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2. Insight of Note by the Department of the Prime Minister and 
Cabinet 
 COVID-19 and the Ongoing Impacts on Education 

Key points  

• COVID-19, COVID-19 health-related lockdowns, winter illness, and supply of teaching staff are 
among other drivers that have disrupted New Zealand’s schooling system impacting student 
welfare and educational outcomes. Students have reported various impacts including higher levels 
of anxiety, decreased attendance, and that learning from home has been less effective.  

• There has been lower educational attainment across all NCEA (National Certificates of Educational 
Achievement) levels in 2021 compared to 2020, but attainment is similar to 2019 levels. The 
decrease between 2020 and 2021 was more prominent for Māori and Pasifika students.  

• Due to the impact of COVID-19, modifications were introduced to the NCEA system to offset the 
disruption to education in 2020 and 2021. In 2021 this support was focused on the regions most 
impacted by COVID-19, with less modifications applied for other regions. 

• Winter illness and COVID-19 have caused more students and teachers to be absent from school. 
Māori and Pasifika students, and students located in the Auckland region appear to have been 
impacted more. Teacher absenteeism from COVID-19 and winter illness this year, is already 
approximately double that of the same period in 2019. 

• Many schools are reporting a growing difficulty in finding enough teachers. There are currently not 
enough teachers available to fill positions as there has been an increase in departures from the 
profession, and there is a lack of teachers currently enrolled in training to fill future gaps.  

• COVID-19 is expected to continue to impact student welfare and educational attainment going 
forward with additional COVID-19 waves. It is likely that the impact COVID-19 has had on 
attendance, engagement, and missed learning will have medium to long term impact on student 
learning outcomes. 

COVID-19’s impact on student welfare and educational outcomes  

1. The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted nearly all aspects of life, and education is no exception. 
Significant disruption to the educational system has occurred throughout New Zealand, in part due 
to illness, lockdowns, closures of schools in response to COVID-19 cases, border closures impacting 
teacher supply, and ongoing COVID-19 related uncertainty causing anxiety. The inability for some 
students to attend school in person, or at all, has impacted educational attainment and student 
wellbeing.  

2. Student absenteeism has increased due to COVID-19. COVID-19 and COVID-19 related isolation 
periods have had an impact on student attendance. Data collected shows that the largest disruption 
occurred during the Omicron peak in March, with a low of 61.5 percent of students attending school 
in person.1 2 1  

3. Overall NCEA educational attainment in 2021 was lower than 2020, but similar to, or higher than, 
2019, once COVID-19 related adjustments were applied, with the exception for Year 11 NCEA Level 
1, which has been falling over the past few years. 3 Figure 1 shows achievement trends since 2012 
by NCEA level.2 4 

 

 
1 Of students enrolled in responding schools. 
2 All referenced NCEA Level attainment rates in 2020 and 2021 include COVID-19 disruption modifications. 
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COVID-19’s impact on teaching staff 

9. Schools around the country have been cancelling classes because of a surge of COVID-19 and 
winter illnesses among staff.21 The use of sick leave is well above historical levels. In the period of 
January 1 to May 31 2022, over 183,000 days of paid sick leave were paid out to regular teachers. 

5 22 23  This is almost double the rates from pre-COVID-19 (approximately 95,000 days over the same 
period in 2019). 24 25 Teachers are absent due to reasons such as COVID-19, winter illnesses, 
isolation, and taking care of their sick children.26 Schools have reported increased difficulty in getting 
relief teachers, resulting in some classes needing to be combined, or the reinstating of distance 
learning. 27 Some schools have reported well over their relief teacher budget only halfway through 
the year. 28  However, at a national level there has not been a corresponding increase in the use of 
relief teachers. 29 It is possible that this is due to a pre-existing limited supply of relief staff. 30 As a 
result, schools are having to use unconventional arrangements such as principals teaching and staff 
backfilling to make up the shortfall. 31  

10. Teachers’ and principals’ wellbeing has declined.32 Teacher and principal wellbeing is being 
impacted by COVID-19 across the country. Data shows teachers and principals’ enjoyment of work 
has declined, and they are reporting feeling less supported and connected. 33 In particular, principals 
in smaller schools, and new teachers are reporting difficulties. 34 Workload has been an increasing 
concern both during lockdown distance learning and returning to onsite learning, and principals 
have indicated that they remain concerned about staffing in 2022. 35 

11. There are ongoing pressures in recruiting new teaching staff. Long term structural challenges in 
attracting and retaining teachers existed before COVID-19 but have been exacerbated. Teachers are 
starting to leave their jobs to go overseas but the traditional supply of overseas teachers has not yet 
resumed. 36 A border exception had allowed 300 foreign school and early childhood teachers into 
the country since August 2021, and the border will reopen fully to foreign teachers in July. 37 
Domestically, the number of teachers graduating from teacher education last year did not meet the 
number of vacant positions, and 2023 will have even fewer graduates as enrolments decreased in 
2020. 38 

12. It is possible that teachers may be more vulnerable to COVID-19 due to higher exposure. Teaching 
is potentially becoming a high-risk occupation for COVID-19 infection.  Schools notified the Ministry 
of Education of about 1,000 cases among their teaching staff in the last two weeks of May. Data 
analyst David Hood calculated that based on this, the weekly infection rate for teachers was around 
16 to 17 cases per 1,000 per week, compared to around 11 per 1,000 per week for 20–59-year-olds 
in the general population. 39 Teachers may be more likely to be exposed to the virus than some other 
workers because they interact with a lot more people each day. 40 

COVID-19 and education going forward 

13. COVID-19 is likely to continue to disrupt school operations. It is likely that the impact COVID-19 has 
had on attendance, engagement and missed learning will have medium to long term impacts on 
student outcomes. However, the nature of this impact may change as teachers and students adjust 
to online learning. It is likely that hybrid learning (in the classroom and online) will be widespread, 
staff absences will increase, and there will be ongoing challenges with student engagement, 
attendance, and learning. New teaching practices may help to meet some of these challenges such 
as preparing for hybrid learning, having a plan to support re-engagement, and supporting student 
wellbeing.41 

Thank you to the following teams which contributed to this insight: Ministry of Education and the Education Review 
Office. 

References for this Insight of Note report are at the end of this document.

 
5 Sick leave includes both COVID-19 related illness and other reasons. 
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• two are on exemptions from managed isolation;  

• two relate to declined fee waiver decisions;  

• one is about facilities; and 

• one is the Chief Ombudsman’s self-initiated investigation. 

There are 67 preliminary enquiries. Preliminary enquiries are cases where the Ombudsman requests the file 
to assess the complaint and determine next steps.  
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5. Border Executive Board Report    
5.1 Items to Note/Update 

 

The next Board meeting is 13 July 2022. You have expressed an interest in attending the Board meeting on 13 
July 2022 and we are confirming arrangements with your office. 

 

The penultimate step (Step 4) of the Reconnecting New Zealanders Programme was completed on 4 July 2022 
with applications opening for all work visas, including the Accredited Employer Work Visa (AEWV) to 
vaccinated travellers. 

As of 6 July 2022, applications have been slow to come in, however Visa processing offices are expecting 
application numbers to peak in October and November 2022 at about 8,500 per month. Work visa processing 
time is 20 working days so there will be a delay before there is an impact on border flows.  

Step 5, from 11.59 pm on 31 July 2022, opening up all visa application categories including tourist, visitor and 
student visas from travellers anywhere in the world, is expected to generate a substantial increase in 
applications. The Reconnecting New Zealanders programme is considered completed with the implementation 
of Step 5. 
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6. New Zealand Customs Service Weekly Report    
 Items to Note/Updates 
 

On 23 June 2022, the Minister for Customs attended the Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade Committee hearing 
relating to its examination of the Vote Customs 2022/23 Estimates of Appropriations. The Minister has 
received post-hearing questions.  

Of the four questions tabled, one question relates to the New Zealand Traveller Declaration system and its 
appropriation, for which you as the Minister for COVID-19 Response are the responsible Minister. Customs will 
draft the response to this question and submit it for your approval. The responses to the post-hearing 
questions are due from the Minister for Customs to the Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade Committee by 
4.00pm on 18 July 2022 and so your approval is asked for by 12 noon on 18 July 2022. 

The remaining three questions relate to Vote Customs appropriations for which the Minister for Customs is 
responsible.  

 

Customs staff continue to undertake compliance checks for all passengers on arrival for evidence of vaccination 
verification or exemption stemming from the COVID-19 Public Health Response (Air Border) Order 2021. This 
information will now be reported monthly with the next update in August 2022. 

 

The first full cruise ship is set to arrive into New Zealand on 4 October 2022 arriving into Tāmaki Makaurau 
Auckland. A cruise ship operator has signalled that there may be a promotional cruise with skeleton staff and 
passengers to arrive in Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland on 12 August 2022, but this is still awaiting industry 
confirmation. 

Customs continues to work with the Ministry of Transport, Maritime New Zealand, Health New Zealand, other 
key agencies and the industry on operational requirements and readiness to manage the return of cruise 
vessels once the border reopens for all foreign flagged vessels. 

 
 

It is expected that small craft arrival numbers will increase and come close to pre-COVID-19 numbers once the 
foreign flagged vessel ban is lifted from 31 July 2022. 

The Maritime team will retain operational readiness for small craft and is currently consulting on how to 
reopen small craft arrival ports after the directive to arrive in Opua was put in place during COVID-19. 

 

Changes to Australia’s COVID-19 requirements for travellers 

On 3 July 2022, the Australian Government announced that from 6 July 2022, people will be able to travel to 
Australia without being required to declare their COVID-19 vaccination status. Travellers must still comply with 
any remaining COVID-19 requirements of airlines and shipping operators, as well as other countries and states 
and territories. In addition, from 6 July 2022, people travelling to Australia will no longer have to complete a 
Digital Passenger Declaration to declare their COVID-19 vaccination status. 

The Digital Passenger Declaration is a similar concept to the New Zealand Traveller Declaration system. The 
Australian Digital Passenger Declaration was introduced in February 2022 as a requirement for all air travellers 
arriving in Australia. It is an app which requires travellers to upload their vaccination status ahead of entering 

s9(2)(f)(iv)
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into Australia. Traveller discourse around Digital Passenger Declaration user functionality has been highlighted 
frequently in Australian media. Australia’s Minister for Home Affairs the Hon Clare O'Neill MP said the Digital 
Passenger Declaration “needs a lot more work to make it user friendly.” 

Although Australia has removed the Digital Passenger Declaration, they have stated their intention that the 
Digital Passenger Declaration will eventually serve to digitise the paper-based incoming passenger card and 
visa processing and will ultimately be used across a number of government services. 

2022 Te Hāpai Hāpori Spirit of Service Awards 

The New Zealand Traveller Declaration has been confirmed as one of five finalists for Te Tohu mō te Ratonga 
Whakahirahira, Service Excellence Award for the 2022 Te Hāpai Hāpori Spirit of Service Awards. This award 
celebrates leading-edge service improvements that are making a real difference to the lives of New Zealanders. 
Customs has been invited to prepare a short presentation for judging on 21 July 2022. 

The Awards are awarded annually by the Te Kawa Mataaho Public Service Commission. They recognise 
outstanding public sector governance, the work of young leaders, and initiatives that have delivered positive 
outcomes to the wider community. 
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7. Advisory Groups, Forums, and Panels 
There are no updates from the COVID-19 Chief Executive Board; Strategic COVID-19 Public Health Advisory 
Group; Business Leaders Forum; or Community Panel this week. 
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8. Upcoming Cabinet Papers 
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