89 condemning the treatment of 
cervical cancer at National Women’s Hospital written by Sandra Coney, a 
feminist journalist, and Phillida Bunkle, later to be a New Labour cabinet 
minister, a Committee of Inquiry was appointed in June 1987 headed by 
Silvia Cartwright, a district court judge. The resulting report was highly 
critical of existing professional standards and safeguards. In hard- hitting 
phrases that were to directly anticipate the rhetoric adopted by the Picot 
Taskforce, the Cartwright Committee highlighted the inadequacies of 
existing system to meet current consumer needs. The committee recom-
mended the external audit of clinical standards, the development of qual-
ity assurance programs involving clients, a patient advocacy system that 
was to be independent of the hospital, and the imposition of sanctions for 
failure on the part of any health professional to comply with these statu-
tory obligations to patients.90

The influence of the Cartwright Report was soon to be felt across the 
entire health sector. In early 1987, shortly before the setting up of the Picot 
Taskforce, the Gibbs Taskforce was set up under the auspices of the min-
isters of health and finance. In its identification of problems, its subcon-
tracting of research to private organizations, its rhetoric and its proposed 
solutions, the resulting Gibbs Report provided a further blueprint for 
state sector reform. Like the Picot Taskforce, the Gibbs Taskforce began 
its deliberations with a list of perceived problems, beginning with equity. 
System responsiveness was identified as a key issue, with the taskforce 
gaining the definite impression from submissions that, “people considered 
health and medical care too important to be left entirely to the decisions 
of doctors.”91

Citing the Cartwright inquiry as having raised numerous questions 
about health professional’s attitudes toward patients, the Gibbs Report 
claimed that medical behavior and control systems in hospitals lagged far 
behind community expectations. Hence, there was a need for corrective 
measures for unprofessional behavior as well as redress for patients. It was 
further claimed that there was growing community disenchantment with 
an apparent “inability to bring about change, to have their complaints given 
weight, or simply to be treated as intelligent adult people.” Complaints 
from women’s groups and Māori about lack of cultural sensitivity in sys-
tem exemplified in the alleged attitude among many professionals that, 
“they don’t know what’s good for them, were particularly highlighted.”92
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In a further move that foreshadowed the approach adopted by the 
Picot Taskforce, the Gibbs Taskforce commissioned a private firm, Arthur 
Andersen and Company, to examine the efficiency of the sector, These 
investigations revealed a general inattention to good management, leading 
the taskforce to highlight this issue as the main problem.93 In response, 
the taskforce proposed a new health structure that retained government 
as both the main funder and provider, but wanted the two roles separated, 
thus enabling, “a market to be created in which prices are set by mod-
ified competition between hospitals.”94 The creation of a new Ministry 
of Health dealing solely with policy advice to the minister was recom-
mended. The reformed health system was to be funded indirectly from 
central government via a new National Health Commission, to six newly 
created Regional Health Authorities.

The emergence of a political atmosphere that expressly promoted a cul-
ture of distrust and emphasized the need to avoid both provider capture and 
to create mechanisms that would increase professional accountability could 
hardly fail to impact upon an already embattled education sector. In fact, 
as early as November 1985, the Education and Science Select Committee 
had announced its intention to conduct an inquiry into the quality of 
teaching on the grounds that teaching was, “the most important of all 
education factors,” that there was clear evidence that many students were 
leaving school “unqualified and alienated by failure,” and that there was 
“considerable disquiet about current methods of accountability in teach-
ing, with many parents and communities having lost confidence in how 
teachers and principals were held to account for the quality of teaching.”95 
Chaired by Noel Scott, the author of the 1977 report on secondary schools 
and now the Labour member for Tongariro, the Scott Committee began 
by acknowledging its debt to the many previous groups that had expressed 
concerns about education, including the 1987 Curriculum Review, and the 
Committee of Inquiry into Curriculum, Assessment and Qualifications 
in Forms 5–7. The Committee itself enjoyed a multiparty representation 
that included Ruth Richardson, clearly signaling that radical reforms 
were on the agenda. Once again the language, the concepts, and the solu-
tions advanced by the Scott Committee were to be reiterated by the Picot 
Taskforce little more than a year later. Thus the Committee claimed that 
there was

considerable disquiet about current methods of accountability in teaching. 
Many parents and communities have lost confidence in how teachers and 
principals are held to account for the quality of teaching. The committee 
believes that the key to quality depends on a proper influence for all those 
involved in or affected by teaching.96
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Equity was to be ensured for all learner groups irrespective of their age, 
gender, age, intellectual or physical capabilities.97 In order to achieve this 
goal, it was contended that children and parents had to be involved in 
educational decision- making, hence “the importance of a partnership 
between teachers and pupils and between education providers and con-
sumers . . . based on full disclosure, informed discussion, and joint decision 
making.”98 The Committee also claimed to have “heard many critical cries 
from the heart with parents feeling “unwelcome in schools” and “intim-
idated even by physical layout of buildings.” They were “hampered by 
lack of information about the way schools work, or how to exercise their 
right to influence education, felt excluded by “professional expertise” and 
unable to contribute from “their knowledge about their own children.” 
They believed that they “had little or no say in decisions affecting their 
children’s education.”99 Likewise, many community members

expressed frustration in having grievances dealt with effectively• 
felt powerless through lack of information• 
overwhelmed by number of hurdles in having complaints addressed• 
felt strongly that the rights of incompetent teachers are protected at • 
the expense of pupil’s rights.100

Several solutions were recommended. Both school and community were 
invited to review the “openness” of the school and its accessibility to par-
ents and community All school staff along with the wider school commu-
nity were to participate in short- listing candidates for principal positions. 
Regular reviews were to be tied to performance in all positions of respon-
sibility that were to be of limited tenure. Job security was seen to be, 
“over- protective of teachers,” and hence to work against quality.101 It was 
claimed that

professionalism requires accountability (true of medicine and law, thus also 
teaching). With teaching, however, unlike medicine and law, consumers 
generally have little choice in the teaching which their children receive. This 
emphasises the need for better systems of accountability in teaching.102

Once again foreshadowing the views of the Picot Taskforce, the Scott 
Committee contended that there had been an overemphasis on the 
Department of Education’s traditional role of maintaining systems and 
physical provisions to the extent that its main function, the education of 
young people, had lost priority. Anticipating a major role of the future 
Ministry of Education, the Scott Report argued that the department, “must 
adopt a much more significant role in servicing the quality of teaching. It 
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must more critically and constructively appraise the education system to 
ensure the quality of education for young people.”103

The recommendations of the Fargher- Probine Report into continuing 
education and training, published just four months prior to the taskforce’s 
first meeting were to provide a further blueprint for the language, concepts 
and solutions articulated in the Picot Report. In their foreword, Fargher 
and Probine justified taking a wider view of education than just contin-
uing education and training, because

significant issues include low participation rates in tertiary education in 
New Zealand compared with other countries; the rate at which people with 
technological skills are being produced; a highly centralised style of man-
agement which inhibits the adoption of an entrepreneurial approach to the 
delivery of services; lack of coordination in the delivery of training; and last 
but by no means least, the need to provide special help for socially disad-
vantaged groups such as young unemployed, Māori who have been disad-
vantaged by a Pakeha- based education system, women who wish to enter 
non- traditional occupations, residents of rural areas, the disabled, and the 
socially isolated.104

The report also noted; “serious lack of coordination in the delivery of edu-
cation services, with decisions on what is to be taught and where shared 
amongst a bewildering array of organizations.”105 The Department of 
Education’s management style was criticized for being; “highly centralized 
and interventionist.” The proportion of resources over which institutes, 
college councils and principals had discretionary decision over was some-
times less than 10 percent of total expenditure which inhibited the speed 
at which they could respond to new situations as well as limiting their 
options.106 Hence the report recommended that

devices to improve accountability would include the negotiation of a spe-
cific charter which would contain a statement of the responsibilities, tasks 
and goals of each institution; the development of improved financial man-
agement systems which must be in place before institutions are given their 
increased delegations; the use of corporate planning techniques which 
emphasise the use of measurable objectives against which performance can 
be assessed; improved policy and planning at the centre; and more emphasis 
on the development of the management skills of senior staff.107

Finally, it should be noted that the Royal Commission on Social Policy 
whose views were also to profoundly influence the Picot Report, had 
been established in October 1986, the six commissioners being Sir Ivor 
Richardson, Ann Ballin, Marion Bruce, Mason Durie, Rosslyn Noonan, 
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and Len Cook—an overall Left- of- Center grouping. The Commission 
subsequently developed close relationships with several government 
departments including education. It conducted several major rounds of 
travel and undertook extensive consultation around the country, including 
a comprehensive program of seminars, and public meetings. In addition 
the commission sent mail outs to some 10,000 individuals and groups, 
conducted statistical surveys and distributed discussion booklets. Its first 
meeting was held in February 1987. It was thus accepting submissions at 
the time the Picot Taskforce was writing its report, and was still sitting in 
early 1988 when the Picot Report was released. The Royal Commission 
was to have a direct input into the Picot Taskforce deliberations through 
its chair, Richardson, who was an ex- officio member.

By the time the Picot Taskforce met, all the imperatives for radical 
changes to the educational system were already present. The problems 
its members were to identify, the solutions they recommended, even the 
phrases in which the report would be cast, had been thoroughly rehearsed 
and the stage, set. The lights, as Butterworth and Butterworth have sug-
gested, were indeed “all green” for reform.



Part 3

Elusive Consensus



Chapter 6

A Blank Page Approach

The Taskforce to Review Educational Administration was announced on 
July 21, 1987. It was an interesting and significant group. Chairman Brian 
Picot had a prominent background in the retail industry, and in the pub-
lished report he was to be listed simply as a Company Director. This com-
mercial background was to be subsequently highlighted by opponents of 
the reforms. In addition to being the director of several companies and a 
past- President of the Auckland Chamber of Commerce (1975), however, 
Picot also had a considerable record of public service to his credit by this 
time, including membership of the National Development Conference 
(1969) and the New Zealand Planning Council (1977–1980). He was also 
a University of Auckland councilor (from 1985), in addition to being the 
author of several papers on industrial and social matters (See chapter 3).

Picot’s name had not been the only one circulating in Wellington policy 
circles as a possible taskforce chairman, however. As late as June 1987 the 
minister of finance, Roger Douglas, wrote to Marshall concerning task-
force membership. Noting that “your officials and mine have broadly 
agreed on terms of reference which cover the concerns of both depart-
ments,” Douglas proposed that there be three people on the team—a 
chairperson chosen for ability to effect change and one or both the others 
having “some acquaintance with the educational sector but neither should 
be closely identified with any particular interest group. Douglas invited 
Marshall to consider Arthur [Doug]las Myers, a prominent Auckland 
business man and CEO of Lion Breweries as taskforce chair, though he 
conceded that Education, like Treasury, would have its own recommenda-
tions regarding the other Taskforce members.”1

This was most certainly the case, and here at least, Education seems to 
have got its way. Maurice Gianotti recalls that a list of around thirty 
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potential taskforce members was compiled within minister of education, 
Russell Marshall’s office and it was from here too that Picot’s name as a 
possible Chairman originated.2 Picot’s initial involvement with the task-
force thus began with a call from Marshall’s office, inviting him to chair 
it. Picot agreed, subject to three conditions being met: being able to exer-
cise some discretion in the choice of taskforce members, gaining a  promise 
that the necessary funding would be forthcoming for any recommendations 
the taskforce might make, and an assurance that he would first have to 
agree with the terms of reference.3

Picot’s discretion in selecting members, however, seems to have been 
limited to having some power of veto. This he appears to have exercised 
only once, rejecting a proposed business representative on the taskforce 
on the grounds that his views were too right- wing in favor of the more 
moderate Colin Wise, the managing director of Alliance Textiles, who 
had considerable educational experience as a University of Otago 
Council member and as a past member of a secondary school board of 
governors. Wise, Picot felt, could put a business point of view, allowing 
himself as chair to concentrate on overall strategy leadership of the 
taskforce.

The other members of the taskforce were drawn from diverse back-
grounds but all had considerable background and experience in education. 
Peter Ramsay had been a former primary school teacher. Then an associate 
professor in the Education Department at the University of Waikato, 
Ramsay was also a prominent educational researcher and the author of 
numerous academic publications, a number of which had been highly crit-
ical of the existing education system. Margaret Rosemergy was a Senior 
Lecturer in early childhood and professional studies at Wellington 
Teachers’ College. She had also been a former Lecturer in Psychology at 
Victoria, and Chair of Onslow College Board of Governors. Whetu Wereta 
was a Māori of Ngaiterangi- Ngatiranginui descent. She was also a social 
researcher, a member of the Royal Commission on the Electoral System, 
and was on the staff of the Department of Māori Affairs.4 Maurice Gianotti 
was the chief executive officer for the taskforce. A senior Department of 
Education officer, Gianotti was at the time both a District Senior Inspector 
of Schools and the Acting Wellington Regional Superintendent of 
Education. In addition there were two full- time secretariat staff and two 
seconded part- time secretariat staff, as well as two wordsmiths attached to 
the taskforce to provide further assistance.

The full terms of reference for the taskforce reflected the vastly 
changed policy environment of the mid- 1980s, itself a product of the 
intense social and economic debate that had taken place over the  previous 
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two decades. For this reason the taskforce was given a sweeping brief to 
examine:

the functions of the Head Office of the Department of Education • 
with a view to focusing them more sharply and delegating responsi-
bilities as far as is practicable
the work of polytechnic and community college councils, teachers • 
college councils, secondary school boards, and school committees 
with a view to increasing their powers and responsibilities;
the department’s role in relation to other educational services;• 
changes in the territorial organization of public education with refer-• 
ence to the future of education boards, other education authorities, 
and the regional offices of the Department of Education;
any other aspects that warrant review.• 5

More specifically, the taskforce was charged with ensuring that the sys-
tems and structures it proposed were “flexible and responsive to changes in 
the educational needs of the community and the objectives of the 
Government.”6 The costs and benefits of its recommendations were to be 
identified, and were to “ensure the efficiency of any new system of educa-
tional administration that might be proposed.”7

The Initial Meetings

Given the forthcoming General Election, the first full meeting of the task-
force on July 31, 1987 was conducted in a climate of immediate preelection 
uncertainty, with Picot emphasizing that if the government were to 
change on August 15, the taskforce’s work might well be discontinued. 
From the outset, the timetable was formidably tight. The aim was to com-
plete the report by the end of March 1988, although there was some allow-
ance made for the possibility of an extension through to mid- year. The 
provisional timetable called for information- gathering and receipt of sub-
missions by the end of October; the reading of issues papers and consultant 
reports together with the completion of face- to- face meetings with major 
organizations by the end of December; and the initiation of report- writing 
early in the New Year. There were to be seven further full- day meetings, the 
last scheduled for January 21/22, 1988.8 Concerned about the tight sched-
ule, taskforce members expressed a strong wish that all groups had suffi-
cient time to develop and present their views to the committee, Gianotti 
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being delegated to visit the heads of all the major organizations on behalf of 
the taskforce to discuss the proposed timetable.

From the outset it was agreed by the taskforce that the ensuing report 
would be a policy document rather than a discussion document. To this 
end it was assumed that debate could be facilitated by enunciating general 
principles that might then be commented on by interested organizations, a 
list of which was to be drawn up by Gianotti. In addition a number of 
organizations were to be invited to meet the committee, including the 
Māori Council, the Kohanga Reo Trust, the Māori Women’s Welfare 
League, the Pacific Islands Resource Centre, and Pacifika, as well as the 
teachers’ organizations and (possibly), the Clerical Workers’ Union and the 
Public Service Association. It was agreed that Treasury and the State Services 
Commission (SSC) be invited early to make suggestions to the taskforce, 
the chairman having invited their representatives to sit in on meetings as 
they saw fit.9 A similar invitation had been issued to Sir Ivor Richardson. 
There were probably sound reasons for these inclusions. Picot might well 
have felt that Treasury and SSC representation would avoid a situation 
whereby the taskforce might reach a consensus but subsequently have to 
reargue its case with the two departments. Moreover, in seeking a closer 
relationship with Richardson, Picot had possibly sought to alleviate some 
concern amongst Royal Commission members that the setting up of com-
mittees to deal with both education and health cut across their own 
brief.10

The material distributed to taskforce members at the initial meeting 
included the attached recommendations of the Nordmeyer EDC Working 
Party, and the Fargher- Probine Report, both of which had supported edu-
cational devolution.11 Given the tenor of these documents and the general 
policy climate, it is hardly surprising that the minutes to the first two 
meetings confirm the rapidity by which taskforce members collectively 
resolved on radical change rather than simply tinkering with the existing 
system, a decision that seems to have surprised even Smelt. As Picot pointed 
out to taskforce members, however, “the presence of a serious disease is the 
justification for radical surgery.”12 Accordingly

it was agreed that the committee’s reports would promote the proposals 
believed to be logical and sustainable without regard to the acceptability of 
those proposals to particular interest groups. The starting point of commit-
tee deliberations would be a “blank page” approach on which an efficient 
and effective administrative structure can be erected.13

In a later interview, Picot was to recall that the “blank page” approach was 
taken because the difficulties inherent in trying to massage an outdated 
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and inappropriate 110 year- old system into shape were simply too great to 
meet present and future demands. He rejected as “absolute rubbish” any 
suggestion that the taskforce was simply trying to save money or to create 
a competitive education system.14 What does appear to have more influen-
tial were the poor exit qualifications in some secondary schools, particu-
larly among Māori students. The 1986 statistics the taskforce had access 
to, for instance, revealed that while only a single secondary school on 
Auckland city’s wealthy North Shore had more than 25 percent of students 
leaving without a single School Certificate subject, in South Auckland 
with its high Māori and Pasifika population, it was true for no fewer than 
13 out of 16 secondary schools.15

Picot in particular, had also reportedly been outraged about the degree 
to which the existing education system penalized outstanding teachers 
while sheltering the less competent—a factor already noted by the Scott 
Report. Gianotti recalls that:

We went to a little school . . . on the outskirts of Carterton where people, 
because of the young teacher who was there, because he was very good, peo-
ple were bringing their kids from the far side of Carterton, carpooling . . . the 
school had gone to a three- teacher. It now had to be advertised and the job 
was filled by somebody from a 4 or 5 teacher school where the roll had 
dropped and was now entitled to a 3- teacher. The fellow . . . who has built it 
up had to go.16

Even at these early meetings, there was an acute awareness amongst taskforce 
members concerning the general direction of existing critical comment on 
the system. The recommendations of the Nordmeyer Committee appended 
to the agenda for the initial taskforce meeting were especially significant in 
this context. Recommendation 8.10 had argued that secondary school 
Boards of Governors should retain power to appoint staff. Recommendation 
8.11 had suggested that in the primary sector, each school committee should 
more closely participate in the appointment of staff and, in the case of the 
principal, should through its chairman have a voice wherever possible on the 
board’s appointments committee.17 Recommendation 8.49 had advocated 
that the department’s close control over specific sectors of the education sys-
tem be reduced by transferring wherever possible the power of decision mak-
ing to local or district institutions.18

The Fargher -Probine Report was also discussed at this initial task-
force meeting. Picot stated that he had liked the general thrust of its 
proposals, and he emphasized that the interface of secondary schooling 
with technical and continuing education was an issue for the taskforce to 
consider.19 One of the tasks allocated to the Secretariat at the conclusion 
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of this meeting was to make up sets of all the papers that members had 
indicated a wish to study more closely.20 Thus, the collective impact of 
the Nordmeyer Committee and the Fargher -Probine Report as well as a 
raft of previous sector reform documents can be clearly discerned in the 
taskforce’s early consensus that the system was “too complex and too 
unresponsive.”21

At this initial meeting taskforce discussion focused on the role of the 
school principal and the centrality of quality control within the educa-
tional system. It was agreed that any proposed structure had to include 
accountability for outcomes, at every level of system, and that whatever 
was proposed was to lead to “excellence of outcomes,” although it was con-
ceded that these might be different for each taskforce member.22 Members 
were initially invited to make their own positions clear. Wise emphasized 
the need for the schools to produce “people who could contribute to the 
economic growth of the country but at the same time are tolerant, caring 
and cooperative.”23 Picot thought that the so- called hard subjects might 
have been downplayed in education, and that “a balance had been lost and 
needed redressing.”24 Wereta believed that the definition of an educated 
Māori person was one who was “truly bi- cultural, who knows their 
Whakapapa and who can function effectively in both cultures.” While 
Wereta did not expect schools to teach Māori language and culture, she 
thought that they should be supportive of them in the same way as they 
were of European culture. Like the other taskforce members, she empha-
sized devolution, pointing out that both the Health Department and the 
Department of Māori Affairs were already promoting it.25

Even at the initial meeting, therefore, devolution was clearly identified 
in the initial meeting as being the solution to many perceived systemic and 
educational problems. Discussion accordingly focused, not on the advis-
ability or otherwise of devolution, but on how this goal could be best 
achieved, what safeguards would be required, and how it could be made 
most effective. This decision in favor of devolution was to raise a number 
of concerns. Picot articulated a misgiving that was to surface on a number 
of occasions both prior to and after the release of the final document, 
namely “that devolution of power might lead to a ‘hijacking’ of some insti-
tutions by a particular group who have a strong point of view and are orga-
nized enough to gain control democratically.”26 Lange himself was to make 
just this point on several occasions over the weeks that followed.

Given that an early intention of the taskforce was to recommend that 
decision making be devolved as far as was practical to school level, the role 
and quality of principals and vice- principals was quickly identified as being 
of critical importance. There was also some preliminary discussion on the 
role and function of a central ministry of education, it being agreed that 
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the new ministry would assume national functions that could not be 
undertaken by devolved authorities. These included the setting of mini-
mum standards and provisions, the development of national curriculum 
guidelines, and performing accountability and efficiency checks.27

That the taskforce had already decided on radical reform without much 
Treasury and SSC prompting is clear from the agreement reached by the 
conclusion of this initial late July meeting that

A structure must be designed which promotes excellence, standards 1. 
of attainment and performance by all pupils.
The system must be flexible and responsible to consumer demand, 2. 
that is, it must be “user- friendly.”
Decisions on resource allocation should be placed at the school or, as 3. 
close as possible to the school and only when there are quite compel-
ling reasons should decisions be made beyond the school.
The number of layers of decision making should be kept as few as 4. 
possible.
The number of sectors should be limited to the minimum number 5. 
for efficient working. If district authorities are necessary they should 
cover early childhood, primary and post- primary schooling.
School managing bodies and district authorities, if they are required, 6. 
should have the maximum possible authority to carry out their func-
tions. They should be given cash grants and required only to provide 
minimum levels and standards of, for example, staffing, accommo-
dation, salaries and equipment.
Any district authorities should be of the minimum size necessary to 7. 
enable them to have the staff equipment and facilities to carry out 
their functions.
The administrative structure of the system should be as “lean” and 8. 
efficient as possible.28

The second meeting of the taskforce, on August 17, examined more closely 
the possible advantages and disadvantages of devolving authority. In many 
ways, the ensuing discussion centered on the existing tensions between 
central and local control that had been so astutely anticipated by Leicester 
Webb in advocating further devolution almost exactly fifty years before.29 
For instance, taskforce members quickly identified the competing interests 
likely to be present in any devolved system. It was agreed that the devolu-
tion of authority and functions could make the system more flexible and 
responsive, but that there would also have to be controls specifically 
designed to overcome “capricious or arbitrary action” on the part of newly 
created bodies. There was, nevertheless, a strong feeling that opportunities 
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for choice be maximized for all groups—for example cultural groups or 
those with particular beliefs who held strong views about what schools 
should provide.30 This latter conviction also reflected an awareness of both 
Māori demands for devolution, and the expansion of Te Kohanga Reo.

Given the debate that had accompanied the two previous reviews of the 
curriculum in 1984 and 1987, it is noteworthy that the taskforce consid-
ered a national curriculum to be essential. The section entitled “Aspects of 
Learning,” in the 1987 Curriculum Review was seen as a good starting 
point for discussion, although the taskforce accepted that an inevitable 
outcome of devolving power and responsibility would be increased diver-
sity. Hence, the new system was to be designed to encourage a high stan-
dard of educational outcomes for all groups.31 In turn this view led the 
taskforce to a discussion of the government’s proper role in education and 
to a central paradox of devolution both pre and post- reforms that has in 
fact remained unresolved to this day—namely, the more a system is decen-
tralized, the more it is deemed necessary to have a centralized audit for 
accountability purposes.32

Finally, there was some discussion amongst taskforce members regard-
ing the status of Treasury representative, Simon Smelt and SSC represen-
tative, Marijke Robinson, centering on precisely what their status during 
taskforce sessions was to be. It was decided that they would be regarded as 
part of the Secretariat and as individual appointments, attending with the 
invitation of the taskforce and acting as a resource for the committee. They 
were not, however, to enjoy voting rights.33

A one- page document signed by Picot and dated August 31, 1987, 
recorded that the first two meetings of the taskforce, while somewhat 
unstructured, had nevertheless established a timetable and agreed operat-
ing procedures, made contact with key organizations who were requested 
to make early submissions, sent letters to informal organizations such as 
tribal authorities, received papers from Treasury and SSC, and circulated 
background papers on the existing education system. It was also once again 
asserted that the taskforce had opted for a “blank page approach . . . rather 
than try and massage existing structures into a more appropriate form.”34

Policy Precedents for the Taskforce

With this account of the first two meetings in mind, it is appropriate at 
this juncture that we now turn to some of the papers available to the task-
force as they deliberated during the second half of 1987. Of the consider-
able volume of documents available to the taskforce during its deliberations, 
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the Treasury Briefing Papers were to become the most controversial, with 
education policy commentators in particular subsequently singling them 
out as the single most important factor in determining the shape and direc-
tion of both the Picot Report and Tomorrow’s Schools. Entitled Government 
Management and released in late August, the Treasury Briefing Papers 
actually consisted of two substantial volumes. The 471 page first volume 
dealt with the broader issues that would face the incoming government 
after the forthcoming general election.35 It was observed that although the 
economy had grown stronger than expected, high inflation coupled with a 
gloomy outlook for international trade threatened to blunt the gains from 
the market liberalization introduced under Labour.36 Although not directly 
concerned with education, this volume also included a brief education sec-
tion, pointing out that the state education system was one of the nation’s 
largest enterprises with an annual expenditure of approximately $3 billion. 
Accordingly, government intervention in education was seen to raise four 
significant issues: who pays; who chooses; who benefits; and who is 
accountable.37

These issues were taken up in more detail in the second volume, pre-
pared by Simon Smelt and Michael Irwin. This volume was entirely 
devoted to education, justified by its authors because of, “the complexity of 
the issues involved (there are no easy answers), the importance of the edu-
cational sector to wider issues of social equity and economic efficiency, and 
the extent of apparent public concern about the public education system.” 
Although Treasury viewed some recent changes in a positive light, it 
warned that “substantial elements of current government expenditure are, 
at best, ineffective when viewed in terms of the equity and efficiency con-
cerns that justify such expenditure.”38

Like the taskforce itself, the Treasury analysis raised issues that Webb 
writing in 1937 would have clearly recognized, but with a new twist that 
owed much to the debates of the 1970s and 1980s. It was pointed out 
that New Zealand had an overwhelmingly state education system with 
a small private sector and hence little consumer choice, apart from the 
“vigorous and fast growing Kohanga Reo movement for preschoolers.” 
Although the dominant form of state intervention was direct provision 
of educational services, however, Treasury observed there was no a pri-
ori reason why intervention should take this form. Here Treasury noted 
the recent Access program which subsidized training providers who 
could be private, likening this initiative to Te Kohanga Reo, which pro-
vided a separate Māori delivery mechanism in response to call for Māori 
control over resources. Although government educational services were 
provided virtually free to consumers and parents through to postgradu-
ate level, there was little targeting of assistance for disadvantaged groups, 
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and a high degree of centralized educational control that produced 
rigidity and a slowness to react to changing demands. Hence, according 
to Treasury, Te Kohanga Reo and Access could “be seen as ways of by- 
passing a system that that has failed to react sufficiently, or fast enough, 
to the needs of specific groups.” Perhaps picking up on the anti- provider-
 capture recommendations of the Cartwright Inquiry and the Scott 
Report, Treasury asserted that a unified teacher workforce hindered the 
application of incentives for high performance, and discouraged sanc-
tions for poor performance.39

Noting that secondary schools had received the most public criticism, 
Treasury argued that PAT tests demonstrated statistically significant 
declines in attainment levels in listening comprehension, mathematics, 
and reading from late 1960s through into 1980s. Worse, the education 
system as a whole “did not appear to have succeeded in redistributing 
opportunities towards least able.” These failures were reflected in a grow-
ing Māori/non- Māori achievement gap, high youth unemployment, youth 
crime, delinquency, and vandalism. Treasury thus concluded that, “as far 
as the limited evidence admits, the quality of formal educational perfor-
mance at secondary level appears to have been declining, whilst the real 
unit cost of financial inputs from the Government has been rising.”40 
Hence, its recommendations for secondary schools focused on the long 
term benefits of education through the core curriculum, coupled with the 
imposition of minimum standards. There was to be an increased flow of 
information to educational consumers and a maximization of user choice, 
while the core curriculum and minimum standards were to be retained. 
Targeted funding for disadvantaged groups and incentives for good teacher 
performance, together with improved inspection and more accountability 
for secondary schools, were also advocated.41

Chapter 8 was particularly noteworthy in that it focused specifically on 
the causes of Māori underachievement. Here, Treasury was able to cite a 
wealth of recent academic research both in New Zealand and elsewhere, 
for both its diagnosis and its remedy. This included Harker’s work on social 
control, hegemony and cultural capital, Walker’s and the Smiths on Pakeha 
capture of Taha Māori and the struggles of urban Māori, Judith Simon’s 
revelations of how teacher’s practices contributed to the denigration of 
Māori culture in classrooms, Benton’s advocacy of a separate Māori- 
controlled system, and the research of Nash on educational inequality. 
Treasury was also able to point to increasingly strident calls for education 
to be held to account for failing to acknowledge the primacy of partnership 
and the special place of Māori under the Treaty of Waitangi, as exempli-
fied in the 1982 report, Race Against Time, and the conclusions of the 
Waitangi Tribunal. It backed these imperatives with numerous citations of 
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overseas research by Bernstein on language codes, Bourdieu on habitus, 
and Boudon on secondary effects. Smelt was later to claim that it was 
research evidence such as this rather than the example of Thatcher’s gov-
ernment in the United Kingdom, which had largely fuelled Treasury pre-
sent concern.42 Accordingly, Treasury envisaged policy initiatives as 
proceeding on three broad fronts. Māori required continuing assistance in 
revitalizing their language and culture through Te Kohanga Reo, while 
mainstream secondary schools were to offer more bilingual education. 
Pakeha knowledge of, and attitudes toward, Māori were to be addressed, 
although Treasury warned that this could easily lead to a Pakeha takeover 
of Māori culture, as had already occurred with Taha Māori. Most impor-
tant, the best way of ensuring that Māori could gain the knowledge that 
would enable them to succeed in modern society had to be found.43 This 
latter goal meant that there was a need for “specific institutional devices to 
ensure that Māori aspirations are not filtered out by inappropriate Pakeha 
institutional frameworks.” There was also a need for a “Māori component 
that, with its emphasis on community, acts as a strong counterweight to 
the individualism of the Pakeha.”44 As we have seen in chapter four, this 
last recommendation had its antecedents in secondary school criticism dat-
ing back to at least J.H. Murdoch’s 1944 assertion that “the strongly devel-
oped community life of the Māori is a necessary corrective to the selfish 
individualism that is so marked a feature of Pakeha society.”45

Even in its most controversial argument that education was not a “pub-
lic good,” but instead benefited individuals, Treasury was able to draw on 
longstanding Left- liberal and conservative concerns that, although educa-
tion was funded by the community, those who provided educational ser-
vices frequently sought to defend and develop their own interests. Thus, in 
critically examining the four key educational issues of who paid, who 
chose, who benefited, and who was accountable, Treasury effectively 
summed up the widespread and ideologically diverse dissatisfaction with 
state secondary education that had increasingly marked the previous forty 
years. Despite the claims of liberal- progressive educators since Beeby’s 
time, secondary schools had neither produced equity nor equality of out-
come (radical sociologists, revisionist historians, feminists). Deeply embed-
ded structural and cultural inequalities meant that not all families were 
able to purchase or take advantage of education, with Māori in particular 
bearing the brunt of systemic failure (NACME; Turangawawae Marae 
[1984]; Taha Maori and Change [1986]. Institutions were unresponsive to 
the needs of consumers (CPA; CARE, Race Against Time, the Benton 
research, radical Māori agitation, the Gibbs Report). Middle class provid-
ers, especially teachers and Pakeha bureaucrats had effectively captured the 
system for their own ends, with consumers often unable to hold them to 
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satisfactory account (the Erebus Inquiry, the Scott Report, the Cartwright 
Report).46 Solutions, however, could be glimpsed in promising new initia-
tives toward devolution (CEIS, Te Kohanga Reo, Access).

In contrast to Treasury, although the Department of Education was 
aware of at least some of the critiques of education that were circulating 
during the first half of the 1980s, its major spokespeople do not appear to 
have grasped the degree to which the major concepts underlying devolu-
tion had become interwoven into a more complex policy discourse that 
drew upon a mixture of radical ideologies, rather than an exclusively neo-
liberal discourse of privatization and consumer rights. Consequently, the 
department underestimated both the power of the new rhetoric and its 
degree of popular appeal across the community. An undated Draft 
Departmental submission to the taskforce prepared for the late October 
meeting of the taskforce is symptomatic of the degree to which the depart-
ment had lost touch with the grim new mood for change. The submission 
warned that all attempts to reform the education system had ended in fail-
ure.47 It pointed out that

the privatisation of education is not in our view an acceptable or a realistic 
way of arranging for the provision of one of the vital public goods of any 
modern society. Arguments for consumer sovereignty are symptoms of a 
sense of dissatisfaction that some members of the public have about public 
education. They do not offer the basis for a solution to the concerns they 
reflect.48

This view was but a reiteration of the department’s stance through much 
of the twentieth century. It was at least conceded any reformed educa-
tion system would at each level have clear- cut responsibilities and 
accountabilities, with no overlaps or gaps. Furthermore, the department 
claimed, “the central task of a reorganized Department of Education—
one which, in our view, would be more appropriately called a Ministry 
of Education—would be to provide disinterested policy advice to 
Ministers.”49

Unfortunately for the department, however, these recommendations 
now offered a palliative in the face of the considerably more radical solu-
tions now being openly predicted in the national press by prime minister 
and minister of education, David Lange. Picot in a later interview claimed 
that Lange did not attempt to influence the views of the taskforce, and that 
the only concession made to the prime minister was that he was to receive 
an advance copy of the final report prior to its being published.50 This is 
supported by Gianotti, who later recalled that Lange had little direct impact 
on the taskforce’s deliberations. Picot himself had initiated fortnightly 
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meetings with Annette Dixon and Anne Meade in the Prime Minister’s 
Office to discuss general progress, but there was no interference.51

Indirect pressure, however, was another matter entirely. As we have 
already seen, Lange was already going public in expressing his personal desire 
for radical reform. In early November, a front page leader in the Evening Post 
featured a speech delivered by Lange at the end of a Labour Party social 
debate earlier that day to the effect that the education system was long over-
due for reform. The article cited the prime minister’s opinion that

the Department of Education is basically an educational institution. Its 
interest as an educator colours the advice it gives to the Government. If the 
Government asks the department for advice about funding, it is like asking 
a child how much it wants for pocket money.52

According to the Post, Lange had further intimated that he intended to 
dismantle the Education Department and, in the now familiar pattern of 
public sector reform, to establish a Ministry of Education separate from 
the organizations which actually offer public education. Henceforth the 
new entity’s tasks would be to conduct research, to advise the government, 
to set standards for educational institutions, to make sure these standards 
were met, and to provide the necessary funding. In addition, it would be 
charged with working out measures that would satisfy the public that those 
teachers who could not teach would find other occupations while those 
who excelled would be encouraged.53

Moreover, by early November the Picot Taskforce had received a series 
of short but pointed Treasury papers outlining the details of radical reform. 
A four page document listed what was described as a number of efficiency 
considerations, including the problems of government intervention, cen-
tral control, management, and accountability.54 A rather more specific 
Treasury paper included an appendix significantly labeled “The Education 
Industry: a possible model.”55 In addition a paper by Smelt, dated 9 November, 
discussed the question of educational accountability.56

The taskforce had also received copies of a report it had specifically 
commissioned to assess the functions of the existing Department of 
Education, prepared by W.D. Scott Deliotte Ltd, a private Wellington- 
based management consultancy firm.57 This report actually consisted of a 
series of working papers designed to “assist the members of the taskforce to 
understand what the department really is, and what it really does.”58 
Several underlying problems were highlighted.

The stress is on action, not results.• 
The absolute priority is on answering ministerial questions.• 
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There is little real accountability for results.• 
Most managers have little control over most of their resources (e.g., • 
Staff).
Divisions are grouped so that several have to be involved in produc-• 
ing a result.
Overlaps and inefficiencies exist both between Divisions and Regions, • 
and between the department and boards.
The decision- making process throughout the department has pro-• 
gressively become excessively consultative.
The whole system of management and administration is bureau-• 
cratic, with most of the associated inefficiencies and reduced 
effectiveness.59

The report’s conclusion was thus highly critical of the department’s orga-
nization and performance. It was alleged that there was no responsibility 
for budget setting or expenditure control. Education was described as “the 
product,” for which the department had no line responsibility either for 
delivery or quality control. Few senior managers were seen to have any 
grasp of management concepts. The department’s culture was stigmatized 
as “reactive and stultifying.”60

Finally, by late November an extensive list of abstracts featuring no 
fewer than 131 relevant papers and commentaries generally supporting 
radical educational change was available to taskforce members. These were 
drawn mainly from academic and professional publications, books, maga-
zine articles, parliamentary debates, and newspaper features from 
Australian, North America and the United Kingdom as well as New 
Zealand.61 It is noteworthy that the voucher issue featured strongly in the 
list, with the first 17 items dealing either wholly or in part with educa-
tional vouchers. Of these a paper entitled “Education Vouchers” dated 
February 2, 1987, produced by the New Zealand Government Research 
Unit, is particularly revealing. This paper examines in detail the various 
ramifications of what had by then become a global issue. The critical 
research of New Zealand academics such as Snook, as well as the more 
supportive views of English neoliberal voucher lobbyists such as Marjorie 
Seldon of Friends of the Education Voucher, and Norman Macrae, writing 
for the Economist, was cited to illustrate both sides of what was acknowl-
edged to be a complex debate. The paper went on to point out, however, 
that while there were no explicit tests of the voucher concept immediately 
available, the Youth Training Scheme in Britain and the introduction of 
Te Kohanga Reo in New Zealand permitted some useful conclusions to be 
drawn. Turning to Te Kohanga Reo, the paper emphasized that the scheme 
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had emerged as a Māori educational initiative against initial objections 
from the Department of Education to the extent that “consumers were 
thus able to direct funding towards providers by their decision to use those 
providers.” The result was that

Te Kohanga Reo has now become an accepted alternative in the pre- school 
area and its funding has shifted from the ad hoc use of employment pro-
grammes to specific provision through the Māori Affairs Department. It 
remains, however, as evidence that, provided they have access to financial 
resources, and the freedom to design or demand programmes which they 
believe meet their needs, then even disadvantaged groups are capable of 
putting very effective programmes into action.62

Despite these policy precedents, the voucher scheme as such appears not to 
have been seriously entertained by the Picot Committee. However, the Te 
Kohanga Reo and Kura Kaupapa examples were to provide further justifi-
cation for the committee’s decision to provide a mechanism through which 
parents could choose to either withdraw their children from mainstream 
schools, create schools within existing schools, set up their own schools, or 
to homeschool.

The voucher debate in New Zealand hinged on issues of choice related 
particularly to questions of equity and fairness. One indication of the 
influence on taskforce deliberations of contemporary critiques concerning 
the fairness of New Zealand education, particularly the adequacy of a sin-
gle system to accommodate diversity can be found in the numerous refer-
ences to the Royal Commission on Social Policy in surviving documents. 
The initial Report of the New Zealand Council for Educational Research 
published in October 1987, and the final report of NZCER published in 
November 1987 are of particular interest, with the latter in particular 
emerging as an extensively researched two- volume document commis-
sioned by the Royal Commission on Social Policy.

Given the whole tenor of Māori advocacy over the previous decade, it 
was perhaps predictable that the first paragraph of the initial volume of 
the latter report set the tone for what was a strongly worded critical analy-
sis of New Zealand’s educational achievements over the first one hundred 
years of its existence. As with the many previous critiques of education 
furnished not only by radical Māori advocacy groups, but by many other 
critics over the previous two decades whose common conviction that the 
system had failed effectively masked their ideological differences, this was 
an analysis based not so much on the notion of equality of access, but 
rather on the perceived unequal outcomes of those groups identified as 
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being disadvantaged:

This report examines the fairness of the New Zealand education system in 
relation to seven groups identified as likely to be disadvantaged. They are: 
those from low socio- economic status homes; girls and women; Māori, Pacific 
Island groups; the disabled; ethnic migrant groups; and rural dwellers. Allowing 
for overlap between these categories, this accounts in fact for at least three fifths of 
the population included broadly within the education system (italics mine).63

The conclusion reached by what was highlighted as the “rather depressing 
evidence reported here,” was that “the situation of disadvantaged groups 
will only improve if there are major changes in our education system.”64

The pessimism of the first volume of the NZCER report was amplified 
and extended in the second volume, written by NZCER’s researcher on 
Māori education, Richard Benton.65 Benton believed strongly that the 
high failure rate of Māori children in an essentially Pakeha state education 
system clearly demonstrated that the cultural and social needs of Māori 
were not being met. The system was essentially closed and self- perpetuating. 
In addition, he claimed that there was “widespread research evidence that 
teachers as a group assume that Māori children at all levels are likely 
failures.”66 Drawing upon Karl Polanyi’s 1944 analysis of the impact of 
market economies on societies and citing the disappearance of Māori 
schools in the 1960s as a prime example, Benton argued that a closed edu-
cational market was “essentially totalitarian in nature, absorbing, and 
where possible destroying, alternative structures, even alternatives which it 
has generated itself.”67 In some respects this was essentially similar to what 
many Left- liberal and neoliberal critics had long been arguing. Benton’s 
conclusion, however, and particularly the ideology that underpinned it, are 
particularly revealing

According to Polanyi’s analysis, the community can recreate itself by a pro-
cess of social restoration involving what would in Māori terms be called 
mana motuhake. This is just what the kohanga reo and many other Māori 
social initiatives are aimed at. It cannot be said, therefore, that Māori peo-
ple must inevitably be victims in the market place. On the contrary, they 
may well be able to exploit some of the new market forces to their own edu-
cational and social advantage, and use this advantage to defend themselves 
and their institutions from further erosion. It is because of this that some of 
the ideas contained in the 1987 Treasury analysis of the management of the edu-
cation system (1987) are, in my opinion, to be welcomed (Italics mine).68

Polyani’s attractiveness to an Antipodean policy environment that had 
become so strongly iconoclastic and eclectic as New Zealand’s during the 
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1980s can perhaps best be understood in the context of his highly- 
individualistic and radical approach to societal reform. Born in Vienna in 
1886, Polanyi had been educated as a philosopher before fleeing Central 
Europe first to Britain and then to the United States. His brother Michael 
Polanyi, who like Karl was to gain an international scholarly reputation, 
had been closer to his near- contemporary Friedrich Hayek in his belief that 
the state could no longer effectively run a modern economy, Karl Polyani, 
however, sharply differed from both men in placing little faith in any of the 
West’s major political, social and economic ideals; hence his attractiveness 
to many disillusioned academics, post- 1968. In his- best known work, The 
Great Transformation (1944), Karl Polanyi emphatically rejected the free 
market system along with the various attempts to regulate or militate it, 
including socialism, liberalism, and fascism. Instead, he claimed to have 
rediscovered what he termed “the primacy of society.”69 In advocating the 
shifting of Western industrial civilization onto a new non- market base 
once the Second World War ended, Polanyi drew upon a highly idealized 
view of non- Western tribal societies for his ideas of a model self- governing 
and independent community—hence he particularly appealed to those 
who advocated Māori self- determination in education during the mid- 
1980s. Polanyi’s eccentricities, however, have been critiqued in a recent 
book by Roger Sandall who describes how Polyani’s delusions of romantic 
primitivism, and suspicion of Western- style democracies led him into an, 
“obsessive search for an idealized pre- capitalist culture” that never actually 
existed.70

Soon after the implementation of the reforms, a perceptive paper by 
Logan Moss, a Waikato University education lecturer, maintained that, 
in its frequent use of the word “community” the Picot Taskforce was 
consciously reinvoking a legend common to virtually all European soci-
eties: that of an idealized collection of small, cohesive communities beset, 
torn apart, and finally reduced to servitude by a malevolent outside 
force.71 Certainly, as we have seen, Picot and a number of other critics of 
New Zealand society in the late 1970s and early 1980s held an essentially 
similar view. Moreover, given that the school is one of the principal insti-
tutions through which any community ensures its perpetuation, it may 
well have been true that any indication that an outside force (such as an 
education department) had captured the schools for its own ends was 
likely to be interpreted as a threat to the organic integrity of communi-
ties. In this situation any proposal for radical education reform had to be 
seen to deal with the central issue of freeing communities from the yoke 
of the system.72

Be this as it may, Benton’s hopes for a fully devolved, Māori- controlled 
education system resonated with those of Treasury and SSC, even though 
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they proceeded from seemingly different ideological positions. Thus while 
Benton followed critical Left- liberal New Zealand academic commenta-
tors such as Boston and Snook in rejecting a voucher system as proposed in 
the National Party’s 1987 election policy, he nonetheless favored “a freer, 
more flexible, decentralized and innovative approach to education” that an 
open market might convey, particularly in giving Māori families the power 
to take control of their children’s education.

Parental choice then was, predictably enough, a major theme in the list 
of abstracts presented to taskforce members. A number of abstracts were 
directly related to Rogernomics, and particularly the issue of privatization 
in education. An abstract of an article in the New Zealand Listener of July 11, 
1987 by Shane Cave cited business leader Hugh Fletcher’s view that a big 
omission in the reform process to date had been education. Although the 
state should provide families with the resources to pay for education, 
schools, Fletcher argued, parents should have the right to choose their pre-
ferred school. Another abstract outlined a study by Richard Elmore of 
Michigan State University. Writing for the Rand Corporation, Elsmore 
believed that there were good grounds for increasing client choice in edu-
cation, while avoiding the extremes of centralization or devolution.

Fortuitously for the taskforce, similar reform models existed in a num-
ber of Australian states, and these were the subject of a number of abstracts, 
presumably included to provide the committee with some concrete exam-
ples of what a reformed education system might look like. The Victoria 
Ministry of Education’s Structures Project Team’s series of booklets pro-
duced in 1986–1987, which set out the proposals of the Australian project 
team, were described as

giving a brief rather similar to our taskforce. While the Victoria State cir-
cumstances do not precisely match those of New Zealand, the proposals 
have a similar objective, “self governing schools” and the proposals will be 
of interest to Taskforce members.73

In fact, the taskforce was to find the Victorian reforms to be of sufficient 
interest to commission a more substantive report from SSC (discussed 
below).

In view of later debate over the nature and extent of Treasury and SSC 
input into the taskforce it should be noted that there are some indications 
that SSC and Treasury pressure, far from unduly influencing the report 
writing process, may have served to arouse the ire of at least some taskforce 
members. Both Robinson and Smelt reportedly had considerable input 
into taskforce discussions, with the former being sufficiently vocal in her 
opinions for some taskforce members to demand that she be considerably 
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toned down.74 Reporting to the Prime Minister’s Office in February 1988, 
Annette Dixon astutely observed that

the Taskforce met for three days last week and have made substantial pro-
gress. While there are still major areas of disagreement (mainly between 
SSC and Treasury and the rest of the Taskforce members), they have agree-
ment on the issues relating to the administration of schools. The conten-
tious areas relate to the policy/advisory/implementation functions at a 
national level. It is possible that there may be a minority report, although 
the group has so far been able to accommodate most of the concerns. It is 
possible that they may report 1–2 weeks late.75

In the event the Treasury and SSC representatives were excluded from the 
final meeting of the Taskforce and it has been claimed that the final draft-
ing saw some of the recommendations they had strongly supported being 
effectively reversed.76

During the latter stages of their deliberations, the receipt of two further 
reports, probably served to convince the taskforce that their own docu-
ment was at least proceeding along the right lines. In late February the 
taskforce received an advance copy of the Watts Report critique, written by 
SSC Commissioner and Deputy Chairperson, Margaret Bazley. The Watts 
Report, sought to defend a centralized, publicly funded system of univer-
sities. Emphatically rejecting calls to reduce public funding and to intro-
duce market forces between tertiary providers, the Watts Committee 
instead requested a significant increase in funding to meet sharply rising 
demand, and proposed to raise efficiency by increasing staff remuneration 
and reforming internal management practices.

In her critique, however, Bazley implied that the Watts Report’s evalu-
ation of university education was too superficial as well as being rooted in 
a male- dominated past. As a result its attempt to justify the retention of the 
University Grants Committee reflected “an ethos of splendid isolation-
ism.” It employed “a doubtful analysis and logic,” and “a selective use of 
evidence,” while failing to develop “a systematic educational philosophy” 
that straddles the philosophical, strategic and political aspects of policy-
making.77 In phrases that neatly encapsulated the prevailing policy ethos 
in regard to social services including education, Bazley observed that

the government is also committed to rationalisation of current institutions 
and structures. It is determined to reduce its involvement in service deliv-
ery, to off- set provider- capture with greater consumer sovereignty, and to 
use market mechanisms to raise efficiency in its social delivery systems 
where appropriate. It is seeking to establish new accountability structures 
through explicit contracts between funders and providers.78
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Early in March 1988, the SSC Report on the Victorian educational reforms 
was duly received by the taskforce.79 Written by Dr R.J.S. Macpherson, the 
Senior Management Officer for SSC, the report detailed three major 
reforms in Victorian education since 1979, along with the lessons these 
provided for New Zealand. The report contended that in May 1979 the 
then Liberal minister of education, A.J. Hunt and his assistant minister, 
Norman Lacey, in reviewing education for the newly elected Liberal gov-
ernment, had discovered “an over- elaborate organization virtually para-
lyzed with structural conflict.”80 Macpherson claimed that while Hunt 
and Lacey had acted with determination, they had faced determined oppo-
sition from those with vested interests in the status quo. Although the 
Director- General had only moved cautiously to devolve powers

the most vehement opposition to the proposed devolution of personnel 
functions came from the primary school teachers union which claimed low 
management readiness, especially in many isolated small schools. Much of 
the rhetoric featured self- interested centralism.81

Macpherson conceded that teachers were jubilant when Labor was elected 
in April 1982, with half of its new members being teachers. Moreover, 
Hunt’s successor, Robert Fordham, soon created the new post of Executive 
Director (Schools), giving substantial policy advisory powers to the newly 
created State Board of Education, and emphasizing the need for collabora-
tive decision- making processes. Macpherson claimed, however, that these 
moves had only served to stall genuine devolution, while regional struc-
tures were expected both to provide school support services and to act as a 
buffer between localism and centralism.82 By contrast he observed that 
Fordham’s successor, Ian Cathie, had decided that a genuine transfer of 
power from “the Centre” to school councils and managers was necessary to 
make schools self- governing. The recommended measures included the 
promulgation of state- wide curriculum guidelines, staff selection, employ-
ment and promotion at school level, bulk funding and governance and 
management/governance training of school councils and principals.83 
Macpherson reiterated that devolution had been “bitterly opposed” by the 
teachers’ unions, but he nevertheless recommended that the Picot 
Committee note his report, and also call for a further report on Victoria’s 
post- compulsory education reforms.84 It would be interesting to know if 
this latter report, if actually written, eventually found its way to the Hawke 
Committee on Post- Compulsory Education and Training that was to meet 
later that same year.

The Picot Report was finally released in April 1988. Given the tenor of 
deliberations and the widespread dissatisfaction with existing educational 
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structures and outcomes across virtually the entire spectrum of New 
Zealand society that had been reflected in the intense policy debates of the 
previous two decades, it was hardly surprising that the Report proposed an 
entirely new educational structure which aimed at a simplified administra-
tion where decisions should be made “as close as possible to where they are 
carried out.”85 Emphatically rejecting recommending minor changes or 
adjustments to the existing structure, the committee emphasized that “the 
comments made to us in submissions and our own inquiries convinced us 
that the time has come for radical change in our education systems’ 
structure.”86 These had complained of “an overly high degree of centraliza-
tion in our education system,” to the effect that “virtually all power and 
decision making comes from the centre.”87 The result was wasteful dupli-
cation, problems of information sharing, slow responses to needs, and vul-
nerability to “the influence of pressure group politics.” Moreover, 
professional and bureaucratic interests had tended to predominate over the 
interests of educational consumers, particularly minority groups.88

Perhaps the key Picot Report recommendation was that individual learn-
ing institutions were to constitute the basic unit of educational administra-
tion, because these were where there was “the strongest direct interest in the 
educational outcomes and the best information about local circumstances.” 
The running of individual learning institutions was to be a “partnership 
between the teaching staff (the professionals), and the community.”89 
However, as the state provided the funds and retained a strong interest in 
educational outcomes, there were to be national objectives and clear lines of 
responsibility. This was to be reflected in the charter which, as the contract 
between institution, community, and state, was to be the “lynchpin” of the 
entire new structure. Whetu Wereta later claimed that the charter notion 
came from Peter Ramsay.90 As we have seen, however, the concept was not 
unknown in educational policy circles by this time. In the new arrange-
ments recommended by the taskforce, every institution was to be held 
accountable for meeting its charter objectives by an independent Review 
and Audit Agency reporting directly to the minister of education.91

The Department of Education was to be abolished and in its place was 
to be a new Ministry of Education. This was to provide policy advice to the 
minister through an Education Policy Council as well as implementing 
national education policies approved by the minister of education. The 
numerous critiques centered on provider capture that had been an increas-
ing feature of the last ten years in particular were reflected in a much 
stricter demarcation of future bureaucratic roles and functions. In order to 
avoid possible confusion of roles and to keep policy free of what was seen 
as the self- interest of educational bureaucracies, the new ministry was to 
have no part in the provision of services. It was, however, to provide policy 
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advice to the minister through an Education Policy Council consisting of 
four senior ministry officials and four external appointees.

Education boards were likewise to be abolished, leaving learning insti-
tutions free to choose their own services.92 For decades, education boards 
had been the subjects of controversy, with successive calls for their aboli-
tion coming to nothing. A number of ministers of education had criticized 
them for blocking their own policy initiatives and Russell Marshall him-
self appears to have had experienced periodically difficult relationships 
with education boards. Their removal, therefore, was no real surprise. 
Gianotti, however, has recalled that Picot had always been concerned 
about removing the additional layer of administration represented by the 
education boards, but eventually conceded its logic, given that what the 
taskforce was recommending effectively left them with nothing substan-
tive to do.93 Later, Picot was to express his regret that the skills of former 
education board employees were largely to be lost to the education system. 
The taskforce had, in fact, hoped that an urgent working party would be 
set up to find ways of marketing their skills but this was never done. “If I 
had a chance to do it again that would be in blazing capitals.”94

Community education forums were to be established to promote debate 
on educational issues and concerns. To safeguard the interests of parents in 
a situation where education providers were likely to remain better funded 
than educational consumers, a Parent Advocacy Council was to be estab-
lished. This body was also envisaged as furnishing advice to parents who 
sought programs for their children which were compatible with the national 
objectives, but which no school was able to provide. When at least 21 chil-
dren were involved, provision existed for the Parent Advocacy Council to 
negotiate with the Ministry to set up an alternative institution which 
would have access to state funding, “perhaps as a ‘school within a 
school.’ ”95

The dominant role biculturalism had gained within the policy environ-
ment as a result of Māori agitation, supported by an increasing number of 
Pakeha educators was inevitably reflected in the Picot Report. As far as 
Māori were concerned, the Report asserted that

the Māori people have told us that they want their children to be bilingual 
and bicultural, and at ease in both the Māori and the Pakeha worlds. As 
well, they want the opportunity for all Māori children to be educated in the 
Māori language, in an environment that reflects Māori values and uses 
Māori forms. We believe our structures will help achieve these aims.96

The Picot Report’s recommendations for improved coordination between 
primary and secondary institutions were an acknowledgement of the 
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concerns expressed by Left- liberal academics, teachers’ unions, business 
organizations, politicians, conservatives, and neoliberals about the inad-
equacies of existing assessment regimes and the consequent wastage of 
young people throughout previous postwar decades, culminating in the 
Probine- Fargher Report. It was conceded that “too many people leave 
school disaffected and with no formal qualification.” To remedy this sit-
uation, the Picot Report proposed the establishment of a single state 
authority which would validate all non- degree courses. The new author-
ity would be responsible for developing a single coordinated system of 
course offerings and credits to be available full- time or part- time, from 
any learning institution.97 Efficient management of the education port-
folio was now to be the maxim, and this required a comprehensive prop-
erty management plan.

Given the considerable number of often conflicting articles and reports 
received by the Picot Committee on the controversial issue of choice, the 
Picot Taskforce opted not to make specific recommendations. It did, how-
ever, consider that existing zoning of secondary schools had the effect of 
diminishing secondary school autonomy.98 Hence the report stated that

the exercise of choice will be enhanced if zoning provisions are modified so 
that every child has the right to attend the nearest school, and if schools are 
entitled to enrol any other student who can be accommodated (subject only 
to an independent ballot where there are too many students wanting to enrol). 
We have proposed more assistance to parents who want to educate their chil-
dren themselves. As well, we have set out the circumstances under which 
parents would be helped to set up a state- funded alternative institution.99

As far as the strict business of administration was concerned, the Picot 
Report had somewhat less direct import for secondary schools than it did 
for primary schools. In 1987 there were 212 state secondary schools run by 
176 boards of governors, 20 private schools (mainly Catholic), and 49 inte-
grated schools. In theory at least, boards of governors already held consider-
able powers and responsibilities. These included the hiring, firing, and 
disciplining of teachers, including the principal. The board also controlled 
the buildings although maintenance and capital works were the responsibil-
ity of the appropriate regional office of the Department of Education.100 
Private secondary schools, by contrast, were independently owned and 
operated, although they could receive a state subsidy for staffing amounting 
to 25 percent of the salaries paid to an equivalent state secondary school. In 
addition they possessed administrative independence including the free-
dom to select and pay staff. Like state secondary schools, integrated second-
ary schools had boards of governors and teachers’ salaries and conditions 
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were identical, though the school’s proprietor owned the school and deter-
mined capital works for the institution.101

It was conceded in the Report that some elements of centralized control 
were unavoidable for secondary schools, given their pivotal role. It was 
pointed out that although administered by boards of governors, funding 
for secondary schools derived from the state and was pre- allocated along 
set budget lines that were ultimately subject to government approval. PPTA 
and a government agency known as the Education Service Committee 
negotiated teachers’ salaries on an annual basis, and individual teachers 
progressed automatically up a nation- wide salary scale. This did not distin-
guish according to areas of need, although this possibility had periodically 
been advocated. Individual secondary schools were seen as possessing some 
discretion in this regard through being able to allocate a given number of 
“positions of responsibility (PR positions),” though the Picot Report argued 
that PRs were awarded according to a departmental formula and that, once 
distributed, they were difficult to take away.102

The published report was now a public document. Inevitably, given the 
intense educational debate of the previous decade, and the undeniably rad-
ical tenor of its recommendations, it was about to enter a period of intense 
public and political scrutiny.



Chapter 7

A Long Way to Go before 
We Win the Battle

As we have seen, the New Zealand Department of Education’s draft 
statement for the OECD Reviewing Panel saw education as a highly 
political activity, with well-organized lobby groups enjoying a close rela-
tionship with the media resulting in a constant massaging of public 
opinion.1 In many respects, however, attempts to both canvass and to 
shape community and professional views following the publication of 
the Picot Report were to be unprecedented in both scale and sophistica-
tion, even in such a highly politicized sector as education. In the space 
of a few months a new standard was to be set regarding marketing strat-
egies expressly designed to “massage” public opinion.

“The Year for Education”

Given existing speculation emanating from the media and within the edu-
cation sector that the soon to be released Picot Report would indeed pre-
sent radical recommendations for reform, Lange’s briefing to the media in 
April 1988 clearly sought to allay growing concern. The Prime Minister 
conceded that there were “some quite extraordinary things being said 
about Picot, as some sort of privatization or saving money on the educa-
tion vote generally.”2 He emphatically denied that education was being 
seen as a market commodity, however, because in the government’s view 
there was “no way at all in which you can be equitable and leave it to the 
market to determine educational access.” Turning to the concern that the 
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Treasury Briefing Paper in particular was raising throughout the educa-
tion sector, Lange argued that Labour’s position did not mirror that of 
Treasury because the government had a philosophical commitment to the 
role of government in education.3

What was perhaps unknown to those who listened to these comments at 
the time was that behind them lay a carefully crafted and comprehensive mar-
keting strategy. Evidence from the recently available Lange papers suggests 
that the need for such a strategy had been foreseen as early as February 1988, 
before the Picot Committee had delivered its final report. Following a meet-
ing with Ross Vintiner, Lange’s press secretary Harvey McQueen, Executive 
Assistant (educational communication) in the Prime Minister’s Office, pre-
pared a brief two-page draft paper outlining what he termed “a proactive 
strategy to be planned and actioned prior to the report’s release that might not 
only ensure a smoother implementation of the Report’s recommendations but 
also generate a sense of action and achievement in education.”4 Noting that 
“teacher morale is low and spiraling downward, especially in secondary where 
they are trapped in a nineteenth-century model that has little relevance to 
today’s conditions,” McQueen sought to counter the union strategy of focus-
ing teacher anger on the government by providing a sense of purpose.5

At first there was general pleasure amongst teachers and educationalists that 
the Government had stopped short-term tinkering until the Picot Report 
was presented. There is now, however, a growing apprehension fuelled by 
speculation and scare-mongering about the effects of the changes. If this 
feeling gathers momentum it could jeopardise the whole reform, create 
great bitterness, and affect the government’s image.6

He felt that the campaign to market Picot would have to be initiated 
immediately, beginning with a media build-up about existing educational 
achievements. The campaign itself was to give people a sense that they 
would gain by any changes the report might recommend. It was to be 
two-pronged, aimed at both parents and public, emphasizing that they 
would have greater accountability and more responsibility while ensur-
ing them that their problems would be understood. Such a campaign, 
McQueen thought, might be called something like “THE YEAR FOR 
EDUCATION.”7 Furthermore,

to engender a sense of purpose, direction and challenge the campaign will 
need to stress attainable objectives. Education has been claiming more 
than it can deliver for decades. If the sights can be lowered this will alter 
the whole perspective. Teachers would be relieved, they could be human 
again, no longer attempting the impossible. The public will see set objec-
tives being achieved.8
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In a slightly later memo to John Henderson, McQueen conceded that the 
educational constituency would be hard to please, thus it would be difficult 
to find the right tone. At one point in the memo he appears to have envis-
aged, “something along the lines of Roosevelt’s fireside chats—lets work 
together to publicize the good things and reform what’s not working.”9 
However, while McQueen believed that the appointment of a new press 
secretary (education) and executive assistant (education communication) 
would have a crucial role to play in any strategy to market Picot, he was 
also convinced that there was a need for to hire a good public relations firm 
to undertake qualitative analysis and to prepare a campaign.10

This suggestion found almost immediate effect, with the overall 
responsibility for the Picot marketing strategy adopted by the government 
being contracted out to Logos, a prominent Wellington Public Relations 
Firm. The brief for Logos involved marketing the advantages offered by 
the Picot recommendations to the electorate as a whole. The hiring of pri-
vate firms as public relations consultants was not, in fact, entirely new 
to New Zealand education. Following the release of the controversial 
Johnson Report in 1978 Merv Wellington, the new Minister of Education 
in Muldoon’s National government, announced his decision to hire Link 
Consultants Ltd to provide an external analysis of the submissions to the 
report, “because of the obvious independence offered by those outside the 
education field.”11

What was new on this particular occasion, however, was the extent to 
which Logos was to be involved in providing direct advice to the gov-
ernment through the Prime Ministers Office. The Lange papers furnish 
a fascinating insight into the mechanics of what was a carefully crafted, 
well-run campaign. Its objectives were to target specific groups whose 
reactions might be crucial to the outcome of the reforms and to influ-
ence public opinion in general. Logos’ brief was extremely comprehensive, 
embracing general strategy, client liaison, media monitoring, submission 
analysis, and briefing of officials as well as information gathering and dis-
semination. By early 1988, Logos was advised that the government had 
confirmed its appointment. The firm was to prepare a communications 
strategy conveying the government’s goals in education and assisting in 
the release of the Picot Report and the collation of the various responses to 
its recommendations. This was to involve a campaign of some six months 
duration, commencing on April 19, 1988.

A July 1988 memo set out the objectives of the Logos-managed cam-
paign in some detail. The campaign was

To explain to public, and particularly the education sector, the necessity 1. 
for educational reform and hence the reasons for the Picot Report.
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To develop a public relations strategy to assist the Education 2. 
Department in implementing report.
To ensure public debate was well-informed.3. 12

To this end Logos was to be responsible directly to Lange as Minister of 
Education. The Department of Education was to be represented only by 
a small steering committee based within the Prime Minister’s Office con-
vened by McQueen. The department was, however, to bear all the costs of 
campaign from its own budget, with up to $400, 000 being already approved 
by the steering committee.13 In the event, the Picot Implementation Phase 
Budgets and General Strategy and Submission Analysis Fees for June and 
July 1988 only were to total $381, 984.00.14

A brief press statement announced the release of the Picot Taskforce 
Report by the Prime Minister on May 10, 1988. In his statement, Lange 
described the report as “a bold and innovative document.” He reiterated 
that he could not, “stress enough the need for us to have an effective and 
efficient education system that will take New Zealand successfully into the 
21st century.” Aware of the potential for controversy, Lange also empha-
sized that it was not a criticism of people working within the profession 
now, but rather of the system they worked within, adding that, “many of 
you, I know, feel ham-strung by a system creaking under the weight of 
decades of ad hoc alteration.”15

The major national dailies provided full coverage of the release with 
most of the editorial reaction being favorable. The Evening Post observed 
that the release of the Picot Report completed what it called “the holy 
trinity”: the first two of which had been the Gibbs Report into the health 
system, and the Royal Commission on Social Policy. The Picot Report 
was described as having met its brief in finding the Department of 
Education’s administrative layers as having too much power and schools, 
too little. The editorial warned, however, that there were “some dangers 
in far greater control being vested at the local level.” These included 
principals needing “the judgment of Solomon” in taking on a director’s 
role, and the capacity of parents to play a major role in the running of 
schools.16

A Star editorial expressed a belief that the claim of Business Round 
Table Chairman, Sir Ronald Trotter, that there had been a 50 percent 
increase in educational expenditure merely echoed the general public dis-
satisfaction with schools, which had also been endorsed by teachers them-
selves. The paper conceded that

Education Boards, which will get the chop, will welcome the Picot report 
with the same enthusiasm as a turkey looks forward to Christmas. But 
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nearly everyone else appears to approve of the almost complete reform of 
the education system.17

In similar vein, an editorial in The Press expressed satisfaction that “the 
existing unwieldy monolith of education administration is demolished.” It 
went on to claim that the release of the Picot Report had

attracted general approval since its release this week. The Post Primary 
Teachers Association has reserved judgement on some aspects, a few author-
ities have doubts about the practicalities of parts of the package, such as the 
relaxation of the zoning system; and the education boards whose abolition 
is central to the report do not yet seem to have come out of shock. By and 
large though, those who have ventured opinions on the report have wel-
comed the features they personally support and focused their comments on 
these. The impression given is one of universal satisfaction.18

Likewise, the Northern Advocate declared that “after the embarrassment 
of the Gibbs report on health services, because it put economic progress 
before social issues, and the Royal Commission on Social Policy, for the 
opposite reasons, the Picot report on education must be a welcome relief 
for the Government.”19

Behind the scenes, however, the advice Logos was providing to the 
Prime Minister’s office was rather less sanguine about public reaction. A 
confidential letter from the firm’s Managing Director, to McQueen dated 
8 June regarding the proposal to use TVNZ’s Frontline current affairs 
program as the initial vehicle through which the government responded 
to the Picot Report, underlines the strong influence Logos was to have 
on the way the campaign immediately following the report’s release was 
run, and particularly on the nature of government responses to the vari-
ous questions that would inevitably be raised.20 Though Logos reluctantly 
accepted that decision to utilize Frontline in this way was now final, it 
nevertheless outlined three main areas of concern. First, any release of pol-
icy would “be taking place in an environment which will almost certainly 
include dissenting views.” Second, there was a clear danger that the Picot 
Report would “take on a much greater party political ‘campaign’ char-
acter, possibly destroying some of the goodwill which resulted from the 
release.” Third, Logos warned that the staff whose positions were directly 
effected would now hear about their future via the news media. The prob-
lem here was that, “given that good, direct communications with staff are 
an important part of our strategy, there is potential to endanger a more 
hostile reaction.”21

Logos was understandably concerned to keep this particular aspect of the 
strategy out the public gaze. Documents deemed to contain commercially 
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sensitive information about how its business operated were thus not to be 
subject to release under the Official Information Act.22 Twenty years on, 
however, this document and others like it offer a revealing glimpse into 
how the government’s largely successful campaign to sell Picot to the wider 
electorate was actually managed.

In one such document, dated June 1988, Logos specifically identified 
several target audiences upon which the campaign should logically focus. 
Teachers were regarded as having the ability to influence local community 
responses. It was conceded that there were professional issues at stake for 
teachers, whose response as a group was also seen as having implications 
for future industrial relations. Department of Education staff were identi-
fied as being the most directly affected regarding future employment. This 
group was also perceived as being crucial for the successful implementation 
of any changes implemented as a result of the Taskforce’s recommendations, 
particularly as their skills would be critically needed during the change-
over period. Educational lobby groups and opinion leaders were identi-
fied as an important audience, hence there was a need for them to have, 
“an accurate understanding” of the issues involved. School Committees 
and secondary school boards of governors were perceived as needing to 
have confidence that the new system would work. More specifically, they 
required reassurance about future training in their new roles, ongoing sup-
port, and continuing confidence in the transitional arrangements put in 
place. “The Community” was described as being a direct audience only at 
the beginning and very end of implementation phase, because, “after that, 
provided the opinion leaders in each community are positively motivated, 
the issue can be expected to disappear below the surface.”23

Specific instructions on dealing with the media were also issued in this 
June 1988 document. Thus it was recommended that both Logos and the 
Prime Ministers office should, “identify and answer all issues raised in the 
consultative process, even if the issues are difficult and the answers not 
clear-cut.” The justification for an “up-front approach” of this nature was 
“to tackle problems head-on and, as far as possible, preempt the criticisms 
of vested interest and lobby groups.”24

In fact, the initial PPTA reaction to its release was decidedly mixed. On 
the one hand PPTA president, Ruth Chapman, warned a union confer-
ence in Hamilton that the teacher unions were now threatened by a “New 
Right philosophy” in education. In her view, well-publicized proposals to 
free up educational structures “were just headlines, behind which lay the 
New Right philosophy which assumed everyone was motivated by self-
interest—money, status, power or some other gain.” Chapman regarded 
this philosophy as being “alien to cultures in New Zealand,” having gained 
ascendancy through business and commercial interests.25
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On the other hand, despite this sharp reaction, the focus of the term two 
issue of the PPTA Journal in early 1988 was squarely on school-community 
partnership. Robin Fry’s editorial soberly observed that the submissions to 
the 1987 Curriculum Review had given a clear message that communities 
wanted more involvement with their schools, and that the Picot Report 
had responded by laying the onus on the community to help administer 
education.26 The feature article, by Massey University academics Roy Nash 
and Wanda Korndoffer, observed that during, the last fifteen years, there 
had been a constant debate about education and the community. Fuelling 
this debate was the need for the state to ensure that the education system 
was able to produce the skills required to sustain its economic goals, the 
desire of employers to recruit highly qualified applicants, and the attempt 
of parents to ensure that their children gained a comparative advantage in 
credentialing for the labor market. Nash and Korndoffer argued that in 
this context, community education as a vision became increasingly attrac-
tive and, now that the Picot recommendations had been implemented, 
community control of education would become a fact. They conceded that 
the whole concept of community education would have to be reconstructed 
and contested at the local level, with schools having to appreciate coexist-
ing and often competing ethnic and class divisions. Nash and Korndoffer 
went on to predict that “if the teaching profession sets its face against the 
thrust of the popular community demands, which Picot does reflect, with 
a misplaced determination to maintain the status quo then it will surely 
gain nothing.”27 At the same time the authors perceptively recognized that 
the post-Picot situation could have been much worse. For instance:

We are to be spared, it seems, an ideologically and politically motivated 
deregulation of the education system of the sort advocated by Treasury, a 
policy which would have allowed only the maximization of private individ-
ual interests and done nothing to serve the public interest of social equity 
in education, and are instead to gain a more community centred system of 
educational administration. This is certainly to the good for any attempt 
to expand private and quasi-private education, for example on British or 
Australian patterns, ought to be resisted. Yet, as Picot has recognised, if 
communities are to be empowered that requires, among other things, that 
they should gain some definite communal control over the institutions 
which supply education and training.28

Moreover, although Lange had often expressed his confidence in the Picot 
Committee, he had also reiterated that that the government was not nec-
essarily bound to accept all its recommendations, and that the definitive 
policy document was yet to come. In fact, the three months from the 
release of Picot Report in June and the release of Tomorrows’ Schools in 
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August was a period of intense activity and discussion in which the media 
became a vehicle for assertion and counter-assertion, much of it being used 
to either reassure the public that the government was not committed to 
the extremes of radical reform or to influence key decisions on the report’s 
implementation. Dr. Lockwood Smith, National’s spokesperson for edu-
cation hinted at a bipartisan approach on education if the government 
fully adopted the Picot Report, leading to an emphatic denial from Lange 
on National Radio.29 Moreover, visiting primary and secondary schools 
in Christchurch soon after the report’s release, Lange clearly signaled his 
intention to back away from some of the more controversial aspects of the 
report, even conceding that in some respects it may have gone “a bit far.”30 
Of particular concern to the government was the Picot Report’s obser-
vation that schools might well exercise discretion in spending devolved 
funds. The prime minister’s assertion that schools would not be permitted 
to employ fewer teachers and purchase extra computers instead, however, 
appeared to expressly rule out total bulk funding.31

Recognizing that the Picot Report would inevitably be controversial, 
Lange had as early as April, proposed the establishment of an officials com-
mittee consisting of himself as chair with representatives from Education, 
State Services and Treasury, to advise Ministers on the reform of education 
once the Picot Committee had presented its report. The officials commit-
tee would also coordinate responses from departments, oversee the com-
munications strategy for the release of the Picot Report once it had been 
completed, and assist in the preparation of a government statement on 
educational administration.32

In the event more than 20,000 public responses to the newly released 
Picot Report were eventually received. Given the scale of the response, 
weekly reports were prepared for officials to monitor public reaction to the 
various issues raised. A final 22 page report dated July 13, 1988, observed 
that two samples had been taken of responses, each of approximately 
1,000 returns. The samples classified responses as coming from teachers 
(26/25%); Department of Education, education boards and their staffs 
(18/19%); specialist and advisory teachers (11/10%); school committees 
and boards of governors (14/12%); users of specialist services (14/12%); 
Māori (6/7%); integrated schools (1/1.5%); and unspecified (3/2.5%).33

Perhaps surprisingly, the relationship of the individual learning insti-
tutions both to the state and to the other proposed agencies appears to 
have attracted little public comment, perhaps indicating that the basic 
structures and philosophy proposed by Picot were acceptable to many 
respondents. BoTs, however, emerged as a dominant issue. Although there 
was general acceptance of the concept, there were specific concerns raised 
about the extended role of parents in educational administration, including 
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the time BoT members would have to spend on administration, the skill 
level required, and their degrees of accountability/liability. Other ques-
tions raised involved the disparity in expertise and resources schools could 
draw upon, and the dangers of boards either being un-representative of 
their communities, or being “hi-jacked” by determined minority groups.34 
Teachers in particular, were concerned about the power and autonomy of 
BoTs, and remained determined to retain national conditions of employ-
ment in the face of the threat they perceived from any implementation of 
bulk funding.

In addition to the submissions, many members of the public chose to 
write letters directly to Prime Minister Lange. A Logos report claimed 
that by mid-June no fewer than 2033 letters had been received. The larg-
est single group of letter responses was from teachers, followed closely by 
principals, school boards, and committees. Although generally reflecting 
the tenor of the more formal submissions, there was a strong representation 
from rural communities (approximately one-third of the total). Although 
there was general support for the Picot concept of devolution, major con-
cerns were raised about the availability and funding of specialist education 
and advisory services, as well as doubts about the ability of rural areas to 
attract the necessary level of professional and administrative expertise to 
sustain BoTs.35

Within education, sector responses were divided. Although the primary 
teachers union, the NZEI remained implacably opposed to the report’s 
implementation, the PPTA accepted the need for reform.36 While long 
experience with local control in the form of boards of governors and their 
equivalents probably softened PPTA’s overall reaction at this juncture, 
however, the union was nevertheless concerned that the proposed devo-
lution had gone too far. Its submission pointed out that greater choice 
did not necessarily lead to greater equity for students, asserting that state 
guidelines would be needed to guarantee equity principles were upheld. 
It also questioned the availability, willingness and competency of poten-
tial BoT members, disagreed with the separation of policy and operations 
within the proposed new Ministry of Education, wanted teaching salaries 
and conditions of service to remain nationally determined, and criticized 
the lack of emphasis on curriculum matters in the report.37

The reaction from other secondary school-orientated organizations 
was one of general support for the Picot proposals, although questions 
were raised over their details. The Secondary Principals’ Association rec-
ommended that BoT members should be current parents and expressed 
some concern about principal/board relationships, but also queried why 
teachers should not be placed on contracts, as had been proposed for 
principals. The Secondary School Boards Association on the other hand, 
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strongly supported the objectives and core values of Picot. The Association 
approved of the recommendation that the majority of BoT members 
should be parents, but felt that existing contradictions in the report 
regarding the relative power between boards and teaching staff should be 
resolved in favor of boards. The Independent Schools Association likewise 
generally approved of the Picot recommendations, particularly the key 
concepts of parental involvement, local decision-making, parental choice, 
and accountability. The Association did, however, express a strong desire 
for further negotiation over the issue of how far private schools might 
be obliged to follow national guidelines. The Association of Proprietors 
of Integrated Schools also supported the general tenor of the report, 
while emphasizing the necessity of retaining the general principles of the 
Integration Act. The New Zealand Principals’ Federation saw many of 
the report’s recommendations as increasing the autonomy of principals, 
but expressed some misgivings over the proposed appointment of princi-
pals, and the danger of board capture. The New Zealand Area Schools 
Association, representing rural primary and secondary interests, endorsed 
the report’s general direction, but nevertheless expressed some concerns 
over equity for rural schools.38

Three major concerns about the Picot recommendations were noted by 
the Officials Committee. Perhaps the most pressing of these was the posi-
tion of Māori education in the post-Picot era. On July 1, 1988 Wiremu 
Kaa of the Department of Education had tabled a combined submission 
from Māori, collated from special team of advisers, inspectors, and edu-
cation officers presently working in Māori Education. The team had held 
meetings across the country from Te Hapua in North, to Invercargill in 
the South, involving 222 hui with 7,189 attendees.39 The submission was 
thus able to assert with some confidence that

with one or two exceptions, the Iwi support the spirit and intent of the 
report and the numerous views expressed were largely positive. A small 
group rejected the report in total. All Iwi, however, were concerned that the 
status of the Tangata Whenua, the Treaty of Waitangi and a Māori presence 
was absent in the Picot structure. A common question raised was “kei whea 
tatou nga Māori” in the Picot structure?40

The combined submission asserted that Iwi wanted Māori education to be 
managed by Māori people, but conceded that this desire had been expressed 
in different ways. These included establishing a secretariat of Māori edu-
cation within the Picot structure to develop, monitor, and evaluate Māori 
education, ensuring Māori representation at all decision-making levels, 
and creating an entirely autonomous system independent of Picot.41
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A number of issues and recommendations incorporated in the com-
bined submission related to the proposed new Boards of Trustees (BoTs). 
Many Māori had expressed the fear that “white collar people” might take 
over and dominate BoTs. Continuing language loss and the gap between 
Māori and non-Māori student achievement remained major concerns. 
Thus, although there was an interest in the Picot concept of “schools-
within-schools” to cater for minority interests, there was also a worry 
that this solution might lead to loss of control, and a perpetuation of the 
achievement gap. Turning to Māori educational initiatives, the combined 
submission argued that the Picot Report was “weak on biculturalism.” In 
its view Kaupapa Māori schools and bilingual schools should have been 
entitled to the same support as integrated schools in regards to special 
character. Te Kohanga Reo and post Kohanga children had to be better 
provided for, with Māori culture and development being specified in pol-
icy and determined by the Māori community. There was also the feeling 
that schools with predominantly Māori mokopuna should receive similar 
guarantees.42

The second question confronting the Officials Committee involved the 
difficult question of special character and its legal status in the post-Picot 
era, especially in relation to Catholic Schools. Writing in response to a 
query from Ross on what changes would need to be made to the Private 
Schools Conditional Integration Act 1975 in light of Picot, G. Knight 
noted that the Picot Report made brief passing references to integrated 
schools, apparently envisaging a continuation of integrated schools as dis-
trict institutions. Knight warned, however, that the Report did not have a 
clear statement as to how integrated schools were to fit into new system.43 
Moreover, the Report did not give integrated schools the special protection 
and status of Integration Act, such as a guarantee that special character 
would be preserved or protected.

The third issue facing the Officials Committee involved the election 
and composition of BoTs in the new structure. As the most fundamental 
change recommended by the Picot Taskforce, questions concerning the 
implications and operation of BoTs had been raised by a high proportion of 
submissions and letters. These centered around the application of Treaty of 
Waitangi principles, the representation of women and minority groups, the 
safeguarding of teachers’ salaries and conditions, the exact nature of the 
relationship between boards, principals and teaching staff, liability con-
cerns, matters surrounding bulk funding, the difficulties of attracting suit-
ably qualified members in rural areas, and student membership of BoTs.

The revised report of the Officials Committee, released on 24 July and 
sent on to the Cabinet Social Equity Committee, reflected these concerns. 
It recommended the adoption of the Picot Report’s general principles, 
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including its criticisms of the current bureaucratic structure of education, 
and the creation of a new Ministry that would implement educational 
policy but not provide educational services. Bulk funding was supported 
in principle, but with equity safeguards. However, officials wanted mea-
sures to be put in place to “ensure a good representation of women, Māori, 
Pacific Island and working class parents on BoTs” and that the present 
“middle-class capture” does not continue.”44 They also felt that alternative 
selection processes for Māori and Pacific Island parents must be consid-
ered but as an interim measure, co-option might be necessary to ensure 
better representation. Equity issues were to be integrated into all aspects of 
the reforms, and the new system was to ensure greater equity for women, 
Māori, and other disadvantaged groups.45

Officials were aware that the term “special character” could take on 
a wider meaning as parents took the opportunity to establish schools, as 
would be permissible if the Picot recommendations were accepted. They 
were, therefore, concerned that the definition of “special character” be 
extended to include kaupapa Māori schools, bilingual schools and other 
schools where, in the view of the Minister of Education, such a special 
character existed., Single sex schools, however, were recommended to 
remain as a separate category of general schools.46

Finally the Officials noted the considerable sums of money to be 
handled by BoTs. They opined that legally speaking, members would 
currently be liable for “breaches of trust,” as was the case with trust busi-
nesses. Accordingly, they recommended that such a high standard not be 
applied to BoTs given both the need to avoid discouraging wider member-
ship, and the presence of national guidelines and the Review and Audit 
Agency (RAA).47

Meanwhile, with public and professional opinion apparently hang-
ing in the balance, a further aspect of agreed marketing strategy between 
Logos and the Prime Minister’s Office was to commission an extensive 
campaign of public pulse-taking. Insight New Zealand, an Auckland firm, 
was subcontracted to run a telephone survey ascertaining public opinion 
concerning the major Picot Report recommendations.48 Accordingly, 
Insight carried out a telephone survey of 750 people between July 18 and 
27, 1988, allocating approximately ten minutes for each interview. The 
responses, passed on to the Prime Minister’s Office, were revealing. Some 
43 percent claimed to be dissatisfied and 40 percent satisfied, with the cur-
rent state of education. Most people (69%), claimed to have heard about 
the Picot Report either through radio, television or newspapers. Regarding 
the key recommendation that BoTs consisting mostly of elected parents 
would be responsible for overseeing the operation of the school, 47 per-
cent approved and 43 percent disapproved. However, 55 percent of those 
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surveyed accepted the proposition that BoTs would control the school 
budget and determine how resources were allocated, with only 37 per-
cent disapproving. An overwhelming majority (79%), were unhappy with 
the notion that the core subjects that students studied, such as English 
and Mathematics, would be compulsory at the national level, while some 
other subjects might be set locally. Likewise, a considerable majority (70%) 
rejected the view that BoTs would be able to determine how much teach-
ers were paid. Proposals for a Parents’ Advocacy Council and Community 
Education Forums met with strong approval from the sample.49

In late July 1988, Insight New Zealand supplemented this information 
with a comprehensive summary of the key findings and recommendations 
arising from the National Survey.50 It was conceded that

for the Picot Report and its recommendations to be accepted by commu-
nity, a major communications campaign, targeted at the general public, 
will be required. The contents of Picot and its suggestions have yet to sub-
stantially register with most members of the public. While many people 
are aware of the report (69%), and know something about it, they have 
not yet absorbed sufficient information to form even the most rudimentary 
position. A massive 50% of those who have heard of Picot are presently 
undecided about it.51

The extent of detail in this summary reveals the extent to which the bat-
tle for the hearts and minds of New Zealanders was regarded as being 
crucially important for the future of the reforms. That this battle was far 
from being over was clearly spelled out. Although Insight believed that the 
battle for the elite audiences, teachers, teaching professionals, had already 
been won,

the overall figures are disturbing, 27% approve, 24% disapprove and 50% 
are still undecided. The results indicate we are on the right track but have 
a long way to go, before we win the battle. Support is strongest among 
white collar workers, upper income earners and those whose children are 
at school.52

However, it was Insight’s view that

most of the 50% of undecideds will be relatively easily reached and con-
vinced. While still to endorse Picot they are generally sympathetic to most 
of the Picot positions and have no real objections to what he says. Most hard 
core opposition has already dropped out into the 24% who are currently 
opposed.53
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Insight’s conclusion outlined the dangers that still lay ahead in winning 
the battle for minds.

Our position is reasonable, but we are vulnerable. A lot depends on the 
opponents of Picot. If they do nothing we will probably be okay. A strongly 
directed clearly focused campaign in opposition to Picot, could knock us 
for six, if we did nothing.54

In fact, a number of Left-liberal publications were already attempting to 
marshal public concern. Writing in the feminist magazine, Broadsheet, 
Auckland secondary school teacher Jill Brame epitomized Left-liberal 
reaction to the Picot Report, while also underlining its essential contradic-
tions. Brame emphasized that Brian Picot was a Foodtown supermarket 
director. She believed that the structure set up by Picot at first glance sug-
gested that the existing “Pyramid of Power” had been turned into what she 
termed, “the Plumber’s Plunger of Power,” which on closer analysis better 
resembled a. bottleneck where a small oligarchy now exercised power over 
many. Issues such as biculturalism, equity, and resources were left unre-
solved. As for devolution,

there is a charming and idealistic assumption behind the report that people 
in general are rational, objective, idealistic and committed educators with a 
wide variety of communication and management skills. It is rather pleasant 
and naïve and gives me the warm fuzzies for all of two minutes.55

Citing a mother of five she had interviewed, Brame asked why, if people 
paid taxes for students to gain an equitable education, were parents being 
hired to do the job of qualified people, a number of who were now facing 
unemployment. In a probably unintentional ironic reversal of Left-liberal 
and neoliberal critiques of defense, foreign affairs, the police and hospitals 
throughout the decade, Brame now emphasized the case for autonomous 
professional expertise, justifying faith in education professionals as the 
best people to run education in the same way that armies should be “run 
by people who know how to run armies.”56

Business criticism of the Picot Report following its release also sought 
to influence public opinion. In so doing, they displayed a similar ambiva-
lence to its call for local control of schools by community representatives. 
Critiques emanating from this quarter also attempted to draw a distinction 
between the intentions of the Picot Committee, and the subsequent cap-
ture of the process by education bureaucrats, supported by teachers’ unions, 
who sought to retain a large measure of centralization. Writing in the 
National Business Review Allan Levett, a Wellington consultant in develop-
ment finance, praised the Picot Report for emphasizing that every learner 
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should gain maximum individual and social benefit from the money spent 
on education, and that education should be fair and just for every learner. 
He was critical, however, of the failure to adopt clearer national objectives 
for education, including the neglect of “the economic survival aspects of 
society’s requirements.” Levett was particularly concerned that the Policy 
Planning Council would become “just another quango that would ulti-
mately fail to adequately to coordinate levels of attainment in various sub-
ject areas,’ especially mathematics, science, Asian languages and a range of 
design and communication skills that would tie education directly to the 
country’s economic and trade requirements.”57

This desire to alert the public to the possibility of the Picot Report 
being subverted or taken over at the eleventh hour was not just confined 
to Left-liberal educators or Right-of-Center business interests. Lange, hav-
ing recently returned to work following hospitalization for heart trouble, 
was soon publicly claiming that his previous warnings of drastic spending 
cuts and higher taxation in the immediate future had been made partly for 
political reasons. In a scarcely veiled reference to what he regarded as back-
room dealing on the part of Finance Minister, Roger Douglas, Treasury 
and SSC, Lange claimed that he had hoped “to get my own back on the 
‘New Right’ ” because they had gone too far in attempting to promote 
public policy.58 Likewise, a concern to alert the education sector to the 
possibility that right-wing views might yet find expression in the defini-
tive government response to the Picot Report appears to have been a strong 
motivation behind the subsequent public disclosures from Picot Taskforce 
member, Professor Peter Ramsay. In late July Ramsay went to Wellington 
at short notice to discuss aspects of the report with members of the Officials 
Committee. In a prerecorded address to a Hamilton education seminar at 
the University of Waikato, Ramsay claimed that officials from Treasury 
and SSC had “made strenuous attempts to influence the Picot review” 
Both had stepped outside their portfolios and now “had their tentacles 
well and truly entrenched” in educational decision-making. Treasury and 
SSC had come with “well-prepared plans” that they had placed before the 
Committee at an early stage, and the Taskforce’s own views had emerged 
only subsequently. Ramsay emphasized that he was raising these issues 
now because a number of aspects in the Picot Report would be opposed 
by state officials. Hence, “it would be an interesting exercise in the next 
few months to see whether the Government takes on board the proposals 
offered by the task force or whether the Treasury and SSC view becomes 
the predominant one.”59

Thus it was that Tomorrows’ Schools was officially released in early 
August 1988, amidst a storm of controversy. Lange and the govern-
ment clearly regarded this document as being the definitive blueprint for 
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education reform that presented the policy decisions arising from the ear-
lier Picot Report. Hence, in launching it, Lange emphasized that it was “in 
line with Govt’s [sic] overall objectives of having decisions made as close as 
possible to the actual point of implementation.”

Ordinary people have increasingly felt powerless before the professionals in 
health and education and elsewhere.. . . In the past, involvement has often 
meant having a say. But the professionals still made the decisions. This system 
will give the parents more than a greater say. Not just parents. Governments 
in different ways as well. Until I became Minister of Education I had lit-
tle idea how circumscribed this office was. I cannot even visit a secondary 
school without permission. So the mechanisms proposed by Picot and with 
quite a few adaptations or modifications accepted by the government will 
spread the authority in education. It’s now a three-way partnership, parent, 
educator and Government. And that’s how it should be.60

In his foreword, however, Lange asserted that although much of the doc-
ument was “an affirmation of the Picot proposals . . . in some areas the 
Government has chosen to depart from the taskforce’s recommendations.”61 
The Report of the Officials Committee and the concerns of Cabinet’s own 
Equity Committee were clearly reflected in the assertion that equity issues 
in general and Māori interests in particular were to be more carefully 
addressed than in the Picot Report. Equity objectives were now to under-
pin all policy related to the reforms. The new system was to progressively 
achieve greater equity for women, Māori, Pacific island and other minori-
ties. It was to ensure that equity issues were integrated into all the changes 
rather than treated as “an optional extra.” The features of the existing sys-
tem that had promoted equity were not to be lost, and in the new sys-
tem there was to be a monitoring of progress toward equity goals.62 The 
heightened emphasis on equity did not please everyone. Picot, for instance, 
was later to claim that this stronger emphasis on equity meant that school 
charters turned out very differently from what the Taskforce had originally 
envisaged, overemphasizing equity and underemphasizing excellence.63 
Moreover, the tensions between these two goals were to abruptly resurface 
when National came to power following the 1990 general election.

In addition, the composition of BoTs was to be mandated to better 
reflect equity principles and avoid the danger of “capture.” Each BoT was 
to consist of five members elected by parents of students at the school, the 
principal, a staff member to be elected by the school staff, and a member 
elected by the student body in the case of secondary schools. Integrated 
schools were to have two further members nominated by the proprietor. In 
addition to their elected members, BoTs were given the authority to co-opt 
a maximum of four further members, “to ensure that the board properly 
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reflects the composition of its community, or to ensure that particular 
expertise is represented and available to the board,” although none of these 
was to be a teacher employed by the board. BoTs were also to “encour-
age a fair representation from their community—especially from women, 
Māori, Pacific island and working class parents in communities where this 
is appropriate.”64

Tomorrow’s Schools fell short of imposing bulk funding as such. All 
funding was to come to schools as a bulk grant, but this was to have two 
distinct components—teaching salaries and operational activities-each 
based on a separate funding formula. These were to be sensitive to local 
needs and would be weighted in favor of both equity considerations and 
rural schools.65 This compromise brought criticism from both critics and 
supporters of bulk funding. The teachers’ unions saw it as the thin end of 
a very considerable wedge that would lead to the erosion of both teaching 
and learning conditions. Treasury viewed the failure to introduce bulk 
funding as nothing less than an undermining of the independence of 
schools.66 Picot Taskforce member, Whetu Wereta, considered it “a pity” 
that bulk funding had not been adopted.67

Māori interests, however, were to be assured through several further 
measures. There were to be opportunities for children to be educated in 
the Māori language if parents desired it. As with other parents, Māori 
parents would either be able to homeschool their children or establish their 
own institutions where the system was not meeting their needs. Individuals 
within whanau were eligible for election to BoTs and the close partnership 
between BoTs and locals communities could be further strengthened dur-
ing charter negotiations.68

Tomorrows Schools also placed an increased emphasis on developing 
national guidelines for education. These guidelines were to be “the means 
of setting, maintaining and developing national standards of achieve-
ment in education, and (would) be an expression of matters of national 
interest.”69 The guidelines were also to include an expression of equity 
principles, national curriculum objectives, together with codes of conduct 
for BoTs and principals.

These and other modifications outlined in Tomorrows’ Schools, how-
ever, went too far for some critics, and not nearly far enough for others. 
Some within the National Party were clearly unhappy with the increased 
emphasis on equity issues which they regarded as being at the expense of 
standards. When National eventually succeeded Labour on the Treasury 
benches, they therefore sought to tip the scales in favor of competition and 
excellence.70 Some Māori on the other hand, believed that Māori opin-
ion had been deliberately manipulated in the interests of sustaining what 
remained an essentially Pakeha system of education.71
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Further opposition came from some commentators from within the 
education sector. With the release of the definitive government response 
to the Picot Report, the specter of a clearly focused campaign in opposi-
tion to Picot predicted by Logos now showed every sign of materializing. 
A hardening of secondary teacher attitudes was more clearly evident in 
the Term Three issue of the PPTA Journal. In the wake of the publication 
of Tomorrow’s Schools in August 1988 and the realization that the Picot 
Report’s recommendations had been largely accepted by the government, 
this offered a much less conciliatory tone.

A much more critical Fry editorial warned readers that to innovate 
was not to reform. Recent British and Australian educational reforms 
were viewed as having threatened teachers’ rights, with the New South 
Wales education minister’s “draconian” reform proposals having “united 
students, parents and teachers in Australia’s biggest demonstration since 
the Vietnam war protest.”72 John Codd, then a Reader in the Massey 
University Education Department, deemed the sense of urgency that had 
accompanied the production of the Picot Report “alarming.” Although 
Codd conceded that the influence Treasury had in the preparation and 
writing of the Report was a matter for further research, he noted that a 
Treasury officer had been seconded to the committee as a part-time secre-
tary, that the Treasury had released its own had released its own document 
on education before the Taskforce began writing its own report, and that 
the Picot Report and the Treasury document were similar in emphasizing 
that a key element in addressing equity and efficiency was empowerment 
through choice and information, for families and individuals as education 
customers. In short, Codd viewed devolution as little more than a cynical 
attempt to concentrate the real power of decision making at the center, 
while deflecting public dissatisfaction away from government, where it 
would be “vented” at the local level.73

In similar vein Colin Lankshear, then a lecturer in the politics of educa-
tion at the University of Auckland, argued that, “to understand the Picot 
Report we have to understand the logic of privatization as a recipe for 
curing current economic problems, and to see how this logic links up with 
New Right thinking about education.” A specialist in literacy politics and 
an active supporter of the Nicaraguan revolution Lankshear opined that 
the mentality of the market that had led to Guatemalan children being sold 
as organ donors in a global context where third world children were viewed 
as sources of essential raw materials might well see the Picot Report after-
math producing its own brand of market-led horror leading to a unique 
form of human deprivation, degradation and decline.74

This last view in particular left little or no room for negotiation or 
for compromise. However, although the majority of the commentators to 
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this PPTA volume now emphatically rejected the whole concept of reform 
embraced by Picot and Tomorrow’s Schools, several still revealed a degree 
of ambivalence concerning the new structures that had been noticeable 
during initial reaction to the document. Graham Hingangaroa Smith for 
instance, affirmed the recognition the Picot Report gave to the need for 
fundamental educational change, but argued that it had failed to deliver 
meaningful change to Māori. The Report’s apparent emphasis on devo-
lution and community decision-making were viewed as having ignored 
Māori cultural and language aspirations while failing to recognize the spe-
cial position of Māori as tangata whenua. Instead,

every school becomes a site of contestation; every school has license to hold 
a referendum on what support is given to Māori interests. The goodwill 
and support that already exists within the teaching force for Māori needs 
and aspirations will be tested under the new Picot structures, in that an 
increased dependency is placed on these mainly Pakeha teachers and prin-
cipals to show even more goodwill and support to maintain the position as 
it stands now.75

This view neatly encapsulated both the concern and the dilemma both 
Left-liberal and neoliberals were to articulate in reacting to the devolution-
ary tenor of the Picot Report. Once again, we see here a central dilemma of 
devolution in striking an acceptable balance between setting national pri-
orities (however these are defined), and accommodating local variations. 
The recognition of this dilemma was clearly evident in an article by PPTA 
advisory officer Phil Capper. Capper questioned whether an administra-
tive system based on teacher accountability and a balance between central 
government and local institutions would bring the country any closer to 
what he and his fellow contributors would have regarded as a fair and just 
system for every learner.76

If I say that the mechanisms for establishing teacher accountability that are 
proposed will not work I am declared to be against teachers being account-
able. If I say that the proposals for empowering Boards of Trustees are 
fraught with difficulty I am declared to be opposed to community partici-
pation in educational management.77

A similar ambivalence ran through the articles in this volume of the PPTA 
Journal by Ann Dalziell regarding rural schools, and by PPTA Women’s 
Officer Helen Watson, concerning women and girls.78 Dalziell conceded 
that Tomorrows’ Schools “seems to espouse many of the things PPTA 
believes in,” but that devolution and local control could create consid-
erable resourcing problems for rural areas leading to serious inequities.79 
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Likewise Watson found Tomorrow’s Schools to be somewhat contradictory 
for women and girls because although on one hand, “there had never been 
such an official commitment to equity principles,” she believed that the 
demands of women for equal opportunity required, “strong central inter-
vention and support while the philosophic thrust of the changes are away 
from central control.”80

This view, however, appeared to run counter to what virtually every 
educational critic had been advocating with increasing force during the 
previous decade or more. And as Nash perceived at the time, it was both 
tragic and unwise for those within education to support centralism against 
individual freedom of choice, because, “if we react defensively, as statists 
and upholders of the status quo, then I believe we will lose the popular 
debate—and deservedly.”81



Chapter 8

Only Half a Policy

Creation and Continuity

The strength of professional opposition expressed through the teacher 
unions following the release of Tomorrows’ Schools inevitably brought casu-
alties in its wake. The prime minister’s own sister was one of a number of 
teachers who felt compelled to resign her membership complaining, “that 
the PPTA has suggested we all spend time today whilst on strike writing 
letters to all sorts of people, including the Minister of Education.”1

Meanwhile, despite the union campaign, the creation of a new 
Ministry of Education (MoE) to replace the former Department pro-
ceeded with considerable haste. A memo promulgated in early November 
1988 emphasized that much had already been indicated in the govern-
ment’s decisions on Tomorrows Schools and in State Sector Act that pro-
vided a basis for determining MoE structures.2 Hence, an extremely 
tight timeframe called for an agreement on broad divisional structures 
by November 21, the preparation of a mission and functions statement 
by November 28, and a decision on organizational values philosophy and 
style by December 5. Advertisements for the ministry’s first CEO were to 
be placed by February 15, 1989, with the appointment of both the CEO 
and the General Manager of divisions by May 15. Not for nothing did an 
internal memo warn that there was little room for slippage to meet the 
planned start time of October 1, 1989.

MoE was officially formed through Order- in- Council on May 22, 1989.3 
Senior appointments to the new agency were quick to follow. In early July 
1989 the State Services Commission publicly announced the appointment 
of Dr. Maris O’Rourke as MoE’s first CEO. Then coordinator of the former 
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Department of Education’s “Before Five” project, the forty- eight- year- old 
had previously been Regional Senior Education Officer (early childhood) 
in the department. Born in Scotland and educated in England, O’Rourke 
had been a Fulbright scholar, studying at the University of Kansas and 
at Auckland University, gaining her doctorate in 1986 and going on to 
lecture at the Auckland College of Education where she initiated an inno-
vatory bicultural and bilingual early childhood course.4 Although former 
director general of education, Russ Ballard, was to move out of education 
to become the new CEO of the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, a 
number of senior officers in the former Department of Education gained 
key positions in the new organization. Tony Leverton was appointed gen-
eral manager corporate services, having previously been executive officer 
for the Implementation Unit. MoE’s chief financial officer was John Gill, 
the former department’s director of finance. Bob Garden became direc-
tor research and statistics from his old position as director, Research and 
Statistics in the former department.

A number of key ERO appointments were also ex- departmental 
officers. Wally Penetito was appointed ERO development man-
ager, having previously been Senior Education Officer (Māori), in the 
National Regional Office of the Department of Education. Tony Cross 
became MoE’s Auckland regional manager (from being District Senior 
Inspector [Secondary], in the National Regional Office of the former 
Department (NRO)]. David Hood became Hamilton regional manager 
having been education officer, Transition, Hamilton. Val Ferguson was 
appointed Wellington regional manager (currently senior inspector [pri-
mary schools]) seconded to Ministry Establishment Group. Ken Foster 
was ERO Christchurch regional manager (currently acting director of 
Schools Division in Department of Education). Mark Canning was MoE’s 
new manager corporate services (currently director of administration, 
Department of Education). These senior MoE and ERO appointments 
signaled that there would be a considerable degree of bureaucratic conti-
nuity and undoubtedly lent weight to the charges subsequently leveled at 
the Wellington- based educational bureaucracy by Left- liberal and neolib-
eral critics alike. The writing of school charters was also well under way 
by late 1989. Despite the apparent flexibility charters seemed to promise, 
however, Codd and Gordon have shown how the avenues for a transfer 
of real power to local communities were progressively tightened, result-
ing in little real flexibility for schools and the continued maintenance of 
control by the state.5 A good indication of how effective this process could 
be is revealed by the fact that, by September, of well over 400 schools in 
Hamilton Education Board area, only six were noted as having charters that 
might require closer scrutiny by the Ministry. As we have seen, however, the 
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tightening of state control over charters stemmed from Tomorrow’s Schools 
rather than the Picot Taskforce, largely as a result of concerns expressed by 
Cabinet’s Social Equity Committee.

The Battle Continues

An early indication of the approaching battle over the size and extent of 
MoE responsibilities and functions was revealed in a memo from Associate 
Education Minister, Phil Goff, to Cabinet’s Social Equity Committee in 
late 1989. Both Treasury and SSC were clearly concerned with the lack of 
specificity in MoE’s mission, and with its assumption of broad responsi-
bilities. Thus although Treasury had little direct involvement in the ini-
tial formation of the new Ministry, it was, along with SSC, to be directly 
involved in drawn- out controversy over Ministry outputs.

Although Treasury confirmed that the outputs had already been agreed 
to at the interdepartmental level, it was thought that the mission state-
ment was too broad. Accordingly, Treasury believed that it should “be 
redrafted to reflect the Ministry’s major outputs which comprise the pro-
vision of quality, professional policy advice and the efficient carrying out 
of those operational responsibilities allocated to it by the government.”6 
Likewise SSC concurred with the Ministry’s mission statement and broad 
functions, but warned that “as result of Cabinet decisions taken at various 
stages during the implementation of the education reforms, the Ministry 
now has more outputs and a more complex structure than was envisaged 
in Tomorrow’s School’s.” SSC also pointed out that the provision of learning 
materials was originally to have been carried out by a separate Resource 
Business Unit outside the Ministry, while funding for school transport 
was to have been supplied direct to BoTs. Moreover, according to SSC, 
MoE’s proposed structure of ten divisions had “the potential for conflict-
ing lines of accountability and might well need to be subject to review in 
the future.”7

Pressure was to steadily build during the election year of 1990, with 
Labour increasingly divided on major policy issues. The 1990 Lough 
Report, which had representation from both Treasury and SSC, was set 
up to review the education reform process and to recommend any neces-
sary improvements.8 Although the report conceded that the transitional 
period had been tough, it nevertheless argued that “a perception that has 
emerged in practice is increased central bureaucratic control, increasingly 
burdensome administrative tasks, inadequate resourcing and support for 
institutions, and inadequate attention to educational outcomes.”9 Among 
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its key recommendations were the requirements that “the Ministry of 
Education be restructured to reflect better its core policy role through 
amalgamation of existing 12 divisions into 3 main groups—policy, opera-
tions, Finance and Support”;10 that the Ministry “as part of restructuring 
group” together those operational activities which do not form part of the 
Ministry’s core policy role “so that they can be spun off in the future”; 
and that the government “redirect significant proportion of funding from 
ERO, to schools, reducing ERO personnel to approximately half the pre-
sent establishment.”11 Not for nothing, did the bitter phrase, “you’ve been 
Loughed,” come to enter the vocabulary of state servants soon after the 
report had appeared.

Further pressure for decentralization continued during the lead- up to 
the election. In September 1990 the Assistant Commissioner of SSC, Paul 
Carpinter, set out in a twelve- page paper, the state sector principles his 
organization intended to uphold whatever the outcome of the coming gen-
eral election.12 Equality of opportunity, he stressed, did not mean equality 
of outcome, which in any case was incompatible with both market- based 
economies and with non- market- based economies such as those of Eastern 
Europe.13 In phrases that anticipated the Porter Project, Carpinter observed 
that New Zealanders traditionally expected a quantity and quality of gov-
ernment service that was up to the standard of, if not better than that 
available in the most developed countries. The reality, however, was that 
the country’s economic performance was closer to that of Spain than to the 
United States, Japan, or Germany. It was, therefore, “reasonable to assume 
that the relative quality of public goods and services (would) reflect this 
reality.”14 It followed that several “second order principles” should under-
line SSC’s policy advice: minimal intervention, responsiveness, devolution, 
non- arbitrariness, and similarity. Citing the state’s emerging relationship 
with Māori, Carpinter opined that responsiveness particularly referred to 
the desirability of a public service that was neither remote from commu-
nity it served, nor captured by its client groups or providers, while devolu-
tion itself involved significant accountability issues.15

With the country’s first Mixed Member Proportional (MMP) parlia-
ment shortly to become a reality, the new state services commissioner, 
D.K. Hunn, set out SSC’s overview of the key issues facing an incoming 
government.

The Government faces a threatening economic environment and within the 
context of a government response to this, the single most important issue is 
the fiscal deficit. A substantial deficit is certain for the next financial year 
unless—and probably even if tough decisions are taken by the end of this 
calendar year. But the immediate problem itself may only be a symptom of 
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the underlying pressures driving public expenditure upwards, such as an 
increasing non- wealth generating proportion of the community through 
high unemployment and an ageing population. Public expectations of what 
the state sector can be expected to achieve are not realistic in terms of the 
resources available to it.16

SSC’s brand of neoliberalism envisaged a core public service comprised of a 
number of small to medium sized departments (police, defense), supported 
by a second layer of state sector organizations providing goods and services 
from organizations legally separate from them and operating as state owned 
enterprises. Carpinter believed that a major obstacle to achieving these 
goals were public service chief executives, who might well oppose changes 
that would reduce the size or influence of their departments. As the main 
provider of community services, he argued, the state had created a belief 
that the Crown was the only appropriate provider—a particular percep-
tion in education and in health.17 The pressure for change would, however, 
become increasingly urgent as the scale of the deficit became apparent and 
the media began to influence public opinion here. Here, Carpinter noted 
that the financial markets had already demonstrated their ability to take 
flight from the New Zealand dollar.18 The only workable solution lay in 
establishing a smaller, more efficient and effective state sector, developing 
strategies in the form of corporate plans, producing accountability systems 
that monitor and rewarding departmental and individual performance. 
Hence Carpinter saw a need to recruit and retain appropriate skills, partic-
ularly in management, creating a common set of values across all layers of 
sector which concentrate on meeting needs of identified clients.19

National Comes to Power

With critics on both sides of the political divide already publicly con-
demning the apparent perpetuation of centralized decision- making, 
further devolutionary pressure was applied to the new structures. This 
became even more pronounced following the November 1990 election of a 
National government, led by Jim Bolger, pledged to free schools from what 
it saw as the excessive constraints imposed on BoTs by the previous Labour 
government. Although tensions were soon to surface between economic 
moderates and economic radicals, the new Cabinet quickly agreed on the 
necessity for substantial spending cuts. National’s minister of education, 
Lockwood Smith, was strongly committed to reducing educational expen-
diture. In his first formal speech as Minister, Smith told the Association 
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of Polytechnics Conference that he intended to foster “a new level of effi-
ciency in the administration and management of educational institutions,” 
and to “deliver more funding to meet the learning needs of students, rather 
than to fund central or regional bureaucracies.”20 While other commen-
tators on this period have noted the pressure for fiscal restraints and its 
impact on education under National, however, the bitter and extended 
battle this provoked between the MoE on one hand, and Treasury/SSC on 
the other has been largely ignored.

Pressure on the new educational structures from outside education, 
particularly from the business sector, soon made itself felt. Released in 
December 1990, some eight months after the Lough Report, the Sexton 
Report came to similar but more emphatic conclusions regarding decen-
tralization.21 Stuart Sexton was the director of the Education Unit of 
the Institute of Economic Affairs (IEA), in London, and had been a spe-
cial advisor to two secretaries of state for Education and Science in the 
Thatcher government. Sexton argued that

overall, the picture is one of good intentions by Picot for the decentralisa-
tion of school’s administration, leading to more effective management and 
more effective delivery of education. A pulling back from this intention by 
the administrators/politicians to retain a still over- centralised, bureaucratic 
system followed. One area of policy, however, which Picot inadequately 
addressed was the creation of genuine consumer choice, which would lead 
to market pressure to raise educational standards. Decentralisation to the 
schools is only half a policy; the other half is that those schools must have 
the means and the incentive to respond to consumer choice.22

In particular Sexton pointed to continuing forms of central control evi-
denced in the creation of a new Ministry of Education, a Review and 
Audit Agency, a Parent Advocacy Council, a New Zealand Qualifications 
Authority, a Teacher Registration Board. Curriculum and a centralized, 
prescriptive curriculum Moreover, “perhaps most insidious of all, the char-
ter which each school has to adopt, and which Picot foresaw each school 
working out for itself, is almost totally written for the school by central 
government.”23 As we have seen, Left- liberal critics were raising precisely 
the same issue at this time. The culprit in Sexton’s view, however, was 
not Treasury, but the former educational establishment that had surrepti-
tiously worked to undermine the reforms.24 Observing that many former 
departmental officials had got their old jobs back in the new ministry or 
its agencies, thus perpetuating entrenched bureaucratic attitudes, Sexton 
alleged that politicians had gained votes by placating the vested interests of 
teachers and educational administrators, while ignoring parents.25
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The emerging conflict between MoE and Treasury/SSC centered 
particularly on the extent of further downsizing; and specifically on the 
possible privatization of Ministry agencies such as Payroll Services and 
Learning Media. Battle lines were to further harden when in February 
1991: Carpinter outlined what he regarded as some major issues con-
fronting education in a paper intended for discussion by the Education, 
Science, and Technology Official’s Committee.26 In this paper, Carpinter 
emphasized that the Expenditure Cabinet Control Committee had noted 
the Cabinet’s call for reductions in Crown outputs, specifically direct-
ing that the Ministry of Education, in consultation with Treasury and 
SSC, review the outputs of new education agencies such as ERO, NZQA, 
Special Education Services (SES), the Early Childhood Development Unit, 
and Quest. Carpinter also reminded the committee that the objectives of 
Tomorrow’s Schools were to improve education administration by making 
self- governing and self- appraising schools the major focus, as well as reduc-
ing the size and powers of the centralized bureaucracy by more closely 
specifying its tasks. Carpinter claimed that

During the implementation phase a number of policies were watered down, 
deferred or rejected. Factors encouraging this were a relitigation of policies 
particularly by educationalists who did not agree or did not understand the 
intent of the reforms, a heavy implementation programme being complete 
within a short timeframe, and the lack of relevant skills by principals and 
trustees.27

Turning to the conclusions of the Lough Report, Carpinter conceded 
that there had been a high level of resistance to the devolution (bulk 
funding) of teacher’s salaries by both teachers and educational bureau-
crats, to the extent that the working group on funding could not reach 
agreement. Observing that the MoE was to report to the Expenditure 
Committee by February 28, 1991, he cited SSC’s conclusion that, “in 
considering all education agencies, we believe that a further downsizing 
of the Ministry provides the greatest potential for savings.”28 Carpinter 
cited a recommendation of Tomorrow’s Schools, that SES be a freestanding, 
self- administering body contracted by the ministry to provide service to 
learning institutions. In so doing Carpinter was well aware that SES had 
recently advised Cabinet that making services contestable would be too 
difficult, but he nevertheless observed that SSC, treasury, and the minister 
of education, Lockwood Smith, had all argued that SES had not substan-
tiated its own position or met the requirements of the cabinet directive. 
Neither had it advanced the government’s policy on special education.29 
Turning to the Teacher Registration Board (TRB), the agency responsible 
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for determining the conditions and requirements under which teachers 
were registered, Carpinter reiterated the government’s recent decision that 
TRB be a small board with a majority of non- teachers to avoid professional 
capture. However, the problem as Carpinter saw it was that

all the current board members and the director, with one exception, are 
practising or former teachers. The Board is seen as over- identifying with 
the professional interests of teachers and that the concerns of employers, 
taxpayers and potential teachers do not seem to figure as large.30

In early March SSC’s political chief, Minister of State Services W.F. Birch, 
reminded the Cabinet Expenditure Control Committee that Cabinet had 
agreed in August 1990 that the Ministry of Education report to Cabinet 
Expenditure Review Committee by February 28, 1991 on how it proposed 
to reduce the cost of its outputs by the target date of 1992/1993. That MoE 
was not about to meekly capitulate to these downsizing demands, however, 
is reflected in Birch’s unhappiness with its resulting report.

In response to the MoE report, Birch reiterated the Lough team’s con-
clusion that, even following the implementation of the Picot- inspired 
reforms, a high level of resources still remained with the central admin-
istration.31 His suspicion that the ministry was dragging the chain over 
implementing reduced expenditure targets was illustrated a few days later 
in a memo to the minister of finance, Ruth Richardson. In the memo, 
Birch warned that SSC was

concerned that the Ministry is offering very limited immediate savings 
indeed and still has very few firm proposals for substantial downsizing. 
It is still talking vaguely about “flexible staffing structures” which will be 
achieved (by 30 June 1993) by regular internal audits, rather than indi-
cating exactly when and how it will change the amount and content of 
outputs in which large numbers of staff are involved. In particular in the 
Operations area, as the Minister of Education has asked for. It will be most 
unlikely that the Minister of Education will achieve his target of a reduc-
tion of $25 million across all central Government Education agencies if the 
Ministry is not one of the major contributors.32

Birch and SSC were particularly critical of the Ministry’s lack of clarity 
regarding the future options for both the Payroll Service and Learning Media 
as stand- alone commercial activities.33 Hence, they felt, that the Ministry 
was “offering only vague and long- term staffing reductions and very limited 
concrete and immediate reductions in the costs and outputs of the Ministry.” 
Accordingly, it should be directed to “reduce staff to 400 by 30 June 1992 or 
reduce the costs of outputs by 50 per cent by 31 December 1992.”34



Only Half a Policy 151

In March, however, MoE responded more emphatically to its critics by 
presenting the draft report of its review team. Chaired by the Ministry’s 
Group Manager: Operations, Catherine Gibson, the report firmly rejected 
the option of selling Learning Media on the grounds that it placed the 
interests of users in jeopardy with regard to accountability, product qual-
ity and reliability of supply as well as being unresponsive to government 
priorities. Its preferred option was not privatization, but to make Learning 
Media a Crown Agency.35

The National government, however, remained steadfastly unsym-
pathetic to these arguments. On March 12 a meeting of the Cabinet 
Expenditure Control Committee took place. Those present included a 
formidable line- up of senior National MPs including Doug Kidd, Bill 
Birch, Ruth Richardson, Jenny Shipley, Warren Cooper, John Luxton 
and Lockwood Smith, together with officials from the Prime Minister’s 
Department, Treasury, SSC and Education. The committee began by cas-
tigating the MoE for considerably exceeding previously agreed figures for 
teacher’s salaries and relief teachers, complaining that “over- spending of 
this nature severely compromises the government’s fiscal management.”36 
The committee agreed that Ministry should hire consultants to develop 
management and financial information systems leading to improved 
forecasting and control. The consultants were to report to the Officials 
Committee, which would determine the ministry’s new terms of reference. 
SSC negotiators would attempt to ensure that the forthcoming teacher’s 
wage round would produce net savings, meaning that zero or minimum 
wage adjustments were desirable, with tradeoffs in employment.37

A document to this effect sent to the Ministry on March 15 reiter-
ated that the Lough committee had recommended that MoE’s outputs be 
reduced over a two- to- three- year period from April 1990. It was pointed out 
that the Ministry’s previous report detailing how it was planning to reduce 
the cost of outputs had attracted expressions of concern by Treasury, SSC, 
and Manatu Māori; that MoE estimates in 1990/91 were already $68 mil-
lion over- budget in addition to the further expenditure increases already 
noted.38 By 20 March SSC had formally rejected all three of MoE’s pre-
ferred options for Learning Media, asserting that “the only logical option” 
was to sell the agency as a going concern.39

That the intensity of the struggle was taking a toll on those most 
involved in the difficult face- to- face negotiations that now followed is 
clearly revealed in the terse memos exchanged between Treasury, SSC, 
Social Policy, and MoE officials during March 1991. At one point David 
Tripp claimed to have run into a pretty heated John Gill about the revised 
set of ministry outputs, grumbling that the process which was to lead to 
a revised set of outputs was frustrated by “John’s ‘republican guard’ in 
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financial management accounts—the people who are used to bucket fund-
ing. There is no involvement by any corporate planning types.” Clearly 
upset by what he regarded as MoE recalcitrance, Tripp believed that it was 
going to be “a long and hard road, given John’s attitude.”40 For his part 
Gill felt that the Treasury officials were going far beyond their brief. He 
pointedly emphasized that “it is important that we establish the ground 
rules. If the end of the line is that you formally direct me to follow your 
instructions, as you have done with the POBOCs for Tomorrow’s Schools, 
then please say so.”41 In response to this memo Treasury officials denied 
that Treasury was formally directing MoE to undertake a particular cut 
in its outputs, Greig quipping “Well, it is indeed a cheery note from our 
friend John.”42 Nevertheless, Gill’s was a courageous stand.

Once again the irony is that, apparently unaware of the battle then 
raging between the various state agencies over the pace of devolution, the 
Lauder Report prepared by Professor Hugh Lauder of Victoria University’s 
Education Faculty, was advancing similar conclusions to that of Treasury 
and SSC regarding the continuing power still accruing to the central edu-
cation bureaucracy, with the culprits in this case being Treasury, SSC and 
the National government.43 In this report, commissioned by the Education 
Sector Standing Committee of the New Zealand Council of Trade Unions, 
Lauder began by arguing that although the market- led tendencies in the 
reforms had originally been balanced by the Labour government’s insis-
tence that policies of equal opportunity should play an important role, the 
election of National in 1990 had seen the process of mercerization advanc-
ing rapidly.44 Lauder alleged that the pretext of economic crisis was used to 
reshape education according to market principles and privatization, and to 
cut educational expenditure. Although the original Picot- inspired reforms 
were substantial enough, a second wave of reform introduced under 
National saw thirteen separate reviews of education. Citing the work of 
several contemporary educational policy researchers, Lauder concluded 
that “the setting up of review committees without representation from 
teachers, or boards of trustees or councils, gives credence to the view that 
an intention of the reforms was to decentralize responsibility while power 
remained at the centre.”45

The view embraced by Left- liberal critics who held the Picot reforms 
to be a cynical camouflage for established vested interests was also being 
promoted by neoliberal critics outside of immediate government circles. 
The book, Upgrading New Zealand’s Competitive Advantage, published 
in March 1991, was a near contemporary of the Lauder Report. Led by 
Harvard Business School Head, Professor Michael Porter, the Porter pro-
ject was a neoliberal initiative that attempted to take “a deep and fun-
damental look at the New Zealand economy and the history, national 



Only Half a Policy 153

attitudes and institutions that have shaped it.”46 The authors argued that 
the country’s once- high living standards had faltered because industry 
had failed to broaden and upgrade its competitive advantage to cope with 
increasing international competition. The root cause lay in outdated gov-
ernment policies of protectionism and continuing attempts to maintain a 
social welfare system that prioritized wealth redistribution at the expense 
of innovation and skills development. Accordingly:

The New Zealand education system has placed a higher priority on the 
transmission of societal values and academic training rather than on pro-
viding economically useful skills. The resulting skill base makes it difficult 
for us to develop higher- order competitive advantages and reinforces a focus 
on price competition in industry.47

It followed that the educational solution lay in expanding the notion 
of education to include economic as well as social and academic goals. 
These included developing appropriate standards that evaluated and 
motivated performance at the individual, institutional, and systemic 
level; teaching the skills necessary for youth to become productive 
members of society in an increasingly competitive world with increased 
focus on mathematics, technological subjects, and languages; and 
improving interactions with industry through curriculum development, 
internships, and joint research. In this way the education system as a 
whole and secondary schools in particular would be realigned to meet 
the needs of industry.48

Given the prevailing mood within Cabinet, it is hardly surprising that 
these recommendations were to have an immediate political impact. Within 
weeks of the Porter Project’s conclusions being published, Lockwood Smith 
was noting the educational solutions it advanced with particular approval. 
In a draft thirty- seven- page document entitled “A Strategy for Investment 
in Education and Training,” presented to the Cabinet Strategy Committee, 
the Minister concluded that “While investment in education and training is 
properly for social as well as economic reasons, the balance has swung too far 
in favour of non- economic objectives, and this imbalance threatens our abil-
ity to achieve both our economic and social objectives.”49 Smith went on to 
cite the Project’s conclusion that New Zealand’s education system tended to 
focus on social objectives rather than subjects with direct economic value such 
as sciences, engineering, mathematics and management. Consequently, the 
school curriculum at all levels displayed little regard for skill bases that would 
be critical to success in an increasingly technological world. Participation and 
performance in such areas as mathematics and science was poor, compared 
to other advanced nations.50 All this could be attributed to the fact that “Our 
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education system has a distinct academic and theoretical basis,” hence

what is wanted is a major shift in the orientation of education towards the 
flexibility and adaptability of educational institutions. Restructuring is 
already in progress and more is to come. The necessary changes are sub-
stantial and, as we have seen already with bulk funding in schools, will be 
strongly resisted by at least some of those with a vested interest in the status 
quo. Restructuring must not involve a rejection of social and cultural values 
and their place in the curriculum: these must be retained. What is required 
is a significant reorientation of emphasis to give at least equal weight to 
New Zealand’s economic requirements.51

Smith’s views confirm the suspicions of both Left- liberals and neoliberals 
that, although the Picot- inspired reforms did not directly address curriculum 
or assessment issues at any level of compulsory schooling, they nevertheless 
provided a political context for more frequent and direct government inter-
vention in the name of “the national interest.” Indeed, a key outcome of the 
administrative changes initiated by Picot Report and Tomorrows’ Schools was 
a simplified structure of administration that enabled the forging of much 
tighter links between policymakers and schools. Over a century before, dur-
ing the debate over the introduction of New Zealand’s first national system 
of education in 1877, some MPs had warned prophetically that the introduc-
tion of a two- tiered system would ultimately mean that there was no cushion 
between individual schools and the priorities set by governments. Outlining 
the achievements of educational reforms since 1989, a 1993 MoE document 
merely confirmed the truth of this prediction, asserting that the reforms had 
brought about “a clear policy framework for developing and implementing 
the national curriculum and local school programmes.” According to the 
Ministry, the reforms had also encouraged more rapid development of cur-
riculum statements; brought additional funding for curriculum implementa-
tion; enhanced provision for Māori in through the development of curriculum 
statements and supporting documents in the Māori language; increased local 
community participation, delivered more flexibility and autonomy for schools 
to determine their own curriculum needs, produced an increasing number of 
curriculum development programs for principals and teachers; and stimu-
lated the production of learning resources to support the curriculum.

Both neoliberal and Left- liberal goals were thus to be represented. 
Indeed, curriculum and assessment initiatives, post- 1989 display a decidedly 
mixed ideological parentage. The release of the New Zealand Curriculum 
Framework in 1993, for instance, reflected the contemporary neoliberal 
ideals of Treasury, SSC, and the Porter project in its assertion that

New Zealand today faces many significant challenges. If we wish to pro-
gress as a nation, and to enjoy a healthy prosperity in today’s and  tomorrow’s 
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competitive world economy, our education system must adapt to meet these 
challenges. We need a leaning environment which enables all out children 
to attain high standards and develop appropriate personal qualities. As we 
move towards the twenty- first century, with all the rapid technological 
change which is taking place, we need a work- force which is increasingly 
highly skilled and adaptable, and which has an international and multicul-
tural perspective.52

These goals accorded well with the government’s educational blueprint, 
Policy ‘93. In this document, Smith made it clear that education was “the 
bridge that links the government’s economic and social goals, and that it 
has the potential to sustain and accelerate economic growth.”53 As Lee 
and Hill have emphasized, however, core curricula can only shift from 
rhetoric to reality when they gain firm support from students, teachers, 
parents, and employers.54 The shift toward emphasizing economic goals 
exemplified in the draft curriculum framework document, for instance, 
encountered considerable resistance from teachers and many parents, indi-
cating that such support was by no means assured. Submissions critical of 
the draft complained of an undue emphasis on competition and market 
pressures, a somewhat narrow view of skills development, a perceived shift 
toward greater conformity, a tokenistic approach to Māori values, a failure 
to explicitly address equity issues, and a neglect of learners with special 
needs.55

While the pendulum had swung strongly toward economic impera-
tives in the curriculum, however, it had by no means swung as decisively 
as some critics assumed. The final NZCF document also encapsulated 
the historical assaults on the traditional secondary school curriculum 
trends over the previous forty years as epitomized in the conclusions of the 
numerous curriculum documents since the Thomas Report. The NZCF 
acknowledged the influence of the comprehensive reviews of curriculum 
and assessment:

The reviews sought a more equitable curriculum, particularly for those 
who were found to be disadvantaged by the existing system, such as 
girls. Māori students, Pacific Islands students and students with differ-
ent abilities and disabilities. The reviews acknowledged the significance 
of the Treaty of Waitangi and its implications for New Zealand society, 
according particular values to teo reo and nga Tikanga Māori, They 
recommended an increased emphasis on culture and heritage, to ref lect 
a growing awareness of New Zealand society and its multicultural com-
position. Outlining changes in New Zealand’s economy and society, 
the NZCF pointed to demographic changes, the emergence of cultural 
and gender issues, the increase in women’s participation in the labour 
market.56
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Subsequent documents such as the 1994 draft social studies curriculum 
statement were to awkwardly balance bicultural, social meliorist and social 
constructivist aims with the National government’s emphasis on competi-
tion and skills- development.57

New assessment procedures displayed a similarly mixed ideological her-
itage. Clearly evident was a swing toward a greater recognition of national 
economic priorities in a rapidly changing global economy, a continuing 
trend that traced its origins in back to the crises of the late 1970s. Evident 
too was the generic influence of repeated critiques of secondary school 
methods of assessment since Phoebe Meikle’s time. In November 1992, 
NZQA released National Qualifications Framework. Learning to Learn, 
an introductory booklet to the new Framework. This drew heavily on 
a diverse body of criticism that had characterized so much of the long-
 standing debate over postwar secondary education, culminating in the 
many submissions to Marshall’s Committee of Inquiry into Curriculum, 
Assessment, and Qualifications in Forms 1–7. Under the heading, “Why the 
present system needs changing,” it was argued that technological advances 
and changing economic conditions meant that the modern worker would 
have to change direction many times in his/her working life.

To some extent this was simply a contemporary restatement of the whole 
drive for more relevance in the secondary school curriculum that had found 
early expression in PPTA booklets such as Curriculum in Change some 
twenty years before. Postwar criticism of secondary school curriculum 
rigidities were clearly evident in Curriculum in Change’s view that it was 
a tragedy that so many New Zealanders had given up on qualifications, 
“discouraged by a system with too many barriers—a system which has 
effectively determined winners and losers”.58 However, the booklet’s claim 
that successful industries and enterprises needed multi- skilled, adaptable 
workers was not too dissimilar to the much later Porter project’s educa-
tional ideal of an education system responsive primarily to the needs of 
the economy.

At the end of National’s second term, with a general election loom-
ing, the government released a White Paper evocatively entitled, The 
National Qualifications Framework of the Future. In his foreword to this 
document the minister of tertiary education, Max Bradford, both summed 
up National’s hopes for a seamless education system, while epitomizing 
once again its mixed ideological parentage. Bradford argued that the 
new broader qualifications framework that had been introduced by the 
government was “essential for New Zealand’s bright future.” A key chal-
lenge facing the education system was to ensure that the qualifications 
were up to date and relevant. For this reason, recent reforms to qualifica-
tions policy, including the establishment of NZQA, had been designed to 
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make qualifications more transparent and explicit about what people had 
learned. The reforms were also designed to involve industry much more 
closely in the development of qualifications. There was, moreover, a need 
to establish a broader range of subjects and pathways desired by the con-
siderably more diverse student body that was the direct result of sharply 
increased participation in senior secondary education. Finally, there was 
the challenge of new subjects such as computer science, which could not 
be easily structured into the existing system of assessment.59

As we have seen, these ideals had much in common with those that had 
been advanced both the department of education and by PPTA for many 
years. National’s vision of education, however, was to be summed up in 
Education for the 21st Century, a draft of which was released in July 1993 
followed by the definitive document in 1994. In his foreword, Smith stated 
that it was intended to furnish a strategic plan that reflected his confidence 
that “a consensus has been achieved on what we need for out education 
system as we approach the twenty-  first century.”60

Curriculum and assessment were not the only areas in which National 
sought to significantly alter both the aims and content of secondary edu-
cation. Throughout 1991 pressure had grown for a further strengthening 
of the devolved system through the encouragement of total bulk funding 
rather than the two- component bulk grant outlined in Tomorrow’s Schools. 
In early 1991, an unpublished SSC paper recorded that the government 
had two objectives that were not necessarily compatible with one another: 
to implement bulk funding successfully at minimum cost, and to make 
savings within Vote Education. SSC conceded that the government also 
had to consider current resistance to bulk funding that, in its view, had 
been exacerbated by union campaigning. Noting that SSC had previously 
supported compulsion on the grounds of least risk, the paper noted that 
voluntary “opting- in” aimed to prove bulk funding could work and might 
break down resistance within schools but added the caution that it might 
then be difficult to make it compulsory as a next step.61

Birch and SSC had been particularly concerned by the results of a sur-
vey by NZCER researcher, Cathy Wylie, suggesting that a high propor-
tion of BoT members felt overworked and overwhelmed, though she had 
observed that the problems seemed less evident in secondary schools which 
had traditionally operated with boards of governors. Moreover in late 1990 
the New Zealand School Trustees Association (NZSTA) had instigated a 
survey of rural schools that was carried out by a special review team set up 
within the Ministry of Education in early 1991. Described as “the most 
comprehensive recent commentary on rural education in New Zealand” 
the resulting report edited by Colleen Pilgrim, the Director of the School 
Trustee’s Association (STD) claimed to present “a uniquely lay and parent 
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perspective.”62 Although broadly supportive of the goals enunciated by the 
Picot Report and Tomorrows’ Schools, it also concurred with Wylie’s con-
clusions about the specific problems faced by rural schools.

In response to these findings, SSC’s three regional assistant commis-
sioners in Wellington, Auckland and Christchurch carried out a rapid sur-
vey of a cross- section of schools in their areas, resolving to go “directly 
to trustees, rather than relying on hearsay or filtered reports for their 
information.”63 Although they noted particular problems in rural schools, 
a need for better BoT management skills, and the frustrations schools 
experienced in the continual paper war with often conflicting authorities, 
they nevertheless concluded that schools “were pretty flush with money,” 
that “everyone is positive on Tomorrow’s Schools and while there are frustra-
tions, none would go back to the previous system.”64

Lockwood Smith, however, appears to have become firmly convinced 
that the emerging bulk funding controversy was not only central to the 
success of his own tenure as Minister, but would also be “make- or-  break,” 
for the future of the whole Tomorrows’ Schools initiative. To STA president, 
Graye Shattky, Smith expressed his concern that if the process of self man-
aging schools now came to a halt now, “we will be left in mid- stream.”65 His 
strategy, therefore, was one of better resource management of resources, 
coupled with more power for both parents and BoTs; aims with which 
Shattky was in accord. Shattky felt, however, that there was no use trying 
to debunk the statistics about support for bulk funding. Rather, there was 
a need to look at strategies designed to educate BoTs in their task. Like 
Smith, Shattky was convinced that “if bulk funding fails, the whole sys-
tem fails.”66 Smith was feeling the political pressure. Given Shattky’s plea 
to him for support (“we need to see you arming us”), the Minister hoped 
to get an Education Reform Bill in front of a Select Committee over the 
next two weeks, with everything to be completed by June 30. To Shattky, 
he intimated that he was developing national education guidelines because 
he wanted charters to be ore focused on standards—hence he intended 
changing the law to require ERO to review against national guidelines. 
The informal meeting concluded with a resolution to work together.67

Implementing these goals, however, was to prove increasingly dif-
ficult. In opposition, Labour had been joined by the breakaway party, 
New Labour. Both inside and outside House New Labour MPs, led by 
the member for Sydenham, Jim Anderton, were increasingly vocal in their 
denunciation of what the party regarded as blatant Treasury interference 
in education policy. They had plenty of ammunition. In April, Smith 
released the draft of an Education Amendment Bill permitting second-
ary schools to abolish existing zoning restrictions. Where overcrowding 
occurred, secondary schools would be able to devise their own enrolment 
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schemes. The bill also removed the requirement for Community Education 
Forums that Tomorrows’ Schools had envisaged as “the official voice of the 
community on educational matters.”68 The removal of zoning restrictions 
in particular, proved controversial. Just two years later the 1993 ECD 
report, School: A Matter of Choice, recommended interventions to create 
choices for groups who were currently educationally underserved, a fur-
ther diversification in the range of educational suppliers, and increased 
choice options. Responding to these recommendations in September 1994, 
Labour’s Margaret Austin pressed the Minister to “concede that removal 
of the right of access to the neighborhood school in 1991 has resulted in 
blatant selection of some students, and not choice for the parents, to the 
extent that some schools are now behaving as Government- funded private 
schools.”69

Most controversial of all, was an exclusive front- page article in the 
major Wellington daily, the Evening Post, which claimed sensationally 
that Treasury had submitted a confidential paper to the government advo-
cating that schools be sold, lock, stock and barrel, to BoTs.70 Although 
Treasury was quick to publicly deny the claim,71 the damage had been 
done. Anderton was particularly concerned at what he regarded as “the 
harebrained policy advice provided to government by Treasury zealots.” 
In a scathing press release he hinted at future plans to privatize schools 
and transfer ownership to BoTs which would give trustees “the power to 
sell the property and go for a long holiday in the South of France, to turn 
the school buildings into a casino and train the pupils to spin the roulette 
wheel as part of their maths training, or to go bankrupt.”72 Although this 
release does not appear to have appeared in its entirety in the national 
press, a subsequent Evening Post editorial condemned the “harebrained 
idea” that BoTs should have ownership of schools transferred to them as “a 
signal” of current thinking that the state only had a minimal involvement 
in societal responsibilities.73

The direct impact on the public of the war of words being conducted 
through the media is uncertain. SSC claimed to be “pleasantly surprised at 
the level of support for bulk funding and the self managing school among 
the secondary principals we have spoken to recently.” However, SSC con-
ceded that the opt- in rate for bulk funding could be quite modest, with 
few, if any, primary schools likely to opt in, even though although a “rea-
sonable number” of secondary schools might.74 Moreover, it was concerned 
that the government was fiscally vulnerable by currently giving BoTs 
“employer- power” without being responsible for the decisions they might 
make. SSC was also increasingly doubtful about the viability of voluntary 
bulk funding, which would not in its view resolve the wider question of 
controlling expenditure on teacher’s salaries.75
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The Education Reform Bill was not to have its second and crucial read-
ing until December. It stopped short of making bulk funding compul-
sory. Smith was later to claim that, “the teachers’ unions had found it 
unacceptable and we turned that legislation round and made it that it was 
not enforced nationwide.”76 Despite the volte- face, Smith stated in moving 
for the Bill’s acceptance that it gave effect to key government education 
policies outlined in the government’s election manifesto. These included 
greater freedom from the compulsory charter framework, and the relax-
ations of current restrictions on the size and composition of BoTs to allow 
for the nomination of individuals who were not parents of students attend-
ing the school:

I guess one could say that it restores to education the vision of the Picot task 
force, because many people felt that there was much good sense in what the 
Picot task force proposed for the New Zealand school system. Many peo-
ple feel that when the previous Government implemented its Tomorrows’ 
Schools’ reforms that grew out of the Picot task force proposals much of the 
vision, the flexibility and the freedom proposed by the Picot task force was 
lost. It was trampled under the previous Government’s social agenda.

The Bill restores to our school system that freedom of vision; that vision 
to enable our schools to be responsive to their communities, to be flexible, 
and to respond to a world that is ever- changing, increasingly rapidly—it is 
nothing imposed on them by a Government, but the reality of the modern 
world is that it is rapidly changing. The rate of that change is increasing and 
schools must have the flexibility not only to respond to that change but to 
use change to benefit their students.77

Accordingly, the new legislation proposed substantial changes to existing 
education guidelines as laid down in compulsory school charters. Given 
that schools were “mostly about learning,” it was of particular concern 
to National that the equity principles centering on equal educational 
opportunity and the Treaty of Waitangi accounted for three out of four 
of the compulsory charter framework’s guiding principles, leaving only 
one guiding principle headed “curriculum.” Hence, new national educa-
tion guidelines were to focus on achievement goals—skills, understand-
ing and knowledge relevant for “the modern world.” They would include 
national curriculum statements with clear essential learning areas, skills 
and objectives, together with new requirements for schools to report on 
student progress.78 In addition, the school leaving age was to be raised to 
16, given “the ‘high tech’ and competitive world in which people’s skills 
and education (were) critical to their ability to compete.” Smith sought to 
reassure potential critics, however, that the government was not imposing 
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provisions on schools as “schools will not have to change one word in their 
charters if they do not want to do so.”79

During the Education Reform Bill’s second reading, Smith also revealed 
that the government was developing a new training opportunities program 
together with a National Certificate qualification based on units of learn-
ing which provided opportunities for students “disillusioned with the tra-
ditional school fare.” The new qualification would span both the senior 
secondary school years and the polytechnics, permitting students to take 
units of learning that were of interest to them.80

Not surprisingly, despite Smith’s reassurances, Labour Opposition 
members saw the bill as little more than a blatant attempt to over- ride 
the intent of Tomorrow’s Schools’ democratic provisions and equity safe-
guards. Margaret Austin, Labour’s educational spokesperson pointed to 
the final removal of requirements for the minimum staffing of schools—
“part of the combined State Services Commission and Treasury agenda.” 
The Minister, she claimed, was desperate to introduce bulk funding by 
offering inducements to schools to join the scheme. Hence, “the bill was 
ideologically driven.”

The changes made to the constitution of boards of trustees . . . mark a real 
shift in the balance away from parents having the prime responsibility for 
decision- making. The weight of the submissions presented to the select 
committee stressed over and over again the importance of parent repre-
sentation on boards. Ministry officials warned against providing organisa-
tions independent of parents with placers on boards, stating that it was in 
conflict with Tomorrow’s Schools and, indeed, the Government’s own pol-
icies.81 Moreover, the Minister had failed to acknowledge that when that 
provision is combined with allowing anyone to be nominated for a position 
on the board—even of he or she is elected only by parents—it is clear that 
the whole balance of power is shifted away from parents, and Tomorrows’ 
Schools is eroded significantly. All of those non- parents will have the same 
status as parents. They will not only make decisions but will also have the 
ability to co- opt other people to the board.82

The Reforms Cemented

By this point it was evident that any government- imposed changes to exist-
ing educational structures ran the risk of Opposition parties invoking the 
spirit of Picot. The general election in November 1999 saw Labour sweep 
back into power. It was noteworthy that, like National before them, they 
did not seek to overturn the educational reforms. Indeed, they continued 
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and even accelerated the extent of direct government involvement in curric-
ulum, assessment and the maintenance of academic standards. Once again 
this was justified in terms of the national interest within the context of a 
global economy, but now with a greater emphasis on equity issues, includ-
ing Treaty of Waitangi obligations than had been evident under National. 
While in Opposition, Labour had also criticized the government’s failure 
to raise academic standards in key subjects. In May 1999 for instance, 
Labour’s spokesperson for Education, Trevor Mallard, highlighted the 
lack of progress in the performance of year 5 and 9 pupils evidenced in 
the preliminary trend results of the repeat third international mathemat-
ics and science study carried out in 1998.83 Hence it was not surprising 
that as Labour’s first Minister of Education, Mallard firmly rejected what 
he called “bulk funding and ‘cherry picking’—the failed policies of the 
1990s,” in favor of a comprehensive strategy that included literacy leader-
ship for principals, whole school professional development, new assessment 
tools for teachers, and the production of enhanced learning materials.84 
In 2000, Labour introduced a large scale numeracy professional devel-
opment project which by 2006 was to involve more than 1600 schools. 
Teachers were to be given new diagnostic assessment tools such as asTTle 
(Assessment Tools for Teaching and Learning), claimed by Mallard’s suc-
cessor to the education portfolio, Steve Maharey, to be an approach that 
ensured that “teachers, parents, and students understand where students 
went wrong and how to improve their performance.” Thus the focus was 
to be “on achieving the full potential of a student rather than on centrally 
imposed minimal standards.”85 Additional measures designed to lift the 
performance of Māori students such as Te Kotahitanga were introduced 
from 2003.

In its first term of office Labour also introduced a National Certificate 
of Educational Achievement (NCEA). This built on the assessment 
reforms mooted under National in addition, it may be recalled, to reflect-
ing the tenor of many submissions to the 1984 Committee of Inquiry into 
Curriculum, Assessment, and Qualifications in Forms 5–7. Accordingly 
in 2002 NCEA level 1 replaced the existing School Certificate level, with 
level 2 and 3 following in 2003 and 2004 respectively. NCEA also reflected 
the previous decade of curriculum reform in that it aimed to provide a 
bridge between school, workplace, and so- called lifelong learning, for long 
a common goal of teacher, employer and business organizations seeking 
reforms to the existing secondary school assessment regime. Credits gained 
from NCEA and its battery of assessments at successive levels across every 
subject during any given year of a student’s secondary education program 
could be transferred through to many of the other 800 or so qualifications 
within the National Qualifications Framework.86
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An information sheet aimed at secondary school students and parents 
embarking on NZCEA for the first time observed that the “Record of 
Learning” supplied to each student would show students, parents, teach-
ers and employers how well individuals performed in each of the separate 
skills and knowledge in every course undertaken. Hence, the document 
claimed that “when your NCEA results arrive, you’ll see a full picture of 
your achievement.”

Ever wondered why your teacher gives you 8 out of 10 for a piece of writing? 
Or what 74% meant in School Certificate? Often those marks are about 
rankings—how your work compared with others. And a mark of 74% 
didn’t show which bits of a subject you were good at. Even if you got 36% 
for School Certificate you were probably good at something but you got no 
credit for it. No one knew what your strengths were.87

Once again, behind this informational document lay the historical assess-
ment concerns of both educators and employers over the previous fifty 
years. Likewise, the introduction of NCEA was to stir a public debate 
all too familiar to historians of New Zealand secondary education. In 
February 2005 it was revealed that the 2004 NCEA scholarship level 
examination results showed huge discrepancies between subjects. To give 
one example, just nine out of 1000 biology scholarship candidates passed, 
compared with 300 out of 900 English examination students. As had so 
often happened in the past, this revelation prompted a barrage of criticism 
from press and public. A typical reaction came from the Dominion Post, 
which argued that some might well see accountability for the debacle end-
ing jointly with both Mallard and NZQA’s then- chief executive, Karen 
Van Rooyen.88 Despite considerable political pressure, however, the gov-
ernment, although welcoming a proposed SSC review into the situation, 
was quick to scotch any suggestion that NCEA would be abolished as a 
result. The Dominion Post cited Associate Minister of Education, David 
Benson- Pope’s rejoinder that, “there ain’t any alternative and we’re not 
looking at any alternative . . . end of conversation.”89 A feature article in 
the same issue of the newspaper observed that far from wanting to scrap 
NCEA, PPTA wanted more funding and resources to implement the sys-
tem properly, while mentioning the fears of some employers that NCEA 
might “dumb down” the secondary school system.90

Ironically, although some commentators continue to critique NCEA as 
the product of the same neoliberal ideology that is claimed to have origi-
nally driven the Picot Report and Tomorrows’ Schools and others denounce 
the qualification as encouraging mediocrity, NCEA seems to still enjoy 
continuing support from many secondary school teachers. A commentator 
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in the Otago Daily Times, for instance, observed that it was noticeable 
that the great majority of secondary school teachers were not “. . . rising up 
against NCEA.”

Why not? Because most of us can see that, while not perfect, it is a big step 
forward from the muddle of school certificate, sixth form certificate, bur-
sary and scholarship awards it replaces. Pupils today find it hard to believe 
that not so long ago, those who sat their end- of- year examinations had their 
actual marks scaled to ensure half of them failed. They scoff at the idea that 
we used to assess practical skills, such as public speaking, not by grading 
an actual speech but by sending pupils into an examination to write about 
a speech they may or may not have actually given. It was also ludicrous 
that, in some subject, a few schools, which had been part of an internal 
assessment trial for school certificate in the past, were allowed to carry on 
internally assessing their pupil’s work, but all other schools had to use the 
examination. Many pupils were unable to motivate and organise themselves 
to work towards a goal which they saw as distant, and tried to fit a year’s 
work into the final few weeks of cramming. Others got to the end of the 
year and realised, too late, so didn’t bother trying.91

This verdict aptly sums up many of the concerns about the former School 
Certificate- University Entrance- Bursary system that had been articu-
lated by many educators throughout the postwar era, including those of 
Meikle, the PPTA, and numerous academic critics. Thus, in many ways 
the whole NCEA debate continues to illustrate both long- standing and 
ongoing issues over secondary school level assessment, while encapsulating 
the essential ambiguity of the nation’s reaction to the legacy of the wider 
educational reforms initiated by the Picot Report.



Conclusion

A Real Say or a National Morality 
Play? The Road to Radical 

Reform in Retrospect

In February 1990, some nine months prior to a general election that saw 
National sweep into power, Elizabeth Tennet, the Labour member for Island 
Bay, sought to justify the wave of radical educational reforms ushered in 
by the Picot Report and Tomorrow’s Schools. The biggest problem, Tennet 
maintained, had been the economy, exacerbated by many failed attempts 
to insulate New Zealand from events elsewhere in the world. While other 
countries had reskilled, emphasizing education and skills training, New 
Zealand had done nothing. The result was that during the previous thirty 
years the nation’s standard of living had dropped from third to seventeenth 
in the OECD.1 Before 1984, she claimed, New Zealand had falsely prided 
itself on having a well- educated work force, even though participation in 
skills retraining by young people over fifteen had remained one of the low-
est in the Western World. Fortunately, however

the Tomorrow’s Schools reforms have now given parents a real say in their 
children’s education. The administrative problems and fears about fund-
ing the implementation have unfortunately clouded the reforms. However, 
the importance of decentralisation should not be downplayed. Parents will 
now demand better education from schools, and they will demand educa-
tion for their children that promotes job prospects, and a balanced social 
individual.2

Some nine years later however, the Massey University College of Education 
Policy Response Group’s unofficial briefing paper for the APEC Summit 
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concluded that the purpose of the Tomorrow’s Schools reforms had proved 
“frustratingly difficult to identify.” Worse, there was

scant evidence of any tangible improvements to teaching and learning as a 
result of site- based management. Despite a decade of market liberal reforms, 
continual classroom change and constantly shifting central government 
priorities there is little evidence of success . . . a feature of the reforms has 
been a demand for clearly specified objectives, objective measurements of 
results and strict accountability. In these terms the zealous reformers of the 
1990s have failed to measure up to their own professed standards.3

The Evidence for Success

These two widely differing assessments of the success of the reforms and 
their underlying motives once again highlight the persistence of polarized 
views on their impact. Even today there is little agreement over exactly 
what was achieved, whether the overall impact has been beneficial or not, 
or even what might count as success. Reform supporters, such as Tenet, 
have argued that increased parental involvement in schools in itself consti-
tutes evidence that the reforms have not only been successful in their aim, 
but have also struck a responsive chord in the wider New Zealand soci-
ety. Although there has been no corresponding data for secondary schools, 
Cathy Wylie’s annual surveys of the impact of Tomorrows’ Schools on pri-
mary and intermediate schools provide some indicative information on 
BoTs. Some four years after implementation, Wylie concluded that while 
the workload of principals, teachers, and BoTs had soared, “both volun-
teers and professionals have (largely) worked together in harmony rather 
than conflict.”4 Moreover, the oft- expressed fear that trustees would “patrol 
classrooms and curriculum with rigid and outdated beliefs of what should 
be taught, and how” had not been borne out.5 Rather, schools seemed gen-
erally to be more aware of their relationship with parents. She observed, 
however, that some parents were becoming more selective with regard to 
school choice, while some schools were more selective in taking students. 
The surveys Wylie conducted also revealed that existing resource gaps 
between schools appeared to be widening rather than closing.6 The best 
resourced schools tended to be in middle- class areas with a high propor-
tion of European students while the least resourced schools tended to be 
in working class areas with significant Māori rolls. This, Wylie concluded, 
was a serious issue given that one of the aims of the reforms had been to 
overcome existing disparities.
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Further evidence that educational disparities have remained a problem 
despite the reforms appeared to be confirmed by a series of brief reports in 
the New Zealand Herald. Largely on the basis of interviews with a number 
of academics, principals, and teachers, the reports critically examined how 
well the system had fared after ten years of Tomorrow’s Schools.7 The find-
ings were presented as a report card under eight headings: zoning, market-
ing, Māori, principals, trustees, ERO, Funding, and standards. Pointing 
out that parental choice had not happened for all, the report observed that 
the best schools selected students they wished to admit. The most suc-
cessful schools tended to market heavily, but advertising was seen to cut 
into limited funds, with many teachers resenting both the time and cost 
involved in marketing. Māori were still disadvantaged, with some 40 per-
cent of Māori leaving school with no formal qualifications in addition 
to featuring disproportionately in suspensions/expulsions. School princi-
pals were now working longer hours and reported spending more time on 
administration than on leadership. Disadvantaged schools tended to have 
disadvantaged BoTs. The reforms had widened the gap between rich and 
poor schools, with many local communities digging deeper into their own 
resources to provide support for schools.8 The report was not all bad news, 
however. It was concluded that most parents seemed happy with the new 
system. Citing a recent Herald- Digipoll survey of 400 parents, the report 
claimed that 85 percent of those with children currently at school were 
satisfied with their schooling, while those whose children had recently left 
school were even more satisfied (88.5%).9

Overall, the report revealed the existence of a sharp gap between par-
ents and educational professionals regarding the efficacy of the reforms. 
Returning to the original question of whether the reforms had delivered 
on what they promised—particularly as regards choice, power and equity, 
the Herald concluded that “in the first two areas particularly, there have 
been improvements but there are also failures which signpost the chal-
lenges ahead.” Asked to indicate what these challenges might be, Rangitoto 
College principal Allan Peachey stated that he would like to see success-
ful schools given greater autonomy, and for the state to provide different 
models of management and leadership “for those communities that need 
intensive work to improve their schools.” Asked the same question, Brian 
Picot conceded that were he to have his time over again, “he would give 
greater emphasis to the need for administrative assistance for schools and 
the advantages of small schools clustering together.”10

The Herald’s verdict on the reforms after a decade of operation then, 
seemed to be both confirming some of the best hopes of supporters and 
some of the worst fears of critics. In an article for the Dominion Post mark-
ing the twentieth anniversary of the reforms, Wylie again turned her 
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attention to the question of how well parents were managing their respon-
sibilities as BoT members. Conceding that there had been little research 
into exactly how BoTs contributed to the performance of their schools, she 
suggested that at least, “sitting round a board table gives school profes-
sionals and members of their community the chance to learn from each 
other, and to forge links and shared values that might be harder to build 
otherwise.”11 Citing NZCER surveys of primary schools (since 1989), and 
of secondary schools (since 2003), Wylie observed that about 15 percent of 
secondary BoTs at any one time were experiencing difficulties, with some 
70 percent of boards reporting gaps in expertise in areas such as legal skills 
and strategic planning. The situation appeared most acute for schools in 
lower socioeconomic areas. She also pointed out that there were tensions in 
the principal- BoT relationship in 10–15 percent of schools at any one time, 
and that up to a quarter of boards felt they had insufficient information 
upon which to base decisions. Wylie conceded, however that there was “no 
sign of a groundswell of parental dissatisfaction with boards, or of serious 
scrapping among trustees or worth their schools,” hence “the system (was 
not) about to fall over.”12

In fact, the 2006 survey and earlier ones appeared to provide a more than 
satisfactory report card concerning working relationships at the local level. 
Working relations between secondary school trustees were rated “good” or 
“very good” by 92 percent of respondents. Three- quarters reported a very 
good relationship with their principal, a further 18 percent rated it good. 
Principals on the whole concurred. Almost all boards—91 percent—had 
consulted their community in the past 12 months.13

Given these results, Wylie did not see an obvious alternative to the BoT 
system, although she did believe that it was time to address the shortfalls 
she had identified. Her suggested remedies included MoE- funded devel-
opment and dissemination of material on strategic planning that could be 
used by BoTs, a requirement to include in the principal selection process 
a representative from a local team of accredited education professionals 
contracted by the MoE, and the setting up of a formal disputes resolution 
process for parents and students.14

All this seemed to suggest that the new structures, after an initially 
restless period, had finally bedded down—at least as far as working rela-
tionships at school level were concerned. A recent paper presented to the 
2008 PPTA Annual Conference by its Executive, however, was emphatic 
in labeling the reforms ushered in by the Picot Taskforce and Tomorrow’s 
Schools as “a mistake,” suggesting that the teacher’s unions were one influ-
ential grouping that remained largely unreconciled to the reforms.15 Citing 
a 2007 paper by Wiley that compared the New Zealand reforms with 
those of Edmonton, Alberta, the Executive observed that many Canadians 
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Wiley had spoken with had been against every school having their own 
boards on the grounds that such a system was inefficient, and risked fram-
ing schools in the parental interest rather than that of the wider com-
munity.16 Claiming that the title of the Picot Report, Administering for 
Excellence, betrayed its origins in the public sector management theories 
popular at the time, the paper concluded that a major outcome “had been 
a systematic polarisation of schools along ethnic and socioeconomic lines, 
a result not so much of white flight as of middle- class flight.”17 Moreover, 
given the grim prospect of declining secondary school rolls, the scene was 
set for more competition, more failing schools, and a fall in the quality of 
educational provision.18

Although equity issues and the continuing alienation of the teacher 
unions continue to be strongly evident, other critics point to the contin-
uing concentration of resources within the centralized state bureaucracy. 
In November 2007, a Dominion Post article claimed that the MoE now 
employed no fewer than 2, 554 staff.19 By March 2008 the size of the state 
bureaucracy overall had become a major election issue. Questioning the 
dramatic growth in the numbers employed in the state sector, one news-
paper editorial argued that it was “hard to see the justification for the 40 
percent growth in the number of people employed by the various educa-
tion bureaucracies over the past eight years.”20 At the time of writing in late 
November, a newly elected National Government under Prime Minister 
John Key was promising savings and cost- efficiencies, although to date 
there has been no hint of any proposal to change existing structures.

Some critics also allege that, far from extending public participation 
in education, the Picot Report and Tomorrow’s Schools both legitimated 
and formalized an evolving model of educational decision- making based 
largely around sectional interests within the new education bureaucracy. 
For example in early 1992, an internal MoE document identifying key 
issues within the National Curriculum Draft for development, listed a 
number of areas for further consideration including Te Reo Māori and 
Tikanga Māori; gender/girls and women; students with specific learning 
needs; Pacific Islanders and multicultural; the place of attitudes and val-
ues; the spiritual dimension; and early childhood education—as well as all 
the new so- called learning areas. Ministry officials and “interested indi-
viduals” were invited to put their name beside those teams they wished to 
join.21 A confidential internally circulated critique of ministry policy con-
tended that such approaches reflected a highly problematical team- based 
matrix approach to decision making that was very much part of the minis-
try’s then operating style. Within the Policy Division, for example, ad hoc 
teams of analysts with an appointed convener typically undertook develop-
ment work. Those selected for team tasks usually had similar educational 
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backgrounds, having been chosen on the basis of both their expressed 
interest in a particular project, and a judicious balancing of internal inter-
est groups within the division. The result was that some issues, such as the 
Treaty of Waitangi and gender issues, were protected from rigorous debate 
by an all- embracing political correctness. Quality analysis was poor and 
there was little direct accountability.22

This situation appears to confirm the suspicions of the Lough Report 
writers, Treasury and SSC that the bureaucracy had indeed effectively 
blunted the intentions of the Picot Taskforce. It could be argued, however, 
that broadly similar approaches to decision making had also characterized 
the former Department of Education, especially toward the end of its exis-
tence. Indeed, the apparent continuities of style and philosophy within 
state bureaucracies often make it difficult to accurately assess the impact of 
the 1980s reforms across the education sector as a whole. Neither the Picot 
Report nor Tomorrow’s Schools, for instance, dealt expressly with curricu-
lum and assessment issues. Moreover, as we have previously noted, much 
of the ideology and assumptions that now underpin the secondary school 
curriculum and assessment procedures were common to various reports, 
inquiries and critiques of secondary education throughout the post–World 
War Two era. Thus, changes aimed at putting secondary schools more in 
touch with the needs of their local communities and the requirements of 
modern society, including the development of a more competitive econ-
omy, together with attempts to meet the needs of a diverse student body, 
had already been partially implemented well prior to the Picot Report. 
These changes would doubtless have continued even if the taskforce had 
never met.

All this highlights the difficulties involved in assessing the relative 
impact of particular ideologies across the broader spectrum of secondary 
education. In her recent timely analysis of the influence of PPTA on cur-
riculum and assessment, Judie Alison has dismissed the claim, widely sub-
scribed to in educational circles, that the reforms were solely neoliberal in 
nature. Rather, she sees the struggle over school qualifications as a struggle 
between conflicting discourses. In Alison’s view, it is unwise to categori-
cally reject recent qualifications changes as amounting to a neoliberal take-
over of schooling in New Zealand.23

Critics of the reforms are arguably on safer ground in claiming that the 
reforms considerably accelerated the pace and direction of secondary educa-
tion curriculum change. From 1990, a newly elected National government 
initiated a package of curriculum changes in response to the eight- level 
New Zealand Curriculum Framework (NZCF), that provided a structural 
template of seven “essential learning areas” (Language and Languages, 
Mathematics, Science, Technology, Social Studies, The Arts, and Health 
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and Physical Well- being) and eight “essential skills” (Communication 
Skills, Numeracy Skills, Information Skills, Problem- solving Skills, 
Self- management and Competitive Skills, Social and Cooperative Skills, 
Physical Skills, and Work and Study Skills). This Framework applied to all 
students in primary (Years 1–8) and post- primary (Years 9–13) schools.

One outcome of this was a movement away from the Thomas Report’s 
emphasis on a “generous and well- balanced education,” emphasizing per-
sonal and social as well as economic goals, in favor of a new focus on 
a “training culture” that favored economic and competitive imperatives 
and outputs.24 The pendulum did not swing completely, however, with 
the result that these two arguably incompatible objectives remain oddly 
juxtaposed in many current curriculum statements. Furthermore, in the 
first years of the new millennium the Labour government under Prime 
Minister Helen Clark continued to endorse the contradictory aims of the 
NZCF, with little acknowledgement that goals such as competition and 
cooperation, knowledge and skills, are in any way antithetical.25 Official 
documents and pronouncements thus actively promote aspects of a utili-
tarian educational philosophy while asserting the intrinsic benefits of edu-
cation in the Beeby tradition.26

One way in which the NZCF sharply differs from England’s National 
Curriculum is in its embracement of an essentially constructivist approach 
to learning. In some ways it might even be suggested that NZCF represents 
a belated response to developments in the immediate pre- Picot decade 
quite as much as it reflects the demands of post- Picot globalization. As 
we have seen, the 1987 Curriculum Review was but the last in a long list 
of calls to modernize the secondary school curriculum in order to better 
to suit the changing economic and social climate. Both Left- liberal and 
Right- of- Center critics have observed that this was to be achieved through 
a paradoxical process by which governments assumed a more direct role in 
monitoring academic achievement and national priorities (however these 
were defined), while promising schools and their communities greater 
participation to ensure that both curricula and pedagogies reflected local 
interests.

This latter paradox was arguably intensified following the release of 
Learning for Life 11. Introduced in August 1989, this document included a 
clause empowering the Minister of Education to intervene in curriculum 
design on the grounds of safeguarding the national interests. However, 
the subsequent replacement of the former CDU by a new Curriculum 
Contracts Division signaled that curriculum design was henceforth to be 
a contestable process, with development contracts to be let to successful 
external bidders. The contractor selected was to provide for community 
consultation and meet a series of mutually acceptable milestones leading to 
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the delivery of a draft statement. Once the ministry received the statement, 
the document was then to be released for a period in which public submis-
sions were permitted. Depending on the submissions, the document might 
either be approved by the Minister, be subject to modification or, in some 
cases, redrafted by a third party selected by MoE.27 In the case of the 
social studies curriculum statement, this process resulted in no fewer than 
three drafts, with the last and considerably abbreviated version presum-
ably intended to avoid further controversy by resorting to relatively general 
prescriptions leaving schools (presumably in consultation with their com-
munities), to fill in the details, especially where stated national goals might 
be seen to conflict with community attitudes.28

Much the same mixed conclusions that can be drawn about the sec-
ondary curriculum could be applied equally to assessment. As we have 
seen, the number of students who leave secondary school with few or no 
qualifications has been a more or less continual focus for critics of sec-
ondary schools of various ideological persuasions throughout the entire 
post–World War Two era. Predictably, much of the sentiment behind the 
Picot reforms centered on the high failure rate, particularly amongst the 
less academic, Māori and other groups of students who, ironically enough, 
were perceived to be most disadvantaged under the old system. But in late 
March 2008, twenty years after the release of Tomorrow’s Schools, figures 
were released that showed that 38 percent of year eleven students failed 
to pass NCEA level one in 2007.29 Inequities in outcome for Māori stu-
dents persisted, but the former concerns over girl’s achievement were now 
replaced with worries about the achievement of boys, given that in the 
early twentieth century girls continued to outperform boys at every level of 
the senior secondary school. There seems no reliable way of knowing what 
influence, if any, the reforms may have had on the current gender gap.

Suffice it to say that despite a major overhaul of the secondary assess-
ment system, public dissatisfaction with both its procedures and outcomes 
appears to remain as strong today as it was prior to the reforms. At the time 
of writing, however, there continues to be an expansion of internal assess-
ment at the expense of external examinations, despite the recent furor over 
NCEA that resulted in some secondary schools ditching the government’s 
flagship secondary school qualification due to parental dissatisfaction. 
Some critics, it should be noted, have also claimed that schools had delib-
erately attempted to boost their pass rates by loading their programs with 
unit standards that were less rigorously assessed.30

Given all the contradictions noted above, it is perhaps not surprising 
that there has been a renewed assault on the comprehensive ideal in the 
national press. In 2005 an editorial in the New Zealand Herald alleged 
that “the state system is designed to produce a broadly similar range of 
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ability in all schools.” The editorial went on to recommend that specialized 
schools be created deliberately to provide for different types of students.31 
In 2007 a New Zealand Herald article claimed that “as many as one in five 
pupils in the system is failing,” indicating that there was “a large group at 
the bottom who are not succeeding.”32 A former president of the Mangere 
(Primary) Principals’ Association, Keith Gayford, claimed that the out-
dated secondary school curriculum was largely to blame, because “Many 
of their programmes seem to be based on the needs of kids 20 years ago. I 
think you’ll find it is the performance of (secondary) schools, not students, 
that is the problem.”33

Thus, two decades after the Picot Report and Tomorrow’s Schools, 
New Zealand’s state secondary schools still face similar, essentially ahis-
torical criticisms, to those continuously leveled at them throughout the 
post–World War Two era. In this respect, New Zealand is far from being 
alone. In the United States, a book by David Angus and Jeffrey Mirel, 
provocatively entitled The Failed Promise of the American High School, has 
argued that at the heart of the American conception of good high school 
education were the near- sacrosanct tenets of educational progressivism; 
namely that the curriculum should be differentiated according to individ-
ual needs, aspirations and interests, and that such differentiation should 
be accommodated within a single institution. This legacy, they claimed, 
had resulted in an ongoing mediocrity in academic attainment, with con-
sequent disadvantages for working- class and minority students. Moreover, 
educational professionals, through their capture of the curriculum mak-
ing process and their continuing adherence to progressivist philosophies 
were an impediment to attempts to monitor educational outcomes, 
encourage higher academic standards, and make the system more inter-
nationally competitive.34 Not surprisingly, a number of researchers have 
critiqued these conclusions, particularly questioning the assumption that 
American secondary schools today are any worse than they were in the 
past.35 The New Zealand experience post- Picot, suggests that secondary 
school reform, however well- meaning, is unlikely to deliver on such goals, 
much less silence complaints.

Rhetoric and Reality: 
Winning the Symbolic Victory

As this research progressed, one thing became increasingly clear—the Picot 
Report and Tomorrow’s Schools were in many respects the logical, even inevi-
table outcome of cumulative historical processes deeply rooted in the entire 
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postwar era. Thus taken together, the first two parts of this book illustrate 
just how it came to pass that New Zealand education in general and sec-
ondary education in particular were, by the mid- 1980s, widely regarded as 
being enmeshed in a serious crisis that demanded radical solutions rather 
than a mere tinkering with existing structures. The early postwar expan-
sion of comprehensive state secondary education had, from the beginning, 
been fraught with unresolved tensions and contradictions. These were to 
be glaringly exposed by the economic, social, and educational crisis of the 
1970s. As far as secondary education was concerned, secondary teacher 
militancy, changes in newspaper reporting of educational issues, liberal 
critiques of the traditional secondary school curriculum, exposes of edu-
cational inequities from radical academics, and the campaigns waged by 
the Moral Right, all provided significant catalysts for the steady growth of 
national concern. In addition Māori activism, increasing support for bicul-
turalism among educators, and calls for a separate Māori education system 
based on choice, lent a powerful moral and equity dimension to calls for 
reform based on choice. The policy environment in the decade prior to 
Tomorrow’s Schools was therefore, destined to be transformed by a variety 
of factors. These included the Educational Development Conference, the 
McCombs report, the OECD report, cumulative parliamentary and polit-
ical pressure for educational changes, increasing Treasury/SSC involve-
ment in education, and the changing policy environment that gave rise 
to a number of reports that embodied concepts and ideas that were to be 
adopted by the Picot Taskforce.

Seen in their historical context, therefore, the assumptions and the rec-
ommendations of the Picot Report together with the ensuing debate ana-
lyzed in the third part of this book, turn out to be utterly unsurprising. 
So much so, in fact, that a relatively literate person broadly familiar with 
the history of postwar state secondary education in New Zealand, and 
furnished with a reasonable computer, might be reasonably be expected 
to re- create the Report, even if they had never before set eyes upon the 
document. The relevant concepts and phrases could be readily cut and 
pasted from the major reports, inquiries, commissions and advocacy group 
concerns from the mid- 1970s through until the mid- 1980s.

All this is not to overlook the major impact that neoliberal ideology was 
to have on state sector reform in general and educational reform in partic-
ular. Significant intellectual and personnel changes within Treasury had 
already taken place during the 1960s and early 1970s. It only needed the 
financial crisis that occurred during the second half of the 1970s to provide 
the context for Treasury to join the swelling ranks of educational critics, 
and to subsequently apply increasingly effective political pressure on the 
Department of Education. Beginning with the public expenditure cutbacks 
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sought by the Muldoon government during the late 1970s and coinciding 
with Quigley’s tenure as Associate Minister of Finance, Treasury became 
particularly enterprising in its determination to publicly expose the cen-
tralized education bureaucracy as both wasteful and inefficient.

This pressure became even more intensive under Labour, post- 1984. 
Throughout the entire period the Picot Taskforce was meeting, Treasury 
officials literally bombarded it with papers advocating neoliberal solutions 
for virtually every educational problem. The direct impact of these often 
relatively short papers, however, is somewhat debatable. Picot himself was 
later to emphatically dismiss any suggestion that the taskforce had an 
agenda for privatizing education as “unmitigated hogwash. Never ever was 
it considered by our people as being a remote possibility.”36 Gianotti also 
supports the view that the taskforce came to its own conclusions—they 
“were not just ciphers of Treasury and SSC.”37

In any case, the whole tenor of report writing during the first half of 
the 1980s would inevitably have impelled the taskforce toward a radical, 
devolved solution for education, even if Treasury had remained silent. 
Again, as we have seen, the taskforce appears to have been clearly resolved 
even by its initial meeting, that the preferred course of action was to 
begin with a proverbial clean slate. Hence, any subsequent overly intrusive 
attempt by Treasury to influence proceedings was more likely to annoy 
rather than to convert taskforce members—indeed there are some indica-
tions from the records of taskforce deliberations that this situation actually 
occurred on at least one occasion. Following the setting up of the new 
MoE, however, Treasury and SSC pressure was both pervasive and effec-
tive, although it was contested, sometimes bitterly so.

The main problem with what has long remained the received view 
in education policy research circles, therefore, is not that it singles out 
Treasury and SSC influence as being significant, but that it is too often 
claimed to be the only influence. To adhere to this view, I would argue, is 
to discount the historical and cumulative impact of so many other influ-
ences upon the reforms, to misunderstand the nature of political discourse, 
and to grossly oversimplify the complex process of public policymaking 
in liberal democratic states such as New Zealand. As we have seen, unre-
solved issues and tensions rendered the reforms of the 1940s that gave rise 
to comprehensive institutions in the first place, problematical from the 
very beginning. A rapidly changing social, economic, and policy environ-
ment made change inevitable in the longer- term, and the longer it was 
delayed, the more chance it had of being radical in prescription.

From the mid- 1970s, everything seemed to be conspiring against the 
continuation of the status quo in secondary education. Hence, we see a 
wider economic and cultural crisis of the New Zealand state, coupled with 
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largely unsuccessful attempts by embattled governments to contain public 
expenditure. We see a new, aggressive assertiveness on the part of Treasury 
and SSC that is in part a result of ideological shifts, and in part a pragmatic 
response to pressures imposed on them by the exigencies of the times. We 
also see Māori and Left- liberal suspicion of what they saw as a highly con-
servative, racist, and unresponsive educational structure. All this is accom-
panied by widespread public disenchantment, fuelled by adverse media 
reporting of education. Given the confluence of all these factors by the 
first half of the 1980s, state secondary education inevitably came to be 
widely regarded as being part of the problem rather than the solution.

Questions relating to the exact nature and extent of neoliberal influ-
ence on the reforms are thus difficult to answer with precision for several 
reasons. One of the major problems confronting any historian who begins 
to research the Picot Report and Tomorrow’s Schools concerns the diffi-
culty of separating facts from the sea of propaganda and prejudice that 
surrounds them. Even before the Picot Report was released vigorous cam-
paigns were being waged through the media, aimed at galvanizing public 
opinion for or against the reforms. The Labour government, through the 
Prime Minister’s Office and Logos, undertook an unprecedented public 
relations offensive seeking to garner public support for the reforms while 
attempting to minimize the impact of possible opponents. The teacher 
unions waged an equally ambitious campaign aimed at representing the 
taskforce in general and its chairman in particular as the mere tools of 
a shadowy all- pervasive neoliberal ideology. The success of the first may 
well account for the relatively muted public reaction toward the immi-
nent demise of the country’s long- standing education system following 
the release of Tomorrow’s Schools, while the success of the latter is demon-
strated by the fact that so many in the education sector remain convinced 
that both the Picot Report and Tomorrow’s Schools are entirely neoliberal 
in concept, thus providing a convenient scapegoat for all the problems they 
face today in their professional work.

Moreover, the brief period between the release of the Report and the 
publication of Tomorrow’s Schools was to give rise to further charges and 
counter- charges. As we have seen, many of these were politically moti-
vated. Lange’s widely reported concerns about creeping neoliberalism were 
symptomatic of the growing rift between himself and Roger Douglas. 
There is also some evidence that Lange was, even then, attempting to 
publicly secure a place in history which would exonerate him from any 
responsibility while shifting the blame for perceived problems squarely 
on to a shadowy and malevolent conspiracy involving Douglas, Treasury/
SSC, and an imported neoliberal ideology. Similarly, some members of the 
Picot Taskforce appear to have used the media to draw public attention to 
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what they feared might be Treasury and SSC interference with the origi-
nal Picot recommendations, especially once the report had left their hands 
and been passed on to the Officials Committee and the Cabinet Equity 
Committee.

There are several further ironies in the struggle for control that fol-
lowed the enactment of reform legislation and the subsequent change of 
government that brought National to power in late 1990. One of these is 
that Treasury and SSC attempts to influence the direction of the reforms 
appear to have been at its most intense at precisely this time. Within both 
state agencies, there was a feeling that the reforms had been somehow 
thwarted by an overtly Left- liberal education bureaucracy allied to the 
teacher’s unions, determined to cling on to their old privileges. This feel-
ing was curiously paralleled outside immediate government circles by an 
upsurge of critique from within education, charging that the Tomorrow’s 
Schools had ushered in more rather than less centralization, leaving the 
bulk of the educational decision- making process to the state- controlled 
bureaucracy.

Even where it is possible to delve beneath charge and counter- charge, 
the specifically neoliberal features of the Picot report and Tomorrow’s 
Schools remain difficult to isolate. The concept of provider capture and the 
consequent separation of policymaking from policy implementation are 
often claimed to be important tenets of neoliberal discourses, but they are 
equally part of the fabric of the Erebus Inquiry, the 1985 Defence Inquiry, 
the Cartwright Report, and the Fargher- Probine Report, none of which 
are commonly held to be “neoliberal.” The justification for the sweep-
ing changes recommended by such reports and inquiries—that it was an 
attempt to avoid the problem where those who supplied state services pur-
sued their own interests at the expense of clients or consumers—was just as 
common to Māori, feminist, and other Left- liberal critics of secondary edu-
cation as it was to Treasury and SSC officials over much the same period. 
Given the plethora of reports and inquiries that argued that airline officials, 
defense chiefs, doctors, educational bureaucrats, and even classroom teach-
ers had actively contrived to retain their privileges while thwarting the 
public interest with particularly detrimental outcomes for disadvantaged 
groups, it was hardly surprising that the Picot Taskforce was rather quick 
to subscribe to a similar position that held teachers to be no longer entirely 
trustworthy to act as disinterested professionals. As for consumer choice, 
another neoliberal tenet, many morally conservative, feminist, and Māori 
commentators from the mid- 1970s on were arguing with increasing effect 
for the right of parents to select appropriate schools for their children, on 
the dubious but then largely unquestioned grounds that the schools that 
did not adequately cater for their interests would automatically go under. 
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Such was the impact of these views that even the voucher system (which 
eventually proved to be a nonstarter in New Zealand), received an initially 
strong impetus through the success and ongoing claims of Te Kohanga 
Reo, regarded within the Prime Minister’s Department and elsewhere as a 
blueprint for any subsequent spread of the voucher concept.

Those who attempt to list the main tenets of neoliberalism often point 
to its emphatic denial of community and its single- minded promotion of 
a situation where everyone pursues their own self- interest in a free market 
as being a major feature. Thus, British prime minister Margaret Thatcher 
has been widely reported as having stated that there was no such thing as 
society.38 Unlike the situation in the United Kingdom, however, much of 
the rationale for the Picot Report and Tomorrow’s Schools in New Zealand 
seems to have been more about re- creating the community than denying 
its existence. This newfound fascination with “community” in the New 
Zealand of the late 1970s and early 1980s was again of decidedly mixed 
ideological parentage. It can be seen clearly in Franklin’s rather gloomy 
assessment of New Zealand society, economy and culture in the late 1970s, 
in the academic commentaries of several prominent educational research-
ers, and in the papers written by Picot himself, as he desperately sought 
ways to reintroduce a sense of shared understandings and common inter-
ests in the midst of the nation’s fraught industrial and social relations. An 
equally strong albeit somewhat naive fascination with the rediscovery of 
“community” was an integral part of Karl Polanyi’s long- standing fascina-
tion with non- Western and pre- industrial tribalism; and it will be recalled 
that Polanyi was one of Benton’s models for the justification of Māori edu-
cational autonomy in the mid- 1980s. This fascination also underpinned 
other New Zealand initiatives during this period, such as the failed 1980s 
experiment with community policing, where police were expected to share 
the burden of fighting crime with the public.39 And we should not forget 
that in New Zealand at least, the work of Foucault provided an intellectual 
justification, along with neoliberal concerns with financial efficiency, for 
deinstitutionalizing those with mental problems and placing them back in 
the community. Similar concerns with reactivating community involve-
ment were epitomized in the Community Education Initiative Scheme 
(CEIS), which rapidly became a preferred solution for both Treasury neo-
liberals and Left- liberals alike.

Moreover, in New Zealand at least, isolating specifically neoliberal 
influences is rendered even more problematic due to the fact that educa-
tional policymaking during the 1980s manifests a remarkable continuity 
of personalities, many of whom espoused views that drew upon an eclec-
tic mixture of ideologies. Sir Frank Holmes had been a strong influence 
on the “liberal” Currie Report but in 1978, as Chairman of the Planning 
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Council, he approved a Report from the Task Force on Economic and 
Social Planning prepared by Treasury that advocated radically revised 
public sector financial reforms. This association together with his long-
 standing friendship with Treasury’s Henry Lang, provoked bitter charges 
from the heads of several government departments that he was in league 
with Treasury neoliberals. Phillida Bunkle and Sandra Coney were, in the 
early 1980s, widely held to be radical feminists, but their claims of pro-
vider capture by male doctors at Auckland Women’s Hospital provoked 
a report that in its recommendations and language anticipated the neo-
liberal Gibbs Report. Judith Aitken, and Margaret Bazley were both not 
only strongly associated with women’s issues during the era of second- wave 
feminism, but also espoused the tenets of (neoliberal?) managerialism. In 
the 1970s Noel Scott was expressing considerable sympathy for the plight 
of secondary teachers caught between the demands of the educational 
bureaucracy and their local communities, yet he later headed a committee 
on teaching that included the neoliberal National education spokesperson, 
Ruth Richardson. This report recommended significant parental input 
into professional appointments, and a system of performance appraisal, 
both commonly labeled “neoliberal” by many educators. Ray Fargher 
had wide experience and sympathy with second chance students in post-
 compulsory education, yet he was the joint author of a report that was to 
have a major influence on the Picot Taskforce. Picot himself passionately 
advocated conciliation and a broader sense of community as an antidote 
to what he saw as the destructive confrontation that characterized New 
Zealand during the early 1980s, yet immediately following the release of 
the taskforce report he was being dismissed by the teacher unions as a neo-
liberal stooge.

Finally, central to any understanding of neoliberalism as viewed by its 
critics, is the concept of hegemony. Some New Zealand education histo-
rians have argued that a major weakness of the original concept was that 
it tended to deny agency on those deemed to be controlled in some way, 
by dominant groups.40 In response, education policy research has come to 
refer to “ideological coalitions,” thus emphasizing the ways in which new 
hegemonic accords are broadened through appearing to embrace the fears 
and concerns of working class, new middle class and minorities.41

Although this concession goes some distance toward making the con-
cept more acceptable to historians, however, it still embodies the con-
viction that most of those who participate in educational dialogues are 
limited by a kind of false consciousness that blinds them to the socioeco-
nomic realities that critical theorists alone can identify. In the immediate 
run- up to the creation of the Picot Taskforce and again during its contro-
versial aftermath, however, there is ample evidence of a much more active 
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agency than even this extended definition of hegemony allows. The main 
impression one gathers from the large number of public submissions to 
the Picot report for instance, is that most people seemed to be shrewdly 
aware of just what was going on. Far from being taken in by the rhetoric, 
they frequently employed quite sophisticated skills of negotiation in order 
to wring the best deal they could from the proposed new structure and its 
underlying assumptions.

Governments too were active agents rather than mere Treasury pawns in 
this period, even in the face of apparently irresistible global trends such as 
neoliberalism. Michael Mintrom and John Wanna have recently observed 
that both New Zealand and Australia were at the at forefront at adapting 
key components in their structures of governance to the new world order 
with the intention of making their economies more internationally com-
petitive. They began with deregulation of the financial sector and remov-
ing tariffs, but went on to pioneer managerialism and new public sector 
management during the later 1980s and 1990s, intended to increase flexi-
bility and responsiveness, orientate public services to a results culture, and 
to heighten political control and management of state agencies.42 Mintrom 
and Wanna concluded, however, that Antipodean governments “have not 
resigned themselves to the buffeting forces of globalization, but rather 
turned these to national advantage.” Hence, recent governmental action 
had been “less associated with ideology or party political complexion and 
more with new thinking about preferred government arrangements.”43

One fruitful approach to this vexed problem of agency may well be 
for future research to examine more closely the actual discourses that 
have become associated with the reforms, using critical discourse analysis 
(CDA) in new, historically informed ways. The notion that language can 
be used for self- interested ends by various power groups in society origi-
nally stemmed from the Frankfort School and particularly from critical 
theorist such as Habermas. From Foucault and others, came the concept 
of language as a form of social action.44 One of the difficulties for histori-
ans seeking to understand the intricacies of public policy rhetoric in New 
Zealand, however, is that although CDA has often been used to critically 
interrogate neoliberal and racist discourses, it has rarely been employed to 
examine the way in which discourses from across apparently oppositional 
ideologies can intersect at decisive moments in time.

Norman Fairclough is one recent scholar who has pointed to the uses 
of CDA in transdisciplinary research. Fairclough claims that “through 
focusing on discourse CDA aims to elucidate the discoursal moment of 
social processes, practices, and change in its dialectical relations with other 
moments.”45 It has been pointed out, however, that the form and con-
tent of discourses differs substantially, depending on the commentator’s 
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appreciation of the problem- situation.46 The period leading up to the New 
Zealand educational reforms of the late 1980s demonstrates that virtually 
all the key groupings of critics had a high degree of certainty about the 
problem and how to deal with it. In turn this reflected a high level of sys-
tem knowledge, which Renwick himself acknowledged when he referred 
to the power of the various education lobbies in the early 1980s. What 
seems evident in New Zealand is that, beginning in the second half of the 
1970s and continuing more emphatically through the 1980s and beyond, 
political entrepreneurs on both sides of the ideological divide discovered 
at much the same time, a common discourse—a language of power that 
enabled them to break the bureaucratic stranglehold on policymaking; in 
the process catapulting themselves to the political center- stage.

Of particular interest here are the interactions between those group-
ings that, at first glance, appear to be unlikely allies. H.M. Kliebard, in 
his timely afterword to his third edition of The Struggle for the American 
Curriculum,47 has recently outlined a set of issues broadly familiar to those 
facing historians researching the Picot era. Citing sources such as Filene, 
Kliebard identified “shifting coalitions around particular issues” whose 
stand was often prompted by opportunism and improvisation rather than 
a consistent ideology.48 Drawing upon the work of Rodgers and others 
allowed him to take the concept a stage further by arguing that reform-
ers were held together by a common faith in their ability to use particular 
languages in order to build a constituency.49 This both permitted them to 
identify each other as being committed to a similar reformist cause and to 
create a temporary coalition of otherwise diverse subgroups behind a par-
ticular reform, thereby producing a community of discourse.50

Viewed in this way, the various groupings that critiqued New Zealand 
secondary education from the mid- 1970s through the 1980s can be seen, 
not simply in terms of what divided them, but rather by what united 
them; specifically how those holding opposing ideological positions came 
together at a crucial juncture to support educational reform—even though 
they saw different things in it for themselves and those they claimed to 
speak for.51 Furthermore, in a relatively small New Zealand society and 
within a relatively compact Wellington- based policy environment, where 
personal relationships often cut across political differences, both Left and 
Right were able to pluck ideas from a common policy discourse that was 
rapidly becoming dominant in the first half of the 1980s to the extent that 
would have been vastly more difficult in the mass- societies of the Northern 
Hemisphere.

All this raises some key issues for future research. Colin James is one 
political commentator who argues that the election of Labour in 1984 
brought the so- called Vietnam generation to political prominence. In his 
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view these were “big picture” people who actively sought the liberalization 
of what they regarded as an overly restrictive society.52 To take one relevant 
example here—calls for liberalization of existing laws against abortion and 
homosexuality prior to the election of Labour in 1984 primarily focused 
on individual choice and human rights, posing some difficult questions for 
historical research into the reform period. To what extent were advocates 
of choice in these areas prepared to compromise with those who embraced 
free choice and individual responsibility in activities as diverse as finance, 
health and education? And when one turns to key movers and shakers of 
the era, just how easy was it to move from say, social activism, to neoliber-
alism, however we choose to define these?

A key factor in marshalling pressure for educational reform, and one 
that seems more applicable to small democracies such as New Zealand 
than larger societies such as the United Kingdom or the United States, 
was the very direct relationship between the politicians, the media, and 
the electorate as a whole that was a feature of the 1980s. At about this 
time, deregulation of the mass media brought forth a plethora of niche 
magazines catering for a politically interested reading public. In turn this 
seems to have served to sharpen the impact of the social, economic, and 
cultural crisis that in turn provided the backdrop for the dissemination of 
a common educational critique. The exigencies of the times and the per-
ceived need to impose some sense of order on the apparently chaotic state 
of secondary education in particular underlines the fact that there were 
several competing groups in New Zealand during 1980s, each of which 
shared an ambiguous attitude toward the state as constituting not only the 
source of the problems they identified, but also the means by which they 
sought redress. Not surprisingly, no single grouping succeeded in getting 
all that they desired from the reforms. In any case purist aims in educa-
tion have been notoriously unachievable in New Zealand, but the situation 
was hardly helped by the fact that so many demands on secondary educa-
tion were both ambivalent and contradictory. Ideologically opposed critics 
may have utilized a common discourse in order to encourage the schools 
to emphasize clear goals in curricula and in pedagogy, for demonstrable 
outcomes. But they were at the same time often deeply suspicious of cen-
tralization, each suspecting the other of attempting to capture the system 
for their own ends.

Ultimately, however, it is at least arguable that the motives behind 
the reforms were less about concrete and measurable outcomes than they 
were about symbolic victory. It is perhaps difficult to avoid the conclusion 
that, in New Zealand, the whole the debate over reform was ultimately 
about whose values and beliefs would achieve the legitimation and respect 
that acceptance into a national discourse inevitably provides. Kliebard’s 
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conclusion about the various interest groups who contested the American 
curriculum may well be true of those who so bitterly contested, and con-
tinue to contest, the Picot reforms and their outcome, because they too 
were part of

a national morality play in which those hopes and fears were enacted. The 
articulation of those platforms thereby precipitated a searing conflict which 
ultimately was fought over whose deep- seated convictions would predomi-
nate in the emerging new society.53

Perhaps the true legacy of Picot and Tomorrow’s Schools then, is that they 
continue to serve as both focal point and catalyst for the long- standing 
struggle about how we will in future view the world, education, and 
secondary schooling. Certainly, from an early twenty- first century per-
spective, the result seems to be an untidy and not wholly satisfactory com-
promise. Even a cursory glance at contemporary educational structures, 
policy documents and curriculum statements reveals a bewildering mud-
dle of neoliberal, bicultural, constructivist and equity concepts, with little 
or no acknowledgement of any contradictions between them.

Despite continuing criticism of the Picot Report and Tomorrow’s Schools, 
however, it is highly unlikely that New Zealand will move back to any-
thing approximating the old three- tiered education system. Examining the 
conditions under which any new paradigm is likely to be successfully chal-
lenged by a fresh policy discourse, Burns and Carson argue that when the 
original reforms are seen as failing to address the problems they originally 
claimed to be able to remedy, those who have not “invested” in the new 
paradigm are more likely to be open to pressure and persuasion from crit-
ics.54 In the case of Tomorrow’s Schools, there would seem to be too much 
investment in the new educational paradigm from across the political spec-
trum for this to happen any time soon. Hence, like the 1877 Education 
Act, the reforms are likely to be increasingly cemented in place, although 
some form of tinkering with existing arrangements cannot be ruled out. 
The bulk funding issue remains dormant but is probably far from being 
dead, especially given the importance a previous National Government 
placed on it. There has also been some talk of making further provision 
for struggling schools to pool their administrative resources, as in a single 
“super- BoT,” for instance. And as with its late- nineteenth- century coun-
terpart, the new reforms have left education in general and secondary edu-
cation in particular with unanswered tensions and questions about future 
funding arrangements, public versus private schools, the balance between 
private and public good, between equity and efficiency, and between state 
priorities and local autonomy for all New Zealanders in the new century. 
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This latter tension is arguably the most significant legacy of the reforms. 
As Leicester Webb so astutely put it some seventy years ago, the basic prob-
lem of education is, broadly speaking,

the problem of using the administrative resources and the coordinating 
power of the central government and at the same time curbing the central 
government’s inherent love of uniformities. It is the problem of admitting 
the nation state to its preponderating share in the control of education and 
at the same time keeping at a distance those who, from time to time, iden-
tify themselves with the state and profess to act in its name. It is the prob-
lem, perhaps, of persuading the nation state to support education without 
requiring education to support it slavishly in return. An education system 
should strike its roots downwards into the social life of which the nation is 
composed. But it should also reach upwards towards a social order which is 
only adumbrated in things as they are.55

Equally perceptively, Webb saw in New Zealand “a general and unfor-
tunate willingness” to seek solutions for educational problems in terms 
of institutions alone. For him no scheme of educational reform would be 
worth anything if we lost sight of that essential truth that no administra-
tive system could make up for shortcomings elsewhere. Thus, at the end 
of this book, we come around full circle to the question posed by the rival 
positions on the reforms. Who really won? When the Butterworth’s posed 
the question as to whether the reforms were or were not, “a famous vic-
tory,” they wisely avoided a definitive answer. Rosslyn Noonan’s verdict 
on the confrontation between what she labeled “participatory democracy” 
and “New Right ideology” that immediately followed the release of the 
Picot Report it was that it all ended, she said, in a draw.56

Such equivocation in naming a victor in these struggles between Right 
and Left is perhaps justifiable. Indeed on the basis of the evidence pre-
sented in this book, the whole question of who really won seems largely 
irrelevant. Edwards and Moore have recently concluded that while some 
academics have postulated an essential incongruity between the imple-
mentation of the right- wing economic policies and socially liberal reforms 
during the decisive period of New Zealand’s fourth Labour government, it 
is actually no accident that the two trends occurred at the same time.57 As 
we have seen, beginning in the 1970s and continuing through the 1980s, 
neoliberal and Left- liberal pressure for change drew upon a commonly 
created discourse that not only profoundly influenced social policy at the 
time but also went on to give birth to a new blended ideology that contin-
ues to shape the way we view the world. Herein lies the major reason for 
revisiting New Zealand’s educational reforms in the context of secondary 
schooling and public policy.
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