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THE 1877 EDUCATION ACT AND ITS LEGACY 

Issues surrounding the provision and extension of educational opportunities to 

students from 1 O-to-14 years have been debated since the very beginnings of a 

national education system in New Zealand. The Education Act of 1877 established a 

nationwide primary education system in direct response to a long-running provincial 

debate which resulted in a wide variety of provincial educational systems converging 

into one entity. As some commentators have remarked (Cumming and Cumming, 

1978; and Watson, 1964) the 1877 Act gathered the different provincial schooling 

systems into one education system for the colony, but did not necessarily establish a 

great blueprint for education generally. 

During the debates in the House of Representatives of 1877 the place of secondary 

education was also hotly debated. The outcome was that provision was made for 

secondary schools in a separate act, the Education Reserves Act of 1877. These two 

acts created a two-tiered structure for New Zealand education. Consequently, 

reserving a place for another school structure, as represented by the term "middle 

school", was not part of this early educational debate in the 1870s. This sharp 

division between the two acts10 created different boards of management, different 

staffing entitlements and salary scales and eventually different teacher associations. 

As Watson later observed: 

This separation of the primary and secondary levels, as much an 
accident as an act of deliberate policy, undoubtedly handicapped 

10. Butchers, A.G. (1932). The education system: A concise history of the New Zealand education 
system. Auckland: National Printing Company, p. 75. Butcher comments that under the 1877 
Education Act district high schools could be established and they were allowed to offer 'higher' 
subjects, those normally associated with high schools. 
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efforts at a later date to bring about greater harmony between 
them. 11 

Although this is a perceptive comment we can infer that the separation was more 

deliberate than accidental. 

During the creation of a national education system two competing philosophies were 

evident. The first was that a compulsory, free and secular primary education ought to 

be provided for all young citizens. This was already occurring at a provincial level in 

Nelson and Canterbury and the Education Act merely built on this development 

nationally. The second philosophical thrust was that articulated by parties keen to set 

up a secondary education system. Questions were raised about what -was to be 

provided in these institutions, once students had passed the compulsory years of 

attendance. This was a debate that quickly intensified in subsequent years. 

As early as the mid-1880s the poor articulation between primary and secondary 

schools became a feature of much debate. Under the 1877 legislation New Zealand 

had created two separate and clearly differentiated institutions. The first, primary 

schooling was defined by a prescribed curriculum and made little mention of 

advanced study for 7-to-13 year old children who had to attend compulsorily. How, 

then, were primary students to come to an understanding of what they could learn and 

achieve by attending a secondary school? Few pupils remained at school past 

Standard VI. Of the few who did stay, many chose to remain at primary school for 

11. Watson, J.E. ( 1964 ). Intermediate schooling in New Zealand. Wellington: NZCER., p.3. 
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Standard VII rather than begin at a secondary school, due to the free nature of 

. primary schooling. 

In 1880 the O'Rorke Commission, 12 set up to report on the operations of the 

University of New Zealand and its relations with the secondary schools of the colony, 

recommended: 

That a primary school, not being in the neighbourhood of a 
secondary school, when it contains, say fifty pupils above the 
fourth standard, be constituted a "Middle School"; and that a grant 
of £ 100 be made by Government towards the payment of an 
additional teacher or teachers, so that secondary instruction may be 
imported in such schools without detriment to its proper primary­
school work. 13 

It seems that this Commission saw "middle schools" as being post-Standard IV 

institutions, but set up within a primary school in such a way so as to not to compete 

with but complement the work of secondary schools. The provision of a middle 

school suitable for smaller areas of population in New Zealand may have been an 

early attempt to enhance educational efficiency, because of the comparative 

remoteness from existing secondary schools. Also it may have been based on the 

assumption that some secondary level specialization would be of benefit to younger 

students. However, this middle school was not intended to be a stand-alone 

institution. 

12. Appendices to the Journals of the House of Representatives [AJHR]. (1880). The report of the 
Royal Commission inquiry into and report upon the operations of the University of New Zealand and 
its relations to secondary schools of the colony. H-1. 
13. AJHR, H-1, 1880, p. 46. 
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Using this structure, students at the primary school - especially those in the senior 

standards who required enrichment or acceleration in their programme of work -

could have the opportunity to study secondary subjects. Primary schools were 

permitted by these regulations to provide instruction in subjects not usually included 

in the standards. 14 This first reference to a middle school, as with every reference 

mentioned in this research, is governed by the context in which it was located. 

Commentators in each generation have developed a particular definition for middle 

schools, or middle schooling, and it is important to view these definitions in their 

historical context. As Cumming and Cumming commented, under the O'Rourke 

model "Standards Five and Six would still provide primary education but they would 

also introduce the able children to secondary studies." 15 These students would 

remain at primary school but have the opportunity to experience secondary school 

work. It was this philosophy that tended to underpin the development of middle 

school thinking in New Zealand until the late 1920s. 

Watson has remarked that in 1885 the Prime Minister and Minister of Education, Sir 

Robert Stout, was concerned about the disjunction between elementary and higher 

education. The latter proclaimed that "the absence of a 'proper gradation between 

primary and secondary schools' was one of the most serious weaknesses of the 

colony's education system."16 According to Watson "Stout agreed with those who 

maintained that a study of the classics had to be begun early, but he does not seem to 

14. AJHR, H-1, 1880, p.5 
15. Cumming, I., & Cumming, A. (1978). History of state education in New Zealand: 1840- 1975. 
Wellington: Pitman, p.114. 
16. Watson (1964), p. 6. 
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have [had] any specific proposals for improving the articulation between the primary 

and secondary levels." 17 Similar criticisms abo·ut the lack of articulation were often 

repeated by educationists ( e.g., Mulgan 1915; Tate, 1925) in subsequent decades. 

Within the context of this investigation, it is important to note that from the creation 

of the first national education system parliamentarians had begun to express concern 

about the rigid separation between primary and secondary education. Moreover, the 

suggestion that some form of middle school was warranted did not lie dormant, even 

if it was invoked initially simply to address the needs of smaller communities. 

The government's efforts, between 1877 and 1885, centred on the need to provide 

universal primary education and access to secondary education wasn't considered a 

crucial issue, politically, until the late l 890s. 18 There was greater public pressure for 

'higher education' to be accessible to more children and politicians responded 

accordingly, with a free place scheme in the district high schools in 1901 then - in a 

carefully calculated move - with secondary schools in late 1902. In 1901 the school 

leaving age (under the School Attendance Act of 1901) was raised to 14 years, and 

this prompted a call to widen access to secondary education. By the early 1900s the 

liberal government's free place system had opened up opportunities for a wider cross 

section of society to attend secondary school. But it should be noted that for some 

time wider access did not equate to revised curricular offerings. 

17. Watson (1964), pp. 6-7. 
18. McLaren, I.A. ( 1970, November). Education and politics: Part I: Secondary education for the 
privileged. New Zealand Journal of Educational Studies, 5 (2), pp. 94-114. 
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THE NELSON CENTRAL SCHOOL 

It can be argued that the middle school philosophy achieved a major boost when the 

Nelson Central School for Boys opened on 14 August 1894. This institution was one 

of the earliest middle schools to be established in the western world. 19 The 1890s in 

New Zealand was a decade of world-leading social reform, attributable in some 

measure to the political leadership of such men as W. P. Reeves and R. J. Seddon. 

The Nelson school provided for 300 boys between Standard III and VII, 11-to 15-

year-olds. 20 It was soon complemented by a similar school at Toi Toi Valley for girls. 

It is not difficult to see the ways in which the intermediate schools of the 1950s 

resembled these schools. The two Nelson institutions functioned as middle schools, 

educating the students from a wide range of contributing primary schools until the 

students entered secondary school or left school altogether. Four city primary schools 

acted as contributing schools with students being promoted to the new central schools 

at the beginning of Standard III.21 These two provided primary based education with 

access to early secondary specialization. They were also terminal institutions with 

many of their 'graduates' leaving to join the workforce. 

The two Nelson schools flourished, until the introduction of national salary scales for 

primary teachers in 1911, when this middle school experiment succumbed to the 

single national system, that is, it had to conform to the regular primer one to standard 

19. Middle schools operated in the German education system from 1872. See R.F. Butts (1955), A 
Cultural History of Western Education: Its Social and Intellectual Foundations, New York: McGraw 
Hill (2°d edition), pp.360-361. 
20. Watson (1964), pp. 7-8. 
21. Watson (1964), p. 7. 
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six primary schooling model. 22 Because these schools were included as part of the 

primary school system they .provide a strong historical antecedent to the development 

of the two-year intermediate school in 1932, rather than for the stand-alone three-or 

four-year junior high school as was beginning to develop in the United States of 

America. The later model was adopted in New Zealand from the early 1920s, albeit 

not without controversy. 

PURDIE, MULGAN, AND PARR 

The Nelson region was not alone in exploring the possibility of trying to make better 

provision for the needs of students of this age-group. At an education conference in 

1904 Edmund C. Purdie, an Inspector for the Auckland Education Board, moved a 

motion "that where possible and in order to promote a more thorough organization of 

the pupils in each class and to render the teaching thereof more effective, all pupils in 

classes above Standard III be taught in the same school."23 Purdie's intention was for 

these students to be grouped together in a separate institution. 

This motion was withdrawn, however, to allow Purdie more time to develop his 

thinking. According to Watson, Purdie began to pursue an interest in the new school 

restructuring movement in England where reorganization had resulted in the 

consolidation of the "higher tops" of the primary schools into "central schools".24 To 

this end Ian Cumming and Alan Cumming have stated that in 1905 Purdie "submitted 

22. Watson (1964), p. 9. 
23. Appendices to the Journals of the House of Representatives [AJHR]. (1904). Report of the Chief 
Inspector of Primary Schools to the Minister of Education. E-16. p. 22. 
24. Watson (1964), p. 16. 
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to the [ Auckland Education] Board a scheme for the better organization and teaching 

of the pupils in Standards Four, Five and Six in the large centres of population." 25 It 

would appear for the first time special consideration was being given to school 

structures for middle school students in urban areas. 

Purdie believed that these central schools would make teachers' lives less 

burdensome because students of similar attainments would be grouped together. 26 

For example, better provision for the teaching of science could be made and less time 

wasted with the travelling to manual training centres. Each child could be placed in a 

class and subject for whom he or she was best suited, and teachers would now be able 

to use their specific talents and subject interests. These arguments, it will be seen, 

resurface throughout the debate on middle schools; they were central to the 

philosophy underpinning the formation of intermediate schools in New Zealand. 

By 1907 Purdie's arguments had developed a new coherency and were presented to 

the education conference that year. The three key concepts he developed centred on 

the creation of better teacher-pupil relationships, modifying the curriculum to cater 

for the varying abilities of children in this age-group, and to use the teachers' special 

interests and talents in science, drawing, physical education and craft work more 

effectively. While little came from these conferences directly by way of developing a 

national central school philosophy, Purdie's influence was not insignificant. 

25. Cumming & Cumming (1978), p.222. 
26. Cumming & Cumming ( 1978), p.222. 
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In 1906 Purdie was elected to the Auckland Education Board27, and C.J (James) Parr 

became its chairperson.28 The influence of Purdie's thinking on the development of 

the first junior high school in New Zealand and the emergence of a middle school 

philosophy cannot be overestimated. Equally important, however, was the reality that 

he was more influenced by the developments of the central school movement of 

England and Scotland than by the junior high movement of the United States of 

America. His comments supported the central school philosophy which suggested 

that the primary school pedagogy remain in place in the upper standards. This 

thinking conflicted with that of the American junior high school movement, which 

gave its philosophical support to the concept of teaching secondary subjects to 

younger pupils. The resultant tension, between earlier specialization and providing 

opportunities for an exploratory programme characterizes much of the New Zealand 

middle school debate throughout the twentieth century. 

Similarly, the reports of E.K. Mulgan in 1915, after his visit to Scotland, were 

strongly influenced from that side of the Atlantic. According to Cumming and 

Cumming, Edward Mulgan saw "two distinct types of post-primary education in 

Scotland: intermediate, which provided for three years spent on instruction in 

languages, mathematics and science; and secondary, which provided for five years 

spent on traditional instruction leading to a leaving certificate. "29 

27. Cumming & Cumming (1978), p. 222. 
28. James Parr was later to become Minister of Education ( 1920-1926). 
29. Cumming & Cumming (1978), p.223. 
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The debate surrounding the type of education that should be provided within the 

period of compulsory schooling intensified in the first two decades of the twentieth 

century. Education officials began arguing in favour of introducing a tripartite 

schooling model, which they believed would readily accommodate the variety of 

students' practical and academic abilities along with their vocational aspirations. The 

first institutional arrangement - a central school - was intended for those students 

not planning on entering secondary school. It retained the primary curriculum but 

allowed for a more extensive programme of work. The second institution was a 

technical school, within which a vocationally-oriented curriculum was provided. The 

third type of institution was a secondary school for those students deemed more 

academically capable. Two commentators have suggested that "such a scheme 

promised greater educational efficiency since course overlap between the different 

post-primary institutions would be eliminated." 30 Institutional efficiency, based on 

discrete functions for different types of schools, was thus equated with educational 

efficiency. 

With the passing of the School Attendance Act of 1901 the compulsory leaving age 

was raised to 14 years. By 1917 only 37 per cent of students went on to an academic 

secondary school,31 although a greater proportion proceeded to other forms of post­

primary schooling, notably in technical high schools. The establishment of the 

secondary school free place system under Hogben in 1903 ( or 1901 in the case of 

30. Lee, H., & Lee, G. (1996). Caught between two schools: The New Zealand intermediate school 
experiment. Waikato Journal of Education, 2, pp. 146-147. 
31. Shuker, R. ( 1987). The one best system? A revisionist history of state schooling in New Zealand. 
Palmerston North: The Dunmore Press, p. 54. 
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district high schools) had made places in secondary schools more readily available. 

However, between 1901 and the early 1920s most students still chose to leave 

primary school and would later take night classes in technical schools if required to 

do so by their employers. The creation of a new school specifically designed to cater 

for children who would not stay at school beyond the compulsory age of 14 was seen 

by some educational spokespersons as a means to encourage those students who were 

not secondary bound - and therefore allegedly less academic - to stay at school. 

According to Lee and Lee ( 1996), in 1920 James Parr, as Minister of Education, was 

"attracted to the system of central schools which had developed in England. "32 There, 

he noted that the great majority of primary school leavers proceeded directly to 

central schools and the others to existing technical high or traditional secondary 

schools. The perceived need for a more highly educated New Zealand citizenship, 

coupled with an expected post-war growth rate in the population, encouraged a new 

age of experimentation that was tempered only by the agricultural depression of 1921 

and the lack of financial support to encourage widespread educational 

experimentation. Furthermore, a growth in the number of school-age children added 

to the pressure to create structures that could cope with larger student enrolments. 

The concept of enhanced educational efficiency was again invoked to accommodate 

the perceived need to meet the changing requirements of society: 

By the early 1920's, overcrowding at New Zealand schools had 
become so bad that parents were obliged to trek from school to 

32. Lee & Lee (1996), p. 146. 
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school with their children of five or six years, trying to find places 
forthem. 33 

At the end of the 1920 Teachers' Grading Conference, Parr initiated a discussion 

concerning the need to reform the education system. In particular, he invited 

discussion about the possible termination of primary education at the age of 12and 

the setting up of central schools for those boys and girls who would not proceed onto 

secondary school, so that they could continue their education past the primary years. 

These students would then move "into the central school, where the instruction would 

have a commercial or industrial or agricultural bias in the case of boys, or a 

commercial or domestic bias in the case of girls." 34 Parr was therefore suggesting a 

new educational structure, more aligned to the pragmatic needs of a skilled workforce 

and away from the academic programme being offered by existing secondary schools. 

SUPPORT FOR JUNIOR HIGH SCHOOLS 

Given that the courses in the proposed central schools excluded an academic strand 

and were, initially at least, to continue to be terminal institutions for students who 

were not seeking a secondary education; the main purposes of these new schools, as 

suggested by Parr, was to increase students' exposure to new subject areas so that 

they could make a more effective contribution to society. By 1921 Parr confidently 

declared: 

It is clear that the most effective method of increasing the period of 
secondary education is to lower the age at which it is entered 

33. Keith, H. (Ed). (1984). New Zealand yesterdays: A look at our recent past. Sydney: Readers 
Digest, p.221. 
34. New Zealand Educational Institute. (1920, June 1). National Education. Wellington: Author p. 
175. 
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upon.... If such pupils had begun upon a specially adapted 
secondary course at an earlier age it is most probable that they 
w?uld have been able t? leave sc~ool at the sam~ a~e as at present 
with a much more efficient educational equipment. 3 

The influence of the junior high school model was increasingly apparent in Parr's 

statements from 1921. These focused on the provision of a secondary style education 

in a specialized three-year school. This development, in Parr's thinking, marked a 

gradual move away from the primary-based central school philosophy, one which 

would become quite marked after the Departmental Conference on Post-Primary 

Education held in March, 1922. 

Of concern to Parr and some Departmental officials in the early 1920s - after the 

Great War and the influenza epidemic had ended - was the fact that too many 

students were forced to remain at school due to the raising of the leaving age to 14. In 

1901 many students spent only one year at a secondary school before leaving to enter 

the workforce. 36 A more efficient system of education was now required to provide 

these students with a "sound education" prior to them leaving school. However, the 

debate had now moved on from the central school philosophy of Nelson, England and 

Scotland - of providing a primary based education with secondary specialization -

to one of providing a secondary based education for younger students (at about 12-to-

14 years old). This significant change in philosophy was strongly influenced by the 

35. Keith (1984), p. 224. 
36. Keith ( 1984 ), p. 224, quoting Parr in 1921, "the one years instruction for which 25% of the pupils 
remain at secondary school can be of little value, as it means that only a beginning is made to the study 
of several new subjects." 
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increased contact which some New Zealand educationists had had with the American 

education system during an~ following W.W.1. 

Opposition, however, to this increased secondary education influence was expressed 

at the 1920 Teachers' Grading Conference by Theo Strong, the Chief Inspector of 

Primary Schools. He was concerned with the impact these changes might have on the 

schools within his area of responsibility. Strong believed in the status quo, and was 

not impressed with the Minister's comments on overseas experience.37 His stance was 

significant in terms of the role he was to play later in the setting up of intermediate 

schools. 

Nevertheless Parr's question remained: How best was this experimentation to be 

provided? Parr had spent a good deal of time with Purdie during his work with the 

Auckland Education Board, and the idea of a central school structure is evident in the 

Board's early reports. While New Zealand had had ties with America, educational 

ideas and practices were usually imported from the English ( e.g., traditions associated 

with academically-oriented secondary schools) and Scottish (e.g., grammar and 

district high school of Otago during the late provincial era, c. 1869) systems, since 

most New Zealand's settlers were from these countries. 

MILNER AND WELLS - AMERICAN JUNIOR HIGH SCHOOLS 

With the end of World War One, however, the influence of America on all aspects of 

our national development increased. Parr supported the visits of two leading New 

37. Lee & Lee (1996), p. 147. 
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Zealand educationists, T. U. (Thomas) Wells and Frank Milner, to the United States of 

America in 1921, in an attempt to gain a wider perspective on the worldwide 

educational reform movement. Wells had been principal of Richmond Road Primary 

School in Auckland and was the Director of the Auckland Teacher's College. Milner 

was then rector of Waitaki Boys' High School in Oamaru. 

Presented to Parliament in 1921, Milner' s report outlined the development of the 

junior high school movement in America. Milner had attended the Pan-Pacific 

Educational Conference held in Honolulu in August 1921, and at the request of Parr 

had travelled on to California after the conference to investigate and report on the 

junior high and central school movements in this state38• He discovered that in 1910, 

three pioneer junior high schools had been set up after a report by Dr. Frank Bunker, 

(Superintendent of Californian schools), in which a model of "6 +3 + 3" education­

with six years in the primary school, three each in the junior and senior high schools 

- was advanced. 39 

Milner's report to the New Zealand House of Representatives concluded with a series 

of nine recommendations. Number eight stated: 

That Junior high schools (if not already authorized) be promptly 
established in the four chief centers, equipped for the prosecution 
of the following courses: (a) Professional; (b) commercial; (c) 
agricultural; (d) industrial or mechanical; (e) domestic science.40 

38. Milner, I. (1983). Milner of Waitaki: Portrait of the man. Dunedin: John Mcindoe, p. 69. 
39. Appendices to the Journals of the House of Representatives [AJHR], E-11, (1921), p. 7 Report on 
Junior High School movement in the United States of America, October 16, 1921. Report by Mr. F. 
Milner (M.A.) 
40. AJHR. E-11, 1921, p.2. 
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It is noteworthy, in the light of future developments involving Milner that his 

recommendations did not go so far as to suggest that these schools be stand alone. 

The recommendation that a professional (to use the American terminology) or 

academic course of study should also be available contradicted Parr's original 

intentions for these schools. He had wanted the junior high schools to be more 

vocational and terminal thereby allowing the secondary schools to cater for the 

academically minded students. It was perhaps not surprising that Milner was invited 

by the minister to undertake this project. Parr's son attended Milner's school at 

Waitalci41 , and the two emissaries carefully selected by Parr represented both primary 

and secondary schooling interests. 

The second representative chosen by Parr was Thomas Wells, from Auckland, whose 

report was published a year later in 1922. This report discussed Wells' attendance at 

the Imperial Conference of Teachers at Toronto and explored the junior high school 

model more fully than had Milner. Wells was also supportive of its introduction into 

New Zealand. In fact, many of the ideas expressed in that document can be found 

replicated in the work of Dr. Beeby, carried out in the mid-l 930s. Both Milner' s and 

Wells' reports were clearly supportive of introducing junior high schools into New 

Zealand. They can be seen as a rare congruence of opinions from the traditionally 

separate New Zealand primary and secondary schooling sectors. 

The discussion topic raised by Parr concerning the termination of primary education 

at the age of 12 years, at the Teachers' Grading conference in 1920, was resolved at 

41. Milner(l983), p.165. 
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the 1922 Conference on Post-Primary Education. The discussions held at this second 

- conference can be seen in the light of the two reports received from Milner and 

Wells. This conference consisted of the Minister, four departmental officers 

(including Theo Strong), four post-primary principals, of whom Frank Milner was 

one and a primary school headmaster, Thomas Wells.42 As Ian Milner (son of Frank 

Milner) later wrote "The conference inter a/ia resolved 'that where a junior high 

school is established it shall not form part of a secondary or technical school. "'43 

Furthermore, the conference resolved that 'junior high schools, where they are 

established, should be separate educational units."44 

Consequently, the model seen in American schools was to be introduced into New 

Zealand even if in a somewhat modified form.45 The four key functions of the three­

year junior high schools were to include an accelerated programme for "academic" 

pupils; to provide a terminal education for the non-academic pupil population; to 

offer centralized facilities and teaching, e.g., art, manual and technical instruction; 

and to promote educational efficiency and enforce social control. Many of these were 

ideas that had been espoused by Purdie as early as 1904. 

Furthermore, these junior high schools provided an age-appropriate school structure 

where, according to Frank Milner: 

42. Education Department of New Zealand. (1922). Special reports on educational subjects: 
Conference on post-primary education. Wellington: Government Printer, p. 3. 
43. Milner ( 1983), p. 166. 
44. Education Department of New Zealand, (1922), p. 5. (clauses 2 and 3) 
45. Watson (1964), p. 38. Watson comments however that there appeared to be little agreement among 
educators and that "all seemed prepared for various types to be tried out in different circumstances." 
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The prepubescent period (six years to twelve) is that of childhood, 
susceptible to drill, fonnal discipline, and the fixation of habits ... · 
It is at the tennination of this stage that the period of adolescence 
or youth supervenes .... Fundamental differences in physical and 
mental constitution are observable at the average age of twelve 
years at which the pupil enters Standard V in New Zealand .... The 
dawn of social consciousness in him [or her] brings with it a new 
host of interests and a new stage of emotional life.46 

This, then, became the second "middle school" model to be developed in New 

Zealand. The first - the Nelson Central school - had operated some way along the 

lines of the English central school model of bringing the "top standard" classes from 

the primary service together in one place for several years duration. From this school 

the pupils either left school or went onto a technical college or secondary school if 

they could buy or win a place through scholarship. This experiment had ended in 

New Zealand, in 1911. 

In 1922, it was suggested that an American model of independent junior high schools 

be adopted in New Zealand where pupils could study secondary subjects at an earlier 

age and have the opportunity to prepare themselves for the work that they would 

eventually undertake. Early specialization and exploration were to sit together but 

with little understanding of the tension that could exist between these two concepts. 

Four of the members of the 1922 Conference held an opposite view,47 however, 

whereby the junior high school should be considered as part of a six-year technical or 

secondary school. One school would therefore be a feeder school for the other and be 

46. AJHR, E-11, 1921, p. 3. 
47. Milner (1983), p. 166. 
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on the same physical site. Milner, John Caughley (then Director of Education), and 

Parr, were part ofthis minority group.48 

The cost effectiveness of attaching a junior high school to an existing secondary 

school alone would have made this an attractive alternative in some quarters. Perhaps 

not surprisingly, the idea of attaching junior high schools to a secondary school, or 

locating them on the same site, was regularly voiced throughout and beyond the 

1920s. 

THE NEW ZEALAND JUNIOR HIGH SCHOOL 

Within the context of the middle school movement in New Zealand the establishment 

of the first junior high school in Auckland appears to have been a landmark, albeit 

controversial, decision. Its creation signalled the translation of the Nelson Central 

School experiment into a national movement. The influence of Parr, and the 

reforming zeal evident in the early 1920s due to post-war optimism, played a crucial 

role in this development. That the junior high reflected a different philosophical 

approach to the provision of secondary level education to younger students than that 

adopted by the central schools with their primary curriculum and teaching methods, 

was largely due to Parr's involvement in the creation of these institutions. 

The notice to establish junior high schools, was gazetted on 4 September 1922, 

wherein it stated that, "a 'junior high school" means a school established to provide a 

48. Milner(l983), p. 166. 
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h f . . ti · 1 ,,49 t ree-year course o mstruct1on or pup1 s. Students had to gain a certificate of 

competency at the end of Standard IV before being able to apply for enrolment. The 

classes were to be named seventh, eight and ninth grades reflecting American 

terminology and indicating further differences between the primary and secondary 

structures. Each of these new schools was to be run by their own school committee. 

However, clause three of these regulations left the New Zealand public in no doubt 

that the junior high schools were an educational experiment "The number of junior 

high schools to be established during the years 1922 and 1923 shall not exceed 

four."50 One was to be erected in one of the four main cities, one in a town of about 

I 0,000 residents, and one as part of a district high school. 

The first junior high school to follow these specifications, opened in Kingsland, 

Auckland, in October 1922. Kowhai Junior High School catered for students in 

seventh, eighth and ninth grades and was able under 1932-33 changes in regulations 

to continue with Year 9 students until 1957. Two of the reasons for Kowhai being 

established were that the Auckland Education Board had long been supportive of the 

middle school concept and there was serious over-crowding in the primary schools of 

the Kingsland area. 51 

Students who attended Kowhai were sorted and placed in classes according to the 

recommendation of the headmaster of the contributing primary school, their 

49. New Zealand Gazette, ( 1922). Regulations under the education act - Junior High Schools, (3 ), p. 
2389. 
50. New Zealand Gazette (1922), p. 2389. 
51. Watson (1964), p. 41. 
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attainments on a number of psychometric attainment tests and an intelligence test that 

were fashionable selection_ instruments in the 1920s. According to Shuker ( 1987), 

first year students were placed into one of two broad streams, an upper academic and 

practical subject course and a lower one for those not moving on past the junior high 

level. In the second year the students in the first, more academic course were resettled 

and given academic work in preparation for entering secondary school the following 

year. Those students who were not continuing their schooling concentrated on manual 

and technical subjects. As Cumming and Cumming noted the first principal of 

Kowhai, R.E. Rudman, believed ''the great success of this scheme will be judged by 

the results of the lower two-thirds of the pupils not the upper one-third who would in 

any case be successful in Grammar School."52 

As Shuker commented, in the lower stream "emphasis was placed on the acquisition 

of practical skills [by junior high school pupils] in preparation for their future roles as 

manual workers and homemakers." 53 Hence the most senior classes were available to 

a few non-academic pupils who had no intention of continuing their formal 

schooling. 54 As a result of this many aspects of this first junior high school were 

considered to be experimental. The first junior high school proved to be an 

experimental testing ground for more than just the middle school philosophy and 

much of its work included the use of intelligence tests and the careful placement of 

pupils in classes designed to promote optimal learning opportunities. 

52. Cumming & Cumming (1978), p. 224, quoting a comment made by Rudman to Purdie in 1923. 
53. Shuker (1987), pp. 176-177. 
54. Beeby, C.E. (1938). The intermediate schools of New Zealand. Wellington: New Zealand Council 
for Educational Research, p. 22. 
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The Minister of Education's annual report of 1925 (summarizing the 1924 year) 

stated that four junior high schools had been established, although only one was a 

stand-alone school, the others being junior high school departments. 55 In an earlier 

report Parr had commented that Kowhai' s curriculum had "a more vocational or 

practical bent than that of the secondary school. .. to give a more complete training 

for industry and commerce. "56 

Frank Milner had also established a junior high as a department of Waitaki Boys' 

High School in 1925 in line with his own minority vote at the Education 

Department's Conference of 1922. Milner was rebuked in Oamaru for doing this, 

because he was seen to be supporting something that went against the majority vote 

of the 1922 Conference. However, Ian Milner claimed that his father had the support 

of the Minister of Education, Parr, and that his minority vote at the conference 

revealed Frank Milner's opposition"to creating a stand-alone junior high school. 57 

The Minister, in this 1925 report, appeared satisfied with the initial success of the 

junior high school system. He informed his colleagues that four junior highs had been 

established at Kowhai, Waitaki, Matamata, and Northcote, according to the trial 

mentioned in the 1922 Regulations. However, Parr reiterated an important caveat that 

he had referred to on a number of occasions, including his opening speeches for 

55. Appendices to the Journals of the House of Representatives [AJHR]. E-11, (1925), p. 3. Report of 
the Minister of Education year ending 31 December 1924. 
56. AJHR. E-1, 1923, p.3. Report of the Minister of Education for the year ended December 31 1922. 
57. Milner(l983), p. 165. 

38 



various junior high schools. New Zealand, he maintained, must devise its own school 

system that would meet the perceived needs of pupils. Parr confidently, and perhaps 

optimistically, wrote: 

There is no need for experiment regarding the value of the junior 
high school principle itself. That stage has passed. The testimony 
of other countries as well as our own experience sufficiently 
establishes the validity of the principle. We are now trying out 
different methods of applying the principle to the varying sets of 
conditions to be found in the different districts of New Zealand, 
and the results already obtained are distinctly encouraging.58 

Support for the junior high school movement also came from Mr. Frank Tate, 

Director of Education in Victoria, Australia. In 1925 he was invited by Parr to review 

the New Zealand post-primary education system. Tate had conducted an earlier 

review in 1903. 

According to Butchers ( 1932), although Tate noticed certain defects in the education 

system - for example the "the general lack of articulation between the primary and 

post-primary schools [as a result of] the belated adoption of the principle of 

intermediate school,"59 - he was generally supportive of the junior high system. The 

merits of the junior high schools, he claimed, were that they were ideally positioned 

''to give pupils a broad outlook upon the world's work and help them ascertain their 

own aptitudes, interests and abilities with reference thereto." 60 

58. AJHR, E-1, 1925. p.3. 
59. Butchers (1932), p.220. 
60. F. Tate (1925) cited in Lee & Lee (1996), p.150. 
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By 1925, then, it would have appeared to some contemporary commentators that a 

. national middle school system had in fact been created out of the philosophies of the 

English and Scottish central school movement, our own Nelson experiment, and the 

junior high movement of the USA. Legislation had been passed for stand-alone junior 

high schools to be formed under the authority of their own school committees. 

Pedagogy had been developed which, for the first time, revealed a good deal of 

agreement from both the primary and secondary education sectors. The junior high 

schools were to provide terminal education particularly in the manual subjects for 

those students 11-to 14-years-old who had left primary school but had little intention 

of pursuing an academic career. Unlike the anticipated outcomes of the 1922 

Education Department Conference, however, after the establishment of Kowhai, 

junior high schools had not developed as stand-alone institutions but had taken 

another form. As Watson observed: 

Expediency rather than experimentation was the decisive factor, 
and in its first decade the history of junior high schools consisted 
of little more than a record of Form 1 and 11 classes being attached 
to secondary schools in small towns. 61 

Gone were the references to grades seven, eight and nine that had been placed so 

carefully in the regulations establishing junior high schools. However, in the 

minister's report of 1927, mention was made of the creation of a specially constituted 

committee to rewrite the current primary syllabus of instruction: 

In such a way as to provide a primary course suitable for pupils up 
to about the age of twelve years, and a post-primary course of two 

61. Watson (1964), p. 42. 
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or three years in an intermediate school, followed by a further 
period of a senior high school. 62 

This syllabus revision was undertaken by the Syllabus Revision Committee between 

1926 and 1928, chaired by Professor Richard Lawson of the University of Otago 

Education Department. Of particular interest was the Committee's desire to use the 

primary syllabus to develop a programme for junior high schools, although all but 

one of the junior high schools (Kowhai) was attached to secondary schools. Of 

further note is the use of the term "intermediate" four years prior to the establishment 

of officially sanctioned "intermediate schools." 

THE HADOW AND LAWSON REPORTS 

The first official criticism of the junior high system arose with the appointment of a 

new Minister of Education in 1926, Mr. Robert Wright. This change in minister 

culminated in a reassessment of the policy and direction for the junior high schools. 

Disregarding the work of Tate, Wright stated in 1926; "The proposed reorganization 

[the creation of junior high schools] has been received with a certain amount of 

caution, if not reserve, mainly because of the uncertainty of its effects upon both 

primary and secondary schools and the lack of sufficiently definite information 

regarding the cost. .. "63 Gone from the Minister's report were the favourable 

comments that characterised Parr. In its place, concern began to be expressed about 

the heavy cost that the new system was imposing on the country. 

62. Appendices to the Journals of the House of Representatives [AJHR].E-1, (1927), p. 3. Report of 
the Minister of Education year ending 31 December 1926. 

63. Campbell, A.E. (1941). Educating New Zealand. Wellington: Department of Internal Affairs, p. 
140. 
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At the same time as the junior high schools were being promoted in New Zealand 

another equally strong movement had developed within the English education 

system. In 1926 the Hadow Report was released with a recommendation that all 

primary education terminate at eleven years and that all these students then attend a 

post-primary school providing a common core of instruction regardless of their 

abilities and future vocational intentions. This report, The Education of the 

Adolescent, was to influence many of the developments of junior high schools post 

1926. The later development of intermediate schools in New Zealand was influenced 

to some degree by the philosophies expressed in the Hadow Report. 64 

Several ideas from the Hadow report were reiterated in a New Zealand context in the 

Report of the Syllabus Revision Committee (Lawson Report) of 1928. The Lawson 

Report, quoting the Hadow report, stated: 

There is a tide which begins to rise in the veins of youth at the age 
of 11 or 12. It is called by the name of "adolescence." If that tide 
can be taken at the flood and a new voyage begun on the strength 
and along the flow of its current, we think it will move onto 
fortune. We therefore propose that all children should be 
transferred at the age of 11 or 12 from their primary school. 
Transferred to new ground and set in a new environment, which 
should be adjusted as far as possible to the interests and abilities of 
each range and variety, we believe that they will thrive to a new 
height and attain a sturdier fibre. "65 

64. Beeby (1938), pp. 38-40. 
65. Lawson, R. ( 1928). Report of the syllabus revision committee set up by the Minister of Education: 
Hon. R.A. Wright, 1926-1928. Wellington: Government Printer, p. 18. 
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Echoing the comments Parr had made in 1921 on the characteristics of adolescents, 

the Lawson Report began to give political credence to the recently developed 

psychological theories about the development of adolescence. 

The Lawson report is famous in New Zealand's educational history for its well 

articulated majority and minority reports. The majority report closely followed the 

Hadow recommendation that all children should leave primary school and attend a 

post-primary school, each offering a common core of instruction. The minority 

report, however, recommended that students should remain at primary school and 

pursue a greatly enriched programme of work. Within this minority report emphasis 

was placed on the financial savings that would be made if students remained at 

primary school.66 Those who signed the minority report were firmly opposed to 

junior high schools in the belief that such schools "tend to destroy articulation rather 

than otherwise." Not surprisingly, therefore, they recommended against any further 

development of the junior high concept. 

Within five years of being established, the junior high school movement was being 

questioned from an educational efficiency perspective. The key determinants in this 

change in educational thinking were that some educators claimed students should not 

have to face two changes of school at this time in their life. These commentators 

suggested that a common education for all was more desirable than the dominant 

policy and practice of gearing education instruction to suit student's future 

66. "Eight junior high school experiments that have been introduced in New Zealand, providing for 
2300 pupils ... has cost about £50,000 more in capital expenditure than the old system" (Lawson 
(1928), p. 48.). 
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employment. A tension between early specialization or exploration programmes arose 

again in this debate. Pai:r' s support for early specialization, and exposure to 

secondary subjects was undermined by the rapidly increasing length of time students 

were attending school. 

THE BODKIN COMMITTEE 

The junior high movement still had strong advocates, however. The 1930 Recess 

Education Committee Report,67 commonly known as the Atmore or Bodkin Report, 

supported the continuation of this type of education. The purpose of the junior high 

schools, it suggested, should no longer be to provide early specialized secondary 

courses. Instead the Bodkin Committee wanted the junior high schools to offer 

"exploratory courses in which the "special aptitudes" of the students may be 

discovered and developed."68 Unlike Parr's earlier vision of early specialization and 

exploratory programmes co-existing comfortably, the 1930 report articulated a 

preference for solely exploratory programmes. 

Criticism of any suggestion or policy that all primary students should attend 

secondary schools was made with reference to how junior classes in secondary 

schools were structured and the poor pupil retention rate. Fault was found by the 

Bodkin Committee on behalf of the 50 percent of students who attended secondary 

school where they were hurried all day from room to room, and teacher to teacher. 

The committee argued that children were taught by a range of peripatetic teachers, in 

67. Appendices to the Journals of the House of Representatives [AJHR]. 1-8 A, (1930). Report of the 
Recess Education Committee on educational reorganization in New Zealand, July 15, 1930. 
68. AJHR, l-8A, 1930, p. 152. 
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a plethora of strange subjects. They were set tasks for homework rather than 

continuing the successful primary model of set reading. The committee was 

concerned at the number of junior members of staff who taught these children in a 

secondary school.69 Strong criticism was therefore levelled at an inappropriate 

secondary education pedagogy being delivered in junior secondary classrooms. It is 

of interest to note here the similarities of these criticisms of secondary pedagogy with 

those voiced by the supporters of "middle school" development in the 1990s. 70 

Given the controversy that had ansen over junior high schools, it was perhaps 

predictable that the Bodkin Report would include evidence from some secondary 

school principals that was "opposed to the establishment of separate schools of the 

Kowhai type," recommending ''that junior departments should be attached to the 

existing high and technical high schools instead." 71 Opposition, therefore, seemed to 

be directed toward the idea of separate junior high schools rather than junior high 

schooling philosophies as such. 

Equally important, however, in the submission made by Mr. C. W. Garrard, Senior 

Inspector of Auckland Schools, reference was made to the term 'intermediate. ' 72 This 

was one of the first occasions that such terminology had been used within the New 

Zealand education community. This reference built on that of Parr's in 1927 when 

establishing the Syllabus Revision Committee and references to "intermediate 

69. AJHR l-8A, 1930, pp 14-17. 
70. Education Review Office. (2001). Students in Years 7 and 8. Wellington, NZ: Leaming Media 
71. AJHR, l-8A, 1930, p. 21. 
72."That intermediate classes should fonn part of the education system, and that the types of schools 
and classes as suggested by Mr. Garrard be recommended to the government" AJHR, l-8A, 1930, p. 
24. 
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classes" in the Bodkin Report. By 1930 then, four terms for describing the education 

of 11-to 14-year-olds - middle, central, junior high and intermediate - had been 

referred to by New Zealand educators. 

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF INTERMEDIATE SCHOOLS 

In summary, by the early 1930s three clearly articulated schools of thought existed in 

New Zealand concerning the education of these "middle years" students. First, was 

the work by Purdie, Mulgan and Parr in articulating an educational philosophy for 

separate institutions, which had born fruit in the setting up of the independent Kowhai 

Junior High School and nine junior high school departments. They saw the 

development of this new educational structure as both experimental . and, more 

importantly, as something that was specifically New Zealand oriented. These schools 

were based on the American junior high school philosophy which allowed for the 

early introduction of secondary subjects (specialization) to those pupils who may not 

otherwise be able to experience them because they would leave school at the end of 

the period of compulsory education, while encouraging at the same time the 

development of exploratory courses of work. 

This policy had been supported by Tate and the Bodkin Committee providing a new 

direction for these schools, whereby catering for pupils' individual differences was 

emphasised. Such an emphasis was seldom evident in secondary schools if the 

Bodkin Committee observations were accurate. A lack of confidence in the 

academically-orientated secondary schooling system, and an acceptance of the value 
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of separate junior high school institutions had influenced the findings of the Bodkin 

Committee. 

Second, there was a school of thought that upheld the recommendations of the Hadow 

Committee, that primary education should finish at eleven and that all students should 

make only one change to a post-primary institution. Each of the latter institutions, it 

was believed, should provide a similar series of courses to cater for the perceived 

needs of all students. By l 930, seven of the eight junior high schools were not stand­

alone institutions. Some were attached to primary schools, but the majority were, like 

Waitaki Junior High School, attached to some form of secondary or district high 

school.73 The advantage of attaching these junior high schools as departments was 

that it gave pupils access to secondary specialist staff and resources. 

The only common ground between these two perspectives was agreement that 

primary education should terminate at eleven years and that it was desirable for all 

students to remain at school until they reached the legal leaving age. The main point 

of difference between these two perspectives lay in what was considered by the 

respective commentators to be the most appropriate curriculum to offer all students. 

Proponents of the third educational philosophy argued that students should 

experience primary education for a longer period of time than was presently available 

and that this programme of work should be more exploratory and less specialised in 

nature. Proponents of the central school movement, the recommendations of Tate in 

1925 and the philosophy of the Director of Education, Theo Strong, echoed this 

73. AJHR, l-8A, 1930, p. 14. 
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perspective. By 1931 one-third of all secondary school enrolments were in Form 3, 74 

and with such significant growth in student numbers a decision needed to be made 

about which of the three school structures would become the one to be implemented 

nationally. 

In 1931 Robert Masters was appointed Minister of Education, and on 15 December 

1932, at the peak of the economic depression, regulations were passed which 

formally created intermediate schools in New Zealand.75 The legislation specified the 

duration of instruction at two not three years, except in special cases. The latter 

provision was intended to encompass Kowhai Junior High School; an arrangement 

that lasted until 1957. The newly named intermediate schools were to be part of the 

primary service as had been a number of the junior high schools. The term 

"intermediate school" had been introduced to New Zealand by Wells, when in his 

report to the House of Representatives in 1992, he referred to ''the junior high school 

or "intermediate school" as it is sometimes called,"76 in the American vernacular. A 

prescribed, compulsory curriculum was outlined for intermedi_ate teachers and pupils, 

including: English, history, civics, arithmetic, geography, elementary science, 

drawing, singing, and physical education. The schools were to be funded, however, 

on the less generous primary service staffing and salary scales. 77 

74. Watson, (1964), p. 60. 
75. New Zealand Gazette (1932, December 22) and (1933, June 22) and New Zealand House of 
Representatives. (1939, November 22) Order in Council ( serial no 1939/ 246). 
76. Appendices to the Journals of the House of Representatives [AJHR] (1922). Report ofT.U. Wells. 
E-11. p.15. 
77. Lee & Lee (1996), p. 152. 
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Commentators were quick to respond to this reform. Sir James Parr, the previous 

Minister of Education who had established junior high schools, boldly declared that 

the '"intermediate school plan' was an unfortunate regression."78 J.F Wells, Principal 

of Kowhai Junior High School, stated his opinion: 

backed up by experience, is that scholars not likely to continue for 
any length of time at secondary or technical school gain infinitely 
more by continuing at Kowhai than breaking their course to put in 
a brief period at a secondary or technical school where they will of 
necessity be mere nonentities." 79 

JUNIOR HIGH SCHOOLS AND INTERMEDIATES COMPARED 
While some commentators (Lee & Lee, 1996; Nolan & Brown 2002) reiterate 

Watson's (1964) initial comments that the creation of intermediate schools was a 

sudden change in direction by the government80, in his history of the intermediate 

school movement Watson does not hold with the argument that this was, in fact, a 

sudden change in direction. Rather, he suggested, it was the speed with which the 

change was introduced that was surprising. The Forbes government, prior to their 

election in 1928, had nominated the development of the intermediate system as a vital 

part of their educational policy. One of the key proponents of intermediate schools, 

Theo Strong, Director of Education (1927-1933) stated in an article written in 1931,81 

that he was an advocate of the two-year intermediate system and spoke of these 

schools as if they were already in existence.82 Strong believed that the development 

of intermediate schools would be a cheaper alternative to junior high schools because 

of the more favourable staffing and funding ratios they would provided by being part 

78. Cumming, & Cumming ( 1978), p. 251. 
79. Wells, T. U. (1933, January 18) Letter to D. W. Dunlop: Secretary Auckland Education Board, 
cited in Cumming & Cumming ( 1978), p.252. 
80. Watson (1964), p. 55. 
81. The Year Book of Education 1932. 
82. Cumming & Cumming ( 1978), p.252. 
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of the primary service. This was important for a government faced with an economic 

depression, an immediate need to rebuild the schools in Napier destroyed in the 1931 

earthquake, and the building of new schools in Gisbourne and Wanganui. Educational .. 
efficiency had not ceased to be a political concern, particularly at a time of limited 

fiscal resources. 

Strong also argued that if three-year junior highs continued to function then they 

would be viewed unfavourably by the public as terminal institutions. Intense debate 

over the duration of intermediate level schooling had occurred in the early-l 930s, 

prompted by concern that students had to be accommodated longer at school owing to 

the economic depression. Employment opportunities for youth were minimal, and 

boys and girls had little choice but to stay on at school or leave school to help their 

families, domestically.83 Due to such economic pressures Strong articulated a 

growing concern for the new concept of a bridging school. Earlier commentators, 

such as Frank Tate, during his review of the New Zealand education system in 1925 

had suggested that one of the defects he noticed in the education system was ''the 

general lack of articulation between primary and post-primary schools."84 The idea of 

adding the intermediate school to the compulsory part of the primary education 

system coupled with the official expectation that every student would undertake some 

form of secondary education also meant that the immediate economic needs of the 

country could be satisfied, according to this thinking. Furthermore, while junior high 

schools had individual school committees under the 1922 regulations, Strong and 

83. AJHR, E-1, 1931, pp. 1-20. 
84. Butchers (1932), p. 220. 
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Masters maintained that intermediate schools could be served more cost effectively 

by the regional education boards. One of the primary aims of the Forbes 

administration was to cut public expenditure. As the Director of Education 

commented: 

We have therefore to seek for the aims that during this time of 
financial depression urge us and urge the minister to countenance 
making this change wherever it is possible to do so with little or no 
increased expense to the country. 8 

Nevertheless, this policy change ought not to be seen solely in terms of saving 

expenditure. A variety of reasons for supporting this change had been articulated 

throughout the history and development of junior high schools in the 1920s. for 

example, in 1930 the Otago High Schools' Board of Governors was sufficiently 

concerned at the prospect of their schools losing their third form students to a junior 

high school - if three-year schools were retained - that they published and 

distributed a pamphlet urging the government to support the transfer of students to 

secondary schools at the conclusion of From 2. 86 It is reasonable to suggest that such 

pressure from high schools, fearing declining enrolments in the depression years 

because of junior high schools, would have added considerable weight to the decision 

to have third formers attend secondary schools rather than continue with three-year 

junior high schools.87 Echoing this sentiment, Nolan and Brown (2002) claimed that 

"successful political lobbying by school principals and by secondary and primary 

85. New Zealand Education Gazette. (1933, April 1 ). Verbatim report of the director to a meeting in 
Christchurch 23 February 1933. Wellington: Government Printer, p.48. 
86. Lee & Lee ( 1996), p. 154. 
87. It is important to note that Beeby, (1938), pp. 32-33, however does not support this conclusion 
stating that the Secondary Schools Association was as opposed to the change to two-year intermediates 
as were any other pressure group. 

51 



teachers' unions not to support them [three year junior high schools]"88 was one of 

the significant reasons why two-year intermediate schools were established. 

Watson, for his part, remarked that had the government adopted the three-year format 

it would have required a drastic reorientation of secondary education because one­

third of all post-primary enrolments, by the early 1930s, were Form III students. The 

fiscal reality of the times had as much to do with the change, as the conference 

debates had had in determining the ground to be discussed. The reality was that by 

1930 stand-alone junior high schools had not been established in any number. 

Furthermore, the intermediate school philosophy of providing a responsive 

environment to accommodate and nurture individual needs had not been part of the 

orientation of the attached junior highs. Instead, the latter had been directed toward 

providing an early introduction to secondary subjects for a younger cadre of students. 

Under this model attachment to secondary schools, in particular, had secured access 

to a specialized teaching staff and resources, but that was no longer to be a major part 

of the intermediate school strategy. Department of Education officials understood that 

by 1930 the growth in the number of students remaining at school in the third form 

year, had already begun to put pressure on the supply of suitable post-primary 

teachers. 

88. Nolan, CJ.P., & Brown, M. (2002). The fight for middle school education in New 
Zealand. Middle School Journal, 33 (4), p. 36. 
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A RATIONALE FOR INTERMEDIATE SCHOOLS 

In 1933 the Director of Education reminded the public that the junior high schools in 

New Zealand had not been established to meet the same needs as those in the United 

States. 89 Strong outlined the purpose of the new intermediate school in the following 

terms: 

(I) [It will draw] a large number of senior pupils of about the same 
age and the same intellectual standard together and [enable] 
them to be classified into groups. 

(2) [It will have the] advantage of bridging the gap between the 
primary and secondary schools. 

(3) When the pupils are centralized it is quite possible to introduce 
a greater measure of specialization than is possible under 
existing conditions. 90 

Owing to this change in governmental policy, some commentators ( Campbell, 1941 ; 

Lee & Lee, 1996) have suggested that intermediate schooling lacked a clear cut and 

consistent philosophy and therefore that there was a failure to be able to adapt the 

theory of junior high schools to the New Zealand situation. Furthermore, that the 

confusion that existed between the different goals of the American and English 

systems, evident in New Zealand, further clouded the development of a clear 

philosophy for this structure of schooling. Campbell went further when he asserted 

that the models developed in New Zealand were derived from overseas. As a result, 

New Zealand educational policymakers did not devise a model to suit any allegedly 

unique requirements: 

In its early stages at least the New Zealand [intermediate school] 
movement was a reflection of these overseas developments rather 
than a response to widely felt and clearly-defined local needs. And 

89. Watson (1964), p. 34. 
90. New Zealand Education Gazette, (1933, April I), p. 51. 
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that was one of the main reasons for the intellectual confusion that 
has been its peculiar curse.91 

This criticism is open to scrutiny, however. During the 1920s there had been some 

experimentation with a number of different structures as New Zealand educational 

administrators began to anticipate that students would soon remain at school for 

longer periods of time. Parr himself had, on many occasions, referred to the 1920s as 

being an age of "experimentation." To a certain extent the move to intermediate 

schools in 1932 could be seen as a continuation of this same policy of 

experimentation. What had been achieved by the move to intermediate schools was 

the establishment of (and emphasis upon) an exploratory course of work, albeit 

within a two-year timeframe, rather than endorsing the early specialization that 

characterised the junior high school model. As Robert Masters, Minister of 

Education, stated in his 1933 report: 

The aim of intermediate school is to remove pupils at the age of 
eleven or twelve from the environment of the primary school and 
place them in separate schools or in departments attached to post­
primary schools where they will be given the opportunities of 
displaying their natural aptitudes, inclinations and interests, and of 
indicating whether they should continue their education at a 
secondary school ... or a technical school. 92 

These educational experiments were being appraised by educationists and officials at 

frequent educational conferences, and the development of a uniquely New Zealand 

approach may have been foremost in the Department of Education officials thinking. 

As Watson commented, one of the most articulate supporters of the two-year 

91. Campbell (1941), p. 139. 
92. A.JHR,E-1, 1933 p.3.;see also Beeby, 1938, p.42. 
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structure was that of the Director of Education, Theo Strong. 93 Watson . stated that 

while the government itself took little interest in the two-year or three-year debate, 

departmental officials were aware that the regional education boards had been less 

than enthusiastic with junior high schools and that these officials were aware of the 

need to consider building intermediate units in larger urban areas to replace manual 

training centres. The politics of these building decisions were, for department 

officials, enhanced by two-year intermediate schools.94 

It is noteworthy that both the primary teachers' union, the New Zealand Educational 

Institute (NZEI) and the Secondary Schools Association (SSA), questioned the 

introduction of two-year intermediate schools. The NZEI executive were concerned 

that the change was being introduced at a time of cost cutting, that national finances 

needed to be improved and that the early stages of learning needed addressing as a 

matter of urgency. 95 The secondary teachers, for their part were concerned with 

intermediates "being introduced without a definite philosophy behind [them]."96 The 

latter statement gives weight to the popular belief that intermediate schools were 

created without informed educational debate having occurred, but the reality was that 

they were deliberately created as one alternative from among many different 

competing philosophies. The early intermediate school tended to owe more to the 

central school philosophy of the late 1890s and early 1900s than to the American 

93. Watson (1964), p. 58 
94. Watson (1964), pp.59-61. 
95. Beeby(1938), pp. 34-35. 
96. Campbell ( 1941 ), p. 144. 
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junior high model. However, it would be fair to comment that a sense of confusion 

and conflict marked the emergence of intermediate schools in New Zealand. 

THE BEEBY REPORT (1938) 

What the 1932 Regulations for Intermediate Schools and Departments achieved for 

middle school development in New Zealand was the creation of an institutional 

structure that could deliver a form of middle school education. What was missing, 

though, was a strong consensus of opinion about what middle school education 

should be beyond the immediate economic needs of the early 1930s. As Beeby was to 

comment in 1938: 

The cause for surprise is not that the schools should have lagged 
along the road but that they should have gone so far, since no-one 
has ever quite known where they were going."97 

The task of giving some direction to the intermediate schools fell to Dr. Beeby 

Director of the New Zealand Council for Educational Research (NZCER) in 1936.98 

The NZCER had been set up with a grant from the Carnegie Corporation of New 

York, in 1933.99 Clarence Beeby was appointed its first chief executive officer and 

then director in 1934. 

In 1935 the first Labour Government was elected to office. In the same year Professor 

Fred Clarke visited New Zealand from the University of London Institute of 

97. Beeby (1938), p. 37. 
98. Beeby ( 1938), p. 35. 
99. Beeby, C.E. (1992). The biography of an idea: Beeby on education. Wellington: NZCER. p. 85. 
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Education. Ian and Alan Cumming have summarised Clarke's reservations about 

intermediates as follows: 

[Clarke had a] dislike of the two-year intermediate course and said 
the term 'intermediate' was either a misnomer or it implied a 
wrong conception of what a school should be. No school, he said, 
should be regarded merely as a ladder between two other schools, 
but each should be autonomous, with its own particular function to 
perform- in this case that of maki"o§ suitable educational provision 
for the years of early adolescence. 1 

New Zealand intermediate school teachers were required by the 1932 Regulations to 

cover the full course of instruction laid down for Standard 5 and 6, including 

preparation for the Standard 6 Proficiency Examination. 101 Furthermore, these 

teachers were expected to follow the philosophy of exploration so as to cater for the 

student's individual aptitudes, capacities and interests. They were also to provide, 

where possible, some early specialization in secondary subjects, at a time of limited 

resources and with unfavourable primary staffing ratios during and beyond the 1930s. 

102 An exceptional workload for any classroom teacher. 

In 1936 the newly created NZCER accepted its first commission from the Labour 

Government. Noeline Alcorn (1992) described Beeby's involvement in this 

commissioned research in the following terms: 

[The NZCER] had been urged by the NZEI to carry out a survey 
and analysis of intermediate schooling in New Zealand, judging 
that this would not compromise the independence they valued so 
highly. This was a project that Beeby was to undertake himself and 
it took him away from Wellington for two lengthy (five to seven 

100. Cumming, & Cumming (1978), p. 253. 
101. This remained a requirement until 1937. 
I 02. Campbell ( 1941 ), p.142. 
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week) trips through both islands, visiting schools, collecting data 
and interviewing staff, principals and parents. 103 

This investigation was supported by both the NZEI and the Technical School 

Teachers' Association (TSTA). The Secondary Schools' Association, it will be 

recalled, had already complained that intermediate education was "being introduced 

without a definite philosophy behind it."104 

For Beeby the main challenge involved taking the term "intermediate" and making it 

relevant to the educational and political climate of late-1930s New Zealand. Beeby 

investigated 16 intermediate schools, 11 of which were attached to post-primary 

schools. 105 As Watson later remarked, many of Beeby's recommendations were 

unduly influenced by what he personally saw in these institutions. By inference, 

therefore, a difficulty arose when formulating a philosophy for an organization -

which may involve some reorganisation - because there were very few institutions in 

the sample to support a comprehensive educational policy. To this end, much of the 

work that T.U. Wells had reported on in 1922, regarding the American junior high 

schools, found its way into Beeby's study. Consequently, Beeby was influenced by a 

primary principal's view about the best direction for the junior high movement rather 

than those of a secondary principal, such as Frank Milner. The legacy of such 

thinking was that it reinforced intermediate schools being firmly established as part of 

the primary service. 

103. McDonald, G., & Benton R. (Eds.) (1992).The Beeby Fascicles: 4, Wellington: Te Aro Press, 
pp.17-18. 
l 04. Lee, & Lee ( 1996), p. 158. 
105. Watson (1964), p.67. 
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Beeby's report, when published in 1938, outlined eight philosophical tenets of 

intermediate education. These tenets, articulated in his second recommendation, dealt 

with the broader functions of the intermediate school in New Zealand. According to 

Beeby the first tenet of intermediate schooling should be: 

To provide a socially integrative period of schooling, ... the chief 
function of the intermediate school [is] to provide between the two 
[primary and secondary] a period of expansive, realistic, and 
socially integrative education that will give all future citizens a 
common basis of experience and knowledge. No other function 
should interfere with this. 106 

Beeby sought to privilege the exploratory philosophy over that of early 

specialization. The former function was linked directly to his belief that intermediate 

schools ought to be available to all students, and should provide a wide~ranging 

exploratory experience rather than promote early specialization in secondary-level 

subjects. 

His second tenet was "to introduce -all children gradually and sympathetically to the 

world of industry, commerce and the professions."107 Beeby stated that he wished to 

see every child make meaningful links with the adult world that he or she was to live 

in, and to experience the breadth of learning necessary for children to make better 

informed choices before embarking on secondary school courses of instruction. In 

Beeby's thinking then, it was important that each child be able to "[exercise] a 

106. Beeby (1938), p. 210. 
107. Beeby (1938), p. 210. 
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rational choice of future school course and occupation based on the knowledge of his 

[or her] own aptitudes and interests." 108 

Beeby understood that for some pupils intermediate education would be terminal. 

Accordingly, he recommended that one function of intermediate schooling should be 

''to give a rounded-off education to children not intending to take a reasonably 

complete post-primary course."109 Given that such a recommendation entailed the 

extension of the duration of intermediate schooling it allowed Beeby to comment on 

various arrangements for educating students in this institutional context. This can be 

seen in relation to the next tenet which stated that intermediates should "assist 

children who are not going on to post-primary school to secure suitable employment, 

and to provide education for them until such employment is found." 110 Within the 

context of schooling in the 1930s, this gave a clear justification for the provision of a 

three or possibly a four year-middle school. If children were to remain at intermediate 

school until they had found employment, rather than to enter a secondary school, then 

definite provision for longer than two-year intermediate schools would have to be 

made. 

Beeby followed this tenet with a later recommendation that developed this argument 

further. He believed in the need ''to provide for children continuing schooling to a 

higher level . . . mid-way between that of the primary school and that of the post-

108. Beeby (1938), p. 211. 
109. Beeby (1938), p. 211. 
110. Beeby (1938), p. 211. 
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primary."111 Nevertheless Beeby also believed in the need ''to continue teaching the 

· fundamental tools of learning." 112 

While many of his recommendations related to the physical conditions of the schools, 

others were seen by Beeby as part of a blueprint for the development of intermediate 

education. Particularly relevant to the discussion of three and four-year middle 

schools was Beeby's recommendation number 15: 

(b) Children who do not wish to enter a post-primary school 
should remain at the intermediate school for a third year and 
even portion of a fourth if need be. The intermediate school 
should be willing to take responsibility for them until such time 
as they secure permanent employment 

(c) Children who do not intend to prolong their full-time 
schooling for more than one year beyond Form II should be 
encouraged to stay at the intermediate school for that year. [i.e. 
to do a third year at intermediate.] 

( d) The present rule demanding from a parent of a child entering 
Form III of an intermediate school a guarantee that he [or she] 
will not proceed to full-time post-primary education should be 
abolished. Facilities should be provided for children in groups 
(b) and (c) above who change their minds after Form III, to 
transfer to a post-primary school. The bigger post-primary 
schools might establish transition classes for such children: in 
others special coaching might be given. 113 

In Beeby's notes to this recommendation he stated that this was an attempted 

compromise to suit the aspirations of students who wished to stay at a three-year 

intermediate school. But in one important respect recommendation 15 was not a 

compromise; rather, Beeby had wanted to differentiate the academic subjects from 

111. Beeby (1938), p. 211. 
112. Beeby (1938), p. 211. 
113. Beeby (1938), pp. 226-230. 
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h B b ed h " 1· · ,, 114 H w at ee y term t e rea 1st1c ones. e sought to remove the temptation for 

intermediate schools to offer academic courses modelled on secondary school lines, 

thereby leaving intermediate school staff free to expand the horizons of their students, 

in other words develop exploratory programmes. 

Beeby believed that if a fourth form did develop at an intermediate school then it 

should be regarded as a leaving form, (a terminal form) that would serve to prepare 

students for civic and industrial life. Extracurricular experiences would be more 

frequent for these students, he suggested. They could be observers or temporary 

workers at various firms, a transition from school to work. This philosophy, of an 

extended intermediate school or middle school acting as a terminal institution, arose 

frequently in Beeby's report. 

As Watson stated "in theory he [Beeby] favoured the four-year 'middle school', but 

felt it to be impractical at the time."115 More importantly, perhaps, it could be argued 

that the concept of three- and four-year middle schools that gained momentum in the 

1990s had an historical antecedent in Beeby's work. Although the contexts in which 

both models were debated were not identical, for example these four-year schools of 

the 1930s were to be solely terminal, sufficient similarities exist between them for 

this conclusion to be drawn. 

114. Beeby (1938), p.227. 
115 .Watson (1964), p.70. 
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Clause (b) of Beeby's recommendation 15 further suggested that the intermediate 

system of two years was seen by Beeby as an interim measure. To support this claim, 

recommendation 29 stated that the intermediate school should revert to the name 

'junior high school' .116 Beeby explained that this minor change in terminology in fact 

marked a major change in direction. In other words, to have retained the 

"intermediate" label would have reinforced the view that such a school would be 

positioned between two others. By comparison, a return to the title junior high school 

would, in Beeby's opinion, "emphasize the fact that the school has a function of its 

own which can be satisfactorily exercised only if it is given a status equal to that of 

other schools within the system." 117 

Watson argued the importance of this recommendation, that the ''junior high school" 

label be reemployed. Quoting Beeby, he pointed to the central role that the new junior 

high schools could perform: 

So far, indeed, from the junior high school being regarded as a 
mere link between two fixed units, it might conceivably be made 
the pivotal point of the reorganization of the whole system. A 
reorganized and enlivened junior high school, that is to say, might 
be the centre around which plans for the future of primary and 
post-primary schools could revolve." 118 

Beeby concluded his report with the observation that ''No real change can take place 

in any part [ of a schooling system] if the rest remains unaltered." 119 Did this mean 

that Beeby was advocating a complete over haul of the system? Watson commented 

116. Beeby (1938), p. 244. 
117. Beeby (1938), p. 244. 
118. Watson (1964), p. 70 citing Beeby (1938), p. 244. 
119. Beeby ( 1938), p. 244. 
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that in 1938, 60 percent of students were leaving school by the end of Form III. This 

meant that a three-year intermediate school would have been viable as had been the 

junior high schools of the 1920s, but only as long as the school leaving behaviour of 

the great majority of pupils didn't change. Nevertheless, the practicalities of returning 

to a three-year structure lay outside the brief that Beeby had been given by Peter 

Fraser and the NZCER to investigate. 

During the early 1940s, despite the financial stringencies associated with World War 

Two, the number of intermediate schools had grown rapidly under the Labour 

Government. In 1945 a government publication, Education Today and Tomo"ow120 

devoted a chapter to discussing the history and future direction of the New Zealand 

intermediate school. After the publication of Beeby's report, intermediate education 

was not re-examined again, until the election of the Holland National ministry in 

1949. 

As Director of Education in 1940, Beeby inherited, in a very real sense, an 

intermediate structure that had been established in response to perceived educational 

efficiency needs of the 1930s, but appeared to lack a clear philosophy based on the 

prevalent philosophies of schooling for this age-group, particularly those that had 

underpinned the earlier experimentation with junior high schools. His report had 

attempted to outline direction for intermediate schools, whereby their governing 

120. Mason. H.G.R. (1945). Education today and tomorrow. Wellington: Government Printer. 
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authorities and staff could better understand their institution's place in the New 

Zealand education system. . Persuading those who supported the intermediate school 

concept - under the more familiar ''junior high school" banner - and winning over 

those who were opposed to the intermediate school system, however, was to prove a 

major challenge 

THE NATIONAL GOVERNMENT AND INTERMEDIATE SCHOOLS 

Several commentators (Lee & Lee, 1996; Watson, 1964) have observed that the 

1930s and 1940s were years of rapid growth for intermediate schools. During these 

two decades intermediates developed a strong primary school culture, staffed and 

lead as they were by primary principals and teachers. The philosophy of exploration 

and enhancing pupils' educational opportunities supplanted the junior high school 

concepts and practice of specialization or early experience of secondary school 

subjects and pedagogy. In the immediate post-war period intermediate schools were 

attracting more students, certainly in the larger cities,121 and were being seen more 

widely as a preparatory institution for secondary and technical high schools. 

In 1949 a National government was elected and Ronald Algie was appointed Minister 

of Education. Algie had reservations about intermediate schools on several fronts. 

First, he questioned the costs associated with them but his attention was diverted to a 

more pressing issue concerning the "break" between primary and post-primary 

institutions which he attributed to intermediates. Consequently, Algie ceased to be 

121. Watson (1964), pp. 84-87. 
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worried about the cost of intermediate schooling, as he had been only a few months 

previously. 122 

The Minister's belief that intermediate schools may break the continuity of pupils' 

schooling can be attributed to his anticipation of the consequence of raising the 

school leaving age to 15 years, which had occurred in 1944. This legislative change 

had created a stronger school base in the junior secondary school. This break, 

occurring as it did between primary and secondary courses of study, raised the 

question, for the Minister at least, of its effect on the student's development in 

learning. The debate over respective contributions of different educational institutions 

to students' learning has resurfaced frequently throughout the rest of the century, as 

further demonstrated in this present study. While the vast majority of students still did 

not stay for Form VI in the late 1940s, at least a significant percentage of them had 

begun to stay for Form V.123 

Algie called a conference in October 1951, at the request of the Post-Primary 

Teachers' Association (PPTA), and posed ten questions concerning the future of 

intermediate education. The NZEI, for their part, were strongly motivated by this call, 

and came out with a clear policy statement on the place of intermediate schools in the 

New Zealand educational environment. Their statement on intermediate education 

122. Watson (1964),p. IOI. 
123. Openshaw, R., Lee, G., & Lee, H. (1993). Challenging the myths: rethinking New Zealand's 
educational history. Palmerston North: Dunmore. (Chapter 12) These authors attribute this change in 
high school enrolments to the introduction of the new school Certificate examination ( 1946), providing 
a Fonn 5 qualification pupils considered worth having. 
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was published in the NZEI's own magazine, National Education on 2 April 1951,124 

and a copy of this report was sent to the Minister, Ronald Algie. It reiterated the 

belief that intermediate schools should educate 12-to-14 or 15-year-olds. The NZEI 

maintained that this particular age-group had "characteristic needs rather different 

from groups above and below," and concluded with the remark ''we believe that 

children at this stage will receive better provision in a separate school."125 The NZEI 

maintained its policy126 that these schools for pupils in the "middle years" should be 

three-year institutions. 

The Minister was persuaded by these arguments and by the October 1951 Conference 

on intermediate education concluded that he was "satisfied that the Intermediate 

School was fully justified on Educational, Social and Economic grounds." 127 Algie 

added that, in his opinion, the course of intermediate instruction should be longer for 

some pupils, 128 and he announced an inquiry along these lines to be carried out by the 

Department of Education. The concept of two-year intermediate schools that 

operated from 1933 had therefore, been subjected to close scrutiny, although the 

notion of intermediates as both terminal (three-year) and preparatory (two-year) 

institutions had not been abandoned. The PPT A however, remained critical of these 

institutions, regarding them as costly and unnecessary additions to the New Zealand 

education system. 

124. New Zealand Educational Institute. (1951, April 2). Report on intennediate schools: Dominion 
executive of the institute delivered to the Minister of Education. National Education, 33 (354), p.98. 
125. New Zealand Education Institute (1951, April 2), p. 98. 
126. Beeby (1938), p. 34. 
127. O'Neill, B. (Ed.) (1984). The intermediate school in New Zealand: The case for. Wellington: 
New Zealand Intennediate Schools Principals' Association, p. 3. 
128. Lee & Lee ( 1996), p. 161. "[Pupils] wishing to leave school at age 15 would stay [ at intennediate 
school] for three years." 
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The NZEI were more welcoming of intermediates. In August 1950, for example, the 

· national president ofNZEI, J. Box wrote to the Institute's members: "You will recall 

that institute policy recommends a three-year intermediate system with independent 

schools."129 He was keen to argue for extending intermediate schooling further, in the 

belief that "the extension of the intermediate school system with three or even four 

year courses will not only provide a solution to the accommodation problem of the 

next decade but will also be sound educational policy."130 Accordingly, before the 

population bulge of the 1950s became evident, a lengthened intermediate school 

course was being suggested for government consideration on the grounds of 

enhancing educational efficiency. 

While such statements satisfied a significant sector of the New Zealand education 

community, such as the NZEI and the Intermediate School Principals' Association, 

there were still groups opposed to the development and expansion of intermediate 

education. Even after Beeby had published his 1938 report, and Algie had addressed 

the 1950 Conference on Intermediate Education - in which both advocated a longer 

course of study at intermediate level - opposition to such a proposal remained. In 

particular the Post-Primary Teachers Association (PPT A) felt threatened by this 

approach. 

In 1954 the PPT A executive boldly declared that "there was no justification at all for 

a separate school between the primary and post-primary levels, and that, in any case, 

129. Box, J. (1950, August 1). Intermediate school policy and salaries: A letter from the president. 
National Education., 32 (347), pp. 242-243. 
130. Box (1950, August I), pp. 242-243. 
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intennediate schools were expensive." 131 At stake here was the definition of 

educational efficiency, wherein the PPTA alleged that intennediate schools were 

more expensive than other fonns of educational institutions. The NZEI executive it 
' 

will be recalled, believed that intennediates contributed to the overall efficiency of 

the New Zealand schooling system. But the PPT A was sufficiently concerned about 

the direction of intennediate schooling that they requested the NZCER to carry out a 

second review of intennediate education. This review was conducted by John 

Watson, the NZCER's Director, between the years 1954-58. As Watson related, 1959 

was spent "collating and analyzing this great mass of material." 132 

THE WATSON REPORT (1964) 

John Watson's report used a niore comprehensive approach 133 than had Beeby and 

provided an historical framework as well as detailed research of current practice. As 

Watson claimed "we were more concerned in the late fifties with the pedagogical 

justifications for setting up an intennediate school system."134This justification was 

given in his report, published in 1964 some ten years after its commissioning. 

Watson's survey of intennediates had been commissioned by the PPTA but it was 

unhappy with many of his 21 recommendations. The first recommendation was for 

131. Watson (1964), p. 107, citing the NZPPTA newsletter of March 1954. 
132. Watson (1964), preface p. I. Watson went on to comment "The delay in publishing this final 
report has been unexpected but unavoidable in view of the increased professional responsibilities of 
the Council's small staff in recent years." 
133.Watson's approach was to gather data from 45 primary schools with Year 7 & 8 students and 45 
intermediate schools. As well further data was gathered from 145 contributing primary schools, 78 
secondary schools as well as information from pupils, parents and administrative officials. In addition 
tests in arithmetic and spelling were administered, and an investigation of School Certificate 
Examination results was undertaken. Watson (1964), p. 108. 
134. Watson, J. (1977). Evaluating and reshaping the system, Current issues in education, 4. p. 58. 
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the intennediate system to be continued, extended and strengthened. Wherever 

possible these schools should be independent institutions (recommendation 2), 

Watson suggested. More specifically, these institutions could be established near or 

on adjacent sites to secondary schools (recommendation 7) and in rural communities 

intennediate schools should be established more widely and rapidly (recommendation 

8). 

Watson, not surprisingly, was obliged to consider the duration of intennediate 

schooling. He recommended (9) that the two-year status quo should remain, but 

supported an extension in certain circumstances: 

Perhaps at some later stage, when the co-operation of the two 
levels [primary and post-primary] is much more effective than it is 
now, and when the majority of adolescents remain at school 
beyond the age of 16 years, it may be desirable to lengthen the 
intermediate school to capitalize on its undoubted potential for 
providing a well-balanced general education for all pupils before 
they embark on the special courses of a senior secondary school." 
135 

This recommendation differs significantly from the philosophy underpinning the 

recommendations of Beeby in that it suggested the extension of the length of time a 

student would stay at intermediate school independent of the suggestion that the 

intennediate school would serve a purpose as a tenninal institution. Each of the major 

reviews of the intermediate structure from 1932 to 1964 therefore, had reiterated the 

need for the length at intennediate schooling to be reconsidered and for serious 

account to be taken of a three-or four-year course of instruction. Each review placed 

the intennediate school within a middle school structure (in so far as they were seen 

135. Watson (1964), p. 424. 
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to be stand-alone institutions of at least three-years' duration), and provided reasons 

for young adolescents to be educated in this institutional structure. 

In the interval between Watson undertaking his study and its publication two other 

reports were commissioned and presented; the Australian Wyndham Committee 

Report (convened in 1953) and the Currie Commission Report (convened in 1960). 

The Wyndham Committee report, released on 28 October 1957, was not 

complimentary about intermediate schools. This committee concluded that the 

intermediate school "[did] not appear to offer any real solution to the problem [of 

secondary school reorganization]," 136 and that it appeared to sit awkwardly between 

primary and secondary schools. The result was that New Zealand intermediates were 

"poorly integrated with neither."137 

While this comment by the Wyndham Committee may have been true of the 

relationship that existed between intermediate and secondary schools generally at that 

time, it undervalued the many structural and philosophical links that existed between 

intermediate schools and the primary school service, of which they were part. The 

Currie Commission Report, published in 1962, however appeared to support the New 

Zealand intermediate school structure. Lee and Lee in summarising the report's 

findings commented that the Commission found: 

Intermediates ... offer many educational advantages over primary 
schools: better classification of pupils; a smoother passage of 
pupils from primary to secondary schooling; specialist tuition, 
particularly in subjects such as music, art, physical education, and 

136. Lee & Lee (1996), p. 161. 
137. The Wyndham Report (1957), cited in Lee & Lee (1996), p. 161. 
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manual subjects; and they were "more economical and efficient" 
both educationally and financially. 138 ' 

This statement is particularly relevant in light of the PPTA's earlier claim that 

intermediate schools were too expensive when compared with other structures in the 

education system. However, the Currie Commission went a step further and 

advocated the setting up of Form I to VI colleges in rural areas too small to sustain 

intermediate schools. 139 Such a recommendation was at odds with that of Watson, 

who later reported in favour of speeding up and extending the establishment of 

intermediate schools in rural areas. The first experimental Form I to VI colleges had 

begun in 1963 and by 1966 eight were in operation around New Zealand. 140 

Of the Currie Commission's 14 recommendations on intermediate education, thirteen 

were virtually identical to those arrived at by Beeby 24 years earlier. 141 A further 

development that arose out of the Currie Commission recommendations was the 

establishment of the Curriculum Development Unit in the Department of Education 

(1963) and its work on drafting Form I to 4 syllabi.142 For example, the 1964 newly 

established Science Revision Committee in the Department of Education developed 

the first Form I to IV science syllabus. 143 This recognition of similarities of learning 

across these four years reflects the similar syllabus rewriting of 1927 and were a 

138. The Currie Commission Report ( 1962), cited in Lee & Lee ( 1996), p. 162. 
139. Cumming & Cumming (1978), p. 350. 
140. Cumming, & Cumming (1978), p. 350. 
141. Lee & Lee (1996), p. 162. Unlike Beeby, however the Currie commission envisaged secondary 
education beginning at Form 1. 
142. Cumming & Cumming ( 1978), p. 349. 
143. Ewing, J. L. (1970). The development of the New Zealand primary school curriculum 1877-/970. 
Wellington: New Zealand Council for Educational Research, p. 244. 
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precursor to the major, and in many ways similar, curriculum reforms of the 1990s.144 

The creation of an age-appropriate syllabus was based on an understanding of the 

perceived needs of the adolescent as being in some way identifiable and different 

from the age-groups preceding and following these middle years of educational 

development. This concept of adolescence will be investigated more fully in chapter 

3. 

ECONOMIC PROSPERITY AND EDUCATION 

The 1950s and 1960s was a period of comparative economic prosperity for New 

Zealand and a time of rapid population growth.145 While various conferences and 

commissions were assessing and investigating the merits of the intermediate school 

structure school rolls continued to increase and new schools were opened. With this 

rapid growth there was little time or energy for reflection, with the result that 

educational planning tended to be reactive rather than prospective. Nevertheless, 

teachers and school authorities were under pressure trying to cope with larger 

numbers of pupils who entered their institutions. By comparison, the decade of the 

1970s was to be a time of renewed discussion and debate over the place of 

intermediate schools in the New Zealand education system. As O'Neill has 

commented: 

A number of regional and local teacher courses to discuss the 
changing needs of Intermediate schools were held between 1970 

144. Ministry of Education. (1993). The New 'Zealand curriculum framework. Wellington: Leaming 
Media. 
145. Cumming & Cumming (1978), pp. 349-350. In the twenty-one years from 1945 to 1966 the State 
primary school roll increased from 243 600 to 485 700 and the secondary roll from 53 700 to 162 150. 
The total population increased at a rate of an average 2.1 percent per annum. 
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and 1976 together with two important National conferences in 
1974, Wallis House and Lopdell House."146 

In 1972 Phillip Amos was appointed Minister of Education in the Labour (Kirk) 

government. Amos set up the Educational Development Conference (EDC), 

superseding the Educational Priorities Conference established by his predecessor, 

Brian Talboys. 147 As the names suggest, these conferences were to look at the needs 

of the future and to plan for them in a systematic manner. In one conference 

document Improving Learning and Teaching, 148 (The Lawrence Report), issues were 

raised about the transition function of intermediate schools and the adverse effect 

these had on learning and teaching. The report reiterated the comments made in the 

early-1950s about the effect that the 'break' between educational institutions had had 

on students' learning. Furthermore, the Lawrence Report commented on the lack of a 

unified teaching profession and explained that this deficiency had meant that many of 

the recommendations of the Currie commission were not able to be implemented. 149 

As part of the Education Development Conference of 1974 a separate report, the 

Holmes Report also referred to intermediate schools.150 This report agreed that the 

intermediate school seemed to have been a pragmatic solution to a number of 

problems. This report also agreed that the disadvantages of intermediate schools were 

146. O'Neill (1984), p. 3. 
14 7. Cumming & Cumming ( 1978), pp. 360-361. 
148. Educational Development Conference. (1974). Improving learning and teaching: Report of the 
working party on improving learning and teaching. Wellington: Government Printer (The Lawrence 
Report). 
149. Lee & Lee (1996), p. 163. 
150. Educational Development Conference. (1974b). Directions/or educational development: A report 
prepared by the advisory council on educational planning. Wellington: Government Printer, pp. 111-
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not so evident that they would recommend their abolition with any confidence. This 

report also endorsed the concept that, "other variations are possible, for example 

Form 1 to 3 schools." 151 

The NZEI were unwilling, however, to accept either the criticisms of the EDC, or of 

the Minister. In the Institute's own publication, National Education, in November 

1973, the following statement appeared: 

There seems to be general public and professional acceptance of 
the usefulness of a change from the primary school organization at 
an average age of 11 plus. At this age a child is physically and 
emotionally stable enough to accept a change of this sort and it is 
very common at this point that overseas systems change over from 
primary to secondary education... There was evidence that 
intermediate schools have considerable success in creating 
common school spirit. 152 

This statement from the NZEI was predictable. It was a direct descendant from the 

Institute's strong support for three-year middle schools since the 1920s, and goes 

some way to explain the depth of acceptance of the ideas first expressed in the Hadow 

Report of 1926. The frequent support the NZEI had given publicly, first to junior high 

schools in the 1920s and then to intermediate schools since the 1930s, was not 

without its own costs to the institute. The majority of the NZEI membership were, 

and are, primary school teachers and principals, and their interests have not always 

been compatible with the interests of intermediate schools. However, NZEI policy 

consistently supported the development of intermediate schools. 153 

151. Educational Development Conference ( 197 4b ), p.111. 
152. New Zealand Educational Institute. (1973, November). Confidence in intermediates. National 
Education, 55 (603),p. 291. 
153. In 2003 the executive of the NZEI funded a campaign whereby their officers visited every 
intermediate school in New Zealand to publicly express the institute's support for intermediate school 
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In an attempt to provide an open forum for the discussion of the varying union 

concerns with regard to intermediate schools Amos called a further conference in 

1974, the Futuna Conference on Form l and 2 schooling. While this conference 

identified six objectives for Form l and 2 education Lee and Lee have suggested that 

"[their] recommendations shed little additional light on the distinctive functions of 

intermediate schools because they could be seen to apply equally to any level of the 

schooling system."154 

INTERMEDIATES STILL UNDER SCRUTINY 

In 197 6 intermediate school enrolments reached their peak, with 77,315 students 

being educated in 140 intermediate schools. Although these enrolments accounted for 

some 71.6 percent of pupils i~ Form l and 2, 155 they masked ongoing departmental 

opposition to intermediate school education. In an attempt to more precisely 

determine the educational and other contributions made by intermediate schools the 

Department of Education decided to appoint a further committee to survey 

intermediate education. The Milburn Committee ( 1976) consisted of James Milburn, 

John Magee, and Kenneth McKay, all three intermediate school principals. The 

Milburn Committee noted that: 

Several districts reported difficulties in convincing local 
communities of the desirability of establishing an Intermediate 
school. No district reported any criticism or opposition to the 
school once it had been operating for a period and those districts 

education at a time when Ministry of Education initiated Network Reviews appeared to be targeting 
intennediate schools for closure. 
154. Lee & Lee (1996), pp 164-165. 
155. Lee & Lee (1996), p. 166. 
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which had canvassed the op1mons of parents with children at 
intennediate schools reported a very high degree of approvat. 156 

Although the Milburn Committee produced a positive report criticism of the 

intennediate philosophy was not stymied totally. For example, one commentator in 

the press declared that "[Intermediate schools are] havens where children aged 11, 12 

and 13 can learn to experiment with disruptive techniques, sex, drugs and crime; 

places where good children tum bad."157 

Intermediate school education between 1975 and 1985 underwent a period of 

increasingly public criticism. Both their structure and philosophy of education were 

placed under scrutiny. The increasing social problems associated with the large 

number of students reaching adolescence, created a climate of poor public relations in 

the popular press for intermediate schools. While the number of intennediate schools 

had continued to increase throughout the late- l 970s and early- l 980s, peaking at 148 

in 1983, school rolls in intennediate schools began to decline. By 1989 only 65.90/o of 

intermediate-aged students were enrolled in intennediate schools. 158 These 

percentages continued to decline in the early-l 990s and by July 2000 only 55 percent 

of intermediate-aged students were enrolled in intermediate or middle schools.159 

156. Milburn, J.D. (1977). Report of the 1976 national survey of intermediate schools. Wellington: 
Department of Education, p. 65. 
157. The New Zealand Herald. (1977), cited in Watson, (1977) p. 244. 
158. Minister of Education. (2002). New 'Zealand schools, Nga lcura o Aotearoa: A report on the 
compulsory schools sector in New 'Zealand 2001. Wellington: Origin Design Company. pp. 89-91. 
159. Education Review Office (2000), p. 4. 
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This lack of confidence in. intennediate schools was reported in official documents. 

For example, the Curriculum Review (1986) noted, from submissions received, that 

many parents were critical of intennediate schools. The review reported: 

These concerns related to the unsettling influence on students of a change of 
school at a time when students were also coping with accelerated pubertal 
change. 160 

One of the key tenets of intennediate school education - that they catered for the 

specific needs of the emerging adolescent - was now in tum, regarded as 

problematic. In order to ascertain the depth of dissatisfaction with intennediate 

schooling the New Zealand Intennediate School Principals' Association (NZISPA), 

in 1989, undertook a survey of parents from among 130 of the 148 intennediate 

schools. Ninety-nine schools (76%) responded and 22 714 parent questionnaires were 

returned. Seventy-one percent of respondents thought that two years at intennediate 

was long enough, while 24 percent felt that children should remain for a longer period 

of time. However, only 42 percent of respondents expressed positive support for 

intennediate schools while 44 percent reported that they did not like these institutions 

or preferred an alternative. 161 

Dissatisfaction with intennediate education was not the sole prerogative of parents. 

David Lange, fonner Prime Minister and Minister of Education for example, 

expressed his lack of confidence in intennediate schools in early-1990 by stating: 

[lntennediate schools] took youngsters from the security of their 
primary schools, gave then two years to become familiar with 
them, then placed them in another strange environment at high 

160. Ministry of Education. (1986). New Zealand cu"iculum review. Wellington: Leaming Media, p. 
84. 
161. Lee & Lee (1996), p. 166. 
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school. Falling rolls and strong community opposition to the 
philosophy behind them would no doubt lead to their demise. 162 

Nevertheless, Lange's successor as minister of education in 1989, Phil Goff, held a 

different view. The latter was evidently convinced that: 

[intermediate schools] made a considerable contribution to a first 
rate education system; they provided a useful bridge between 
primary and secondary education, they widened the range of 
subjects for children; and their style of education helped pupils in 
their adjustment to life at secondary school. 163 

It was into this climate of public dissatisfaction, not only with intermediate schools 

but with the administration of schools generally that the educational reforms of 

Tomo"ow 's Schools, were introduced. 

During the decades when population growth was evident the philosophy of 

intermediate schools - as articulated by Strong, Beeby, and Watson and in reports 

from various conferences - had seldom been critiqued publicly. However, by the 

early- l 990s the combination of falling school rolls, the educational reform movement 

- as reflected in the Picot Report and Tomorrows Schools - and the development of 

alternative educational pathways within secondary schools, subjected intermediate 

schools to closer scrutiny. The outcome was not often favourable for intermediate 

schools. 

162. Lee & Lee (1996), p. 167. 
163. Goff, P. (1990, 13 August). Otago Daily Times, cited in Lee & Lee (1996), p. 167. 
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THE 1990s 

The publication of Tomorrow's Schools, 164 in August 1988 outlined a new 

philosophical approach to the delivery of educational administration for New 

Zealand. Prior to I October 1989 - when the Picot reforms were implemented -

New Zealand had a centralized, hierarchical system of state schooling. Primary and 

intennediate schools were administered by regional education boards. Therefore, the 

transference of authority from regional education boards to local school board of 

trustees, particularly for the primary service, created a climate of optimism and 

innovation. New boards of trustees, consisting of elected parents, a staff 

representative and the principal, were intended to implement the "community 

empowennent" philosophy of the Labour govemment. 165 

The educational policy of the National (Bolger) Government's Minister of Education, 

Lockwood Smith, clearly pointed to the importance of parental choice in all aspects 

of schooling. According to Lee and Lee ( 1998) such a policy meant that "school 

communities, through their boards of trustees, were invited to negotiate the reshaping 

of schooling in their area." 166 This policy was further explained in the policy 

Investing in people; Our greatest asset, 167 where the Minister outlined the process of 

164. Ministry of Education. (1988). Tomo"ow's Schools: The reform of education administration in 
New Zealand, Wellington: Leaming Media. 
165. Picot, B. (1988). Administering/or excellence: Effective Administration in Education. Report of 
the taskforce to review education administration. Wellington: Government Printer, p. 4. 
166. Lee, H., & Lee, G. (1998). Middle schools or muddled schools? Developmental Network 
Newsletter, 1, p. 32. 
167. Smith, L. (1991, July 30). Education policy: Investing in people our greatest asset. Wellington: 
Government Printer, pp. 20-21. 
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Education Development Initiatives (EDI's), or the process by which local 

communities could endeavour to reshape schooling in their local areas. 

The Tomorrow's Schools policy is a further example of an official attempt to 

prescribe what was seen to be a more efficient education system, albeit in 

predominantly administrative terms. In the early-l 990s several New Zealand 

educational communities faced the prospect of rapidly falling school rolls, and the 

National government claimed that difficult fiscal decisions needed to be made 

regarding the viability of some schools. This policy devolved much of the decision 

making process to the appropriate local communities, under the auspices of 'parental 

choice.' In reality local communities found the decisions just as difficult-to make as 

would have the Ministry Of Education but the central education bureaucracy seemed 

to have distanced itself from the exercise while appearing to have give an opportunity 

for exercising real choice to local communities. Where an all pervasive Department 

of Education had once made many, if not all, the decisions a much smaller Ministry 

of Education was required by legislation to operate a "hands off'' policy in this 

regard, in the early years at least. It is within this political and educational context of 

the 1990s that middle schools were proposed. Provisions within the Tomorrow's 

Schools report had also made it possible for middle schools to be established in some 

communities. 

CONCLUSION 

It will be recalled that one of the first middle schools to be established worldwide 

came into existence in Nelson in the mid-l 890s. While this institution was short lived 
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this school's legacy remains significant. The Nelson Central School stimulated a 

movement that developed through the twentieth century with the introduction of the 

junior high school 'experiment' in the early 1920s. This experiment - which tried to 

combine the central system of England and Scotland with the junior high structure of 

America - did much to encourage discussion about the most appropriate institutional 

arrangement to cater for the needs of this particular age-group of students. While the 

New Zealand intermediate school of the early-I 930s seemed to have adopted a 

different orientation from the earlier junior h~gh school model, the work of Beeby, 

Watson and others articulated a unique New Zealand middle school philosophy, that 

of the intermediate school. The educational debate regarding the structure of a New 

Zealand middle school initiated in the early- l 990s continued the development of this 

unique philosophy and will be investigated in greater depth in chapter 5. 

Owing to the structure of the New Zealand schooling system, with its historically 

rigid division into primary and secondary sectors, the development of a flourishing 

middle school movement was a difficult one. In fact it has been suggested that the 

establishment of middle schools in New Zealand has been more problematic than in 

other countries educationally similar to New Zealand, such as Australia. However, 

there is sufficient evidence to conclude that for some 110 years there has been a 

predisposition among some New Zealand educators, politicians and educational 

officials toward having stand-alone schools for children in ''the middle years." 
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It is not surprising, therefore, to discover that debate continues over whether or not an 

intennediate school should provide its students with early specialization in traditional 

secondary school subjects or provide an exploratory type programme to prepare 

students for the adult world they will later enter. The idea expressed in the 1930s that 

the intennediate school should be a tenninal institution was largely abandoned when 

the school leaving age was raised to 15-years in 1944, and in particular when the 

school leaving age was raised to 16-years in 1993. 

The economic and social reality of governments and society expecting their youth to 

stay at school and to increasingly undertake post-primary and tertiary educational 

opportunities during the late twentieth century has meant that many students remain 

at school well past their sixteenth year. Therefore, the educational climate suggested 

by Beeby in 1938 for establishing a three or four year intennediate school (or middle 

school as they were to become) had been fonned. The concept of middle schools has 

moved beyond Watson's belief of a new function for intennediate schools, that of 

preparing all students for secondary school. By the 1990s, as further chapters will 

outline, proponents of middle schools suggested that these schools provide the "last, 

best" opportunity to develop citizenship prior to entering a senior secondary 

school. 168 

This chapter has outlined the historical development of New Zealand age appropriate 

schools for the "middle years" since 1894. The development of these schools, it has 

been argued, has been due in part to the arguments of educational efficiency prevalent 

168. The work of the NIMSA and Beane et al. will be investigated in Chapter Five. 
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at the time. The Nelson Central School model developed as a response to the 

provision of secondary education in Nelson in the late- l 890s. The junior high school 

responded to the perceived needs of students staying longer at school after WW I. The 

formation of intermediate schools in the early 1930s was as a political response to the 

union and financial pressures of the time. Their development during the rest of the 

century was as a response to the lengthening stay pupils experienced at school and the 

pressure of rapid population growth. Frequently, and often at the time of a change of 

government, arguments about the cost effectiveness of intermediate schools were 

raised. The political expediency which can be termed educational efficiency 

developed as a key trend for the development of a middle level schooling structure in 

New Zealand. 

A second, and equally important trend was that of policy importation, and in 

particular the influences of England and America on the development of educational 

structures in New Zealand. This trend will be investigated in further depth in the 

following chapter. Chapter 2 will investigate in some depth the development of 

middle schools, as distinct from intermediate schools, in the New Zealand context 

during the period 1988- 2003. 
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Chapter Two 

The Development of New Zealand Middle sci.ools: 1988-2003 

INTRODUCTION 

As outlined in chapter 1, the late-1970s and early-1980s were a time of increased 

dissatisfaction - in certain educational and political quarters - with intermediate 

schools in New Zealand. Although the Holmes Report1 of 1974 had recommended 

that intermediate schools remain, the conference had not endorsed this type of 

schooling to the same extent as had previous educational reviews. With gradual roll 

decline, owing mainly to a decline in numbers of the school-age population during 

the early 1980s, many intermediate school authorities had come under increasing 

pressure to justify this form of schooling. 

The administrative reforms of the late-1980s in education also proved to be a 

"double-edged sword" for intermediate education. On the one hand, legislative 

changes provided for the possible translation of two-year intermediate schools into 

three- or four-year middle schools. On the other hand these legislative changes 

allowed contributing primary schools to retain Year 7 and 8 students. This process of 

primary school recapitation undoubtedly provided a challenge to the traditional role 

that intermediate schools had - particularly in urban areas2 - of providing schooling 

for Year 7 and 8 students. 

1. Report of the Advisory Council on Educational Planning. (1974). Directions for educational 
development, p. 111. 
2. During the period 1940-1990 provision for Year 7 and 8 schooling in full primary schools, Form I to 
7 colleges (after 1963) and Area schools tended to occur mainly in rural areas. 
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Under the rubric of these allegedly necessary "reforms" undertaken in the late-I980s 

a policy of educational effi':iency continued to be actively pursued. For the first time, 

owing to these changes, educational efficiency could be determined by the 

communities in which the intermediate schools were located. In other words, parents 

could decide to support or not support the local intermediate school. Ironically, the 

changes of the late-1980s - while giving more responsibility to local communities -

tended to reinforce the direct political involvement of the minister of education in 

local issues. Changes in school class, which determined the structure of schools, for 

example, while more readily available in the Tomorrows Schools era, could be made 

only by the minister of education. 

The creation of eight middle schools3 during the mid- l 990s was seen by some 

educational commentators (Kerr, 1996; Nolan & Brown, 2000; Ward 2001) to signal 

the establishment of a new school structure for educating emerging adolescents. 

Others (Cooney, 1997; Cross, 2003; Lee & Lee, 1998, 2000), however, saw this 

development as unhelpful because it was seen to be derived from the already vague 

educational philosophy of intermediate schools. The philosophical confusion 

identified by some educational commentators surrounding the creation of New 

Zealand middle schools revolved around three main factors: whether or not the 

distinction that middle schools and junior high schools were different, whether 

parents and pupils should be able to choose between three-year and four-year 

institutions, and the appropriate placement of Year 6 students. 

3. Raumanga (Whangarei); Clover Park ( Auckland); Southern Cross (Auckland); St. Andrews 
(Hamilton); Berkley Normal (Hamilton); Cambridge (Cambridge); Sunset Junior High (Rotorua), and 
Tweedsmuir Junior High (lnvercargill). 
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This chapter analyses the development of middle schools during the 1990s in the 

New Zealand context. It identifies the key concern articulated by educational 

commentators that further research was required to establish the credibility or 

otherwise of middle schools for the New Zealand educational environment. This 

chapter also explores the theme of educational efficiency as discussed in the previous 

chapter within the context of the 1990s and early-2000s. Furthermore, this chapter 

analyses the resistance of the Post-Primary Teachers' Association (PPTA) to the 

establishment of middle schools. In discussing the key criticisms of middle schools 

proposed by the PPT A, this chapter also presents three key concerns expressed by 

educational researchers Lee and Lee (1998, 1999). In addition this chapter highlights 

the issue of policy importation and its impact on the development of New Zealand 

middle schools, especially from the American educational environment. 

DEVELOPMENTS IN THE LATE 1980s 

As mentioned earlier, the rapid growth in intermediate school rolls and in the number 

of intermediate schools during the 1960s and 1970s4 had tended to mask debate about 

the length of time students could enrol at these schools. The energy of some 

intermediate school advocates, such as intermediate school principals during the 

1970s, had been expended on meeting the immediate concern of trying to 

accommodate those students who were arriving at intermediate schools in increasing 

4. In 1960, 36.3 percent of all Year 7 and 8 students attended an intermediate school (31,449 pupils). 
By 1976, 71.6 percent of all year 7 and 8 students (representing 77,315 pupils) attended 140 
intermediate schools. See Lee & Lee, ( 1996), pp. 163-165. 
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numbers. 5 By the 1980s, however, there had been a growing awareness that the 

recommendations expressed by Beeby (1938), in support of a three- or four-year 

intermediate school becoming a terminal institution for those pupils leaving school 

without secondary qualifications, were outdated and inappropriate. Generally students 

in the 1980s stayed at secondary school until they were 15 years old and had become 

candidates for the national Form 5 (Year 11) School Certificate examination. Some 

twenty years earlier John Watson had recommended that an extension of intermediate 

education should be considered when the school leaving age was raised to 16.6 This 

recommendation began to develop credence among some educational commentators 

from the late-1980s, as the call to increase the school leaving age to 16 years gained 

momentum. 

Some intermediate school leaders, then, remained adamant that they wanted to see the 

duration of time students enrolled at intermediate school lengthened. The O'Neill 

Report (1984), completed for the New Zealand Educational Institute (NZEI) by a 

committee of intermediate school principals stated that "some intermediate school 

principals support the development of a three- or four-year [intermediate] school. The 

later was intended when the first intermediate was established."7 The actual school 

structure envisaged by these principals remained, however, unclear. Whether they 

were seeking a three- or four-year structure similar to that of Kowhai Junior High 

School, or a middle school modelled on what was current in the United States of 

5.Thwaites, D. (1997, August). The New Zealand middle school: What it is and what it might become. 
Paper presented at an Intermediate and Middle Schools Principals seminar on middle schooling, 
Wellington, p. I. 
6. Watson (1964), p.424. 
7. O'Neill (Ed.) (1984), p.6. 
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America, or were simply reacting in an indefinite way to the immediate situation of 

_ falling rolls (since the early 1980s) in their schools, is open to interpretation. The 

more plausible answer is a combination of the three considerations was entertained. 

Internationally, schools for students in the middle years frequently had a duration of 

longer than two years. 8 It will be recalled from chapter one that this had been so 

previously in New Zealand. 

The 1987 Ministerial Taskforce to Review Educational Administration (the Picot 

Committee) offered a possible means through which intermediate school education 

could be extended. According to the NZEI Policy document on middle schools 

published in 1994, the working party on Tomorrow's Schools had in 1988 

recommended that there be a change in the funding bands for pupils from the existing 

four bands to three: JI- S4, Fl- F4, and F5- F7.9 While this recommendation had not 

been implemented it remained contentious through the 1990s. But there is no doubt 

that the recommendation pointed to the reality that a different structure of _schooling 

for specifically meeting the perceived needs of this age-group was being seriously 

contemplated by some educators. 

The policy outlined in Tomorrow's Schools involved the devolution of decision 

making to local communities where the people who were most directly affected by 

decisions were empowered to make them. Early indications of how this policy might 

8. America had developed four-year junior high schools, the United Kingdom during the 1970s and 
1980s had established four-year middle schools, and a number of European and Pacific Rim 
neighbouring nations were beginning to develop such schools. ERO (200 l ), pp. 53-55. 
9. New Zealand Educational Institute. ( 1994 ). NZ£/ policy on middle schools: Branch circular 
/994/46. Wellington: Author, p. 6 
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impact on intermediate school development can be gained from studying the 

recommendations of the Department of Education's Intermediate Schools· Policy, 

issued in June 1988. While this policy predates Tomorrow's Schools by two months it 

is based on a similar philosophy of community choice. Recommendation 11.03 

stated: 

[What occurred] in the sixties and seventies has given way more 
recently, to questions relating to the rights of parents to choose the 
type of education they feel most appropriate for their children. 10 

Decision making prior to 1988 had been undertaken by a highly centralized 

Department of Education. Under the Tomorrow's Schools model this authority was 

now to be devolved to local communities and in particular boards of trustees. 11 The 

legislative changes that follow:ed this review of administrative policy for education 

set out the possibility for local communities to choose new structures of schooling if 

they considered that these would better meet the perceived needs of their children. 

Central to both these reports, therefore, were two key ideas that would permit the 

development of middle schools in New Zealand. The first was the transfer of 

administrative and employment responsibilities from the regional education board to 

individual school's boards of trustees. The second was the abolition of school 

zoning. 12 School zones had enshrined the belief that students had an inalienable right 

to attend the school geographically closest to their home. With the abolition of school 

zoning, as part of these administrative reforms, the Labour government's intention 

10. Department of Education. (1988). Intermediate schools policy: In-house report to combined 
management. Wellington: Author, p. 27. 
11. Ministry of Education (1998), p. 3. 
12. Ward, R. (2001). The development of a middle school. Unpublished doctoral dissertation. 
University of Waikato, p. 59. 
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was to create a climate of choice where parents and their children could choose the 

school that best suited their perceived needs. ·As well as providing for choice, the 

abolition of school zoning provided an opportunity for competition between schools 

to occur. The prevalent political belief was that the most competitive schools would 

also be those that provided the best educational environment. 13 This business 

management model however, has been subjected to critical scrutiny. 14 

The procedure for school authorities to seek a change in status was set out in section 

53 of the Education Amendment Act (1989). For an intermediate school such an 

application required a change in class to a "composite school" status because no 

provision was made in the Act for new school structures such as middle schools. 

Accordingly, any new school structure that covered two existing areas of enrolment -

such as a middle school encompassing primary and secondary pupils - was 

automatically designated a composite school. This designation continues to be 

employed. 

While the intention of the 1989 Education Act had been to allow parents to have the 

right to choose the style or type of education they felt most appropriate for their 

children, it is noteworthy that permission to change the structure of a school was 

assigned solely to the minister of education. 15 At the very point where local initiatives 

13. Department of Education (1998). pp. 98-99. 
14. For example Mckenzie, D. (1999) The clouded trail: Ten years of public education post-picot New 
Zealand Journal of Educational Studies, 34 (1), pp 8-17. 
15. Ministry of Education. (1996). App/icationforchange of class. Wellington: MOE., p. 32. In this 
document the following statement appears "The Ministry then informs the Minister of the application, 
the educational and economic viability of the proposed change, the consultation process, and the 

91 



appeared to have received official support, the personal intervention of the minister 

and, therefore, the recommendations of the new Ministry and the minister's own 

personal opinions - what he or she considered would be best for the community -

was given special credence in the legislation. These education reforms, however, 

offered a way for the translation of intermediate schools into middle schools. As one 

intermediate principal explained: 

With the intermediate school system under siege in some areas ... 
the Association's [NZISP A] executive committee was keen to 
explore other ways in which the intermediate school could not only 
continue to provide well for its students, but to do so in even better 
ways. 16 

Having considered the findings of the Department of Education's Intermediate 

School Policy (1988) and being attuned to the new political climate of parental choice 

the New Zealand Intermediate School Principals' Association (NZISPA) executive 

sought to gather information on public perceptions of intermediate school education. 

In 1989 questionnaires were distributed to 130 intermediate schools and 99 

responded. 17 The results of this questionnaire have been outlined elsewhere (p. 78), 

but there was no doubt that the results were disappointing for those parties associated 

with intermediate education. Readers of the survey were bound to conclude that a 

change in direction was required in order to bring new life to the intermediate school 

movement. 

outstanding concerns ( if any) raised by the schools whose rolls might be affected. The Minister 
considers all this material and then makes a decision." 
16. Kerr, A.K. ( 1996). The case for the middle school: A better educational deal for our emerging 
adolescents. Developmental Network Newsletter, 3, p. 15. 
17. Lee & Lee (1996), p. 166. 
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The legislative changes of 1989 also enabled existing contributing primary schools 

(those who sent their Year 7 and 8 students to the local intermediate school) to 

consider recapitating, thereby retaining their Year 7 and 8 students. This move also 

required a change-of-class for those schools to become designated as "full primary 

schools." Within the policy of Tomorrow's Schools such recapitation effectively 

provided a community with a choice in the form of schooling they desired which was 

not available to them under the existing contributing school structure. From 1989, 

therefore, parents in these communities could choose between a full primary school 

or an intermediate school to provide Year 7 and 8 schooling for their sons and 

daughters. 

Contributing school recapitation, not surprisingly, applied pressure on enrolments in a 

significant number of intermediate schools. Many of these institutions were already 

experiencing a period of naturally declining student roll numbers. With a number of 

primary schools recapitating this created a climate of fear over institutional survival 

among some intermediate schools. For the national executive of the intermediate 

schools' association one immediate answer to this crisis in confidence lay in the 

sponsoring of middle schools. 

WHY MIDDLE SCHOOLS? 

In 1990 Doug Thwaites was elected president of the New Zealand Intermediate 

School Principals' Association (NZISPA). As principal of Raroa Normal 
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Intermediate School, Thwaites was a strong advocate of New Zealand intermediate 

schools embracing the philosophy of the American middle school movement.18 

Middle schools in this context were four-year stand-alone institutions that had, over 

the previous two decades, begun to supersede the junior high school model in many 

American states. 19 

In a speech given to the Inaugural Middle Schools Seminar (Wellington) in 1997 

Thwaites commented on his discovery of the merits of and philosophy behind middle 

schooling: 

As I researched the question [ of a rationale for intermediate 
education] I was able to access a 1973 copy of Educational 
Leadership .. .looming large was commentary about the 
phenomenon known as the Middle School and its attendant 
philosophy and rationale. 20 

After further research into the concept of middle schools he accepted a Fulbright­

Hayes Fellowship. This permitted Thwaites to work for a year in a middle school in 

Illinois, USA, prior to taking up his first position as a New Zealand intermediate 

school principal. Throughout the debate over intermediate and middle schools in New 

Zealand since the late nineteenth century, a key issue has been that of the policy 

importation of ideas from abroad, particularly from the American educational 

environment. Thwaites' direct experience with the American middle schools 

community provided one of many subsequent links between key educational 

18. Thwaites, D. (1997). 
19. The structural and philosophical differences between junior high schools and middle schools will 
be examined in some depth in chapter 5. 
20. Thwaites (1997), p. I. 
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practitioners within New Zealand intermediate school principals, and the 

development of middle schools during the 1990s based upon the American middle 

school reform movement. 

In 1990 the Minister of Education, Lockwood Smith, convened a Ministerial 

Taskforce on Form 1 and 2.21 While many of the findings of this taskforce upheld the 

current philosophy of parental choice, one important recommendation was that 

research be carried out to ascertain the educational needs of 10-to 14-year old 

students. This recommendation was not adopted by the Ministry, however. One 

possible explanation for the Ministry's inactivity may have been its rejection of the 

legacy of the former Department of Education, whereby a larger organization was 

involved more directly in the daily lives of the nation's schools. With a much smaller 

Ministry of Education, more closely aligned to the policies and expectations of 

ministers of education, little capacity was available to undertake large-scale research 

projects. 

In 1990 the NZISPA commissioned Massey University's Educational Research and 

Development Centre (ERDC) to investigate the question, "What are the needs of 

children in and around intermediate school years and how might their needs best be 

met?"22 In reflecting on this commission a decade later Pat Nolan maintained that the 

Association "did not want to pre-empt the findings in any way," and he was under the 

21. Ministry of Education. (1990). Report of the tasliforce on form land 2 education. Wellington: 
Leaming Media. 
22. Nolan, C.J.P., Brown, M., Stewart, D., & Beane, J. (2000, September). Middle schools for New 
Zealand: A direction for the future. Paper presented at a meeting of the Post-Primary Teachers 
Association Conference, Wellington, pp. 3-4. 
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impression that ''they [ would have been] prepared to accept the outcomes whatever 

h "hb"23 H . b t ey m1g t e. owever, 1t seems reasona le to suggest that having a research 

team consisting of David Stewart, a retired intermediate school principal, and Pat 

Nolan, an ex-intermediate school teacher, would have given the Association some 

degree of confidence in the ERDC's work. 

The Association sought strong research evidence to support its wish to actively 

promote middle schooling. As Lockwood Smith's 1991 ministerial policy stated 

"school communities, through their board of trustees, will be invited to negotiate the 

reshaping of schooling in their area."24 Accordingly, the possibility of introducing a 

new school structure was no longer remote. For this negotiation to be effective it had 

to be well-informed. To this end research data was required to enable those 

intermediate school boards of trustees who wished to move in this direction to try to 

persuade their communities of the viability of middle schools. It appeared to some 

middle school proponents (Sutcliffe, 1995; Thwaites, 1995) that the time- was now 

conducive for a discussion on wider middle schooling issues to occur, particularly 

about the short duration of time that students spent presently at intermediate school. 

MIDDLE SCHOOL DEVELOPMENTS PRIOR TO 1992 

The movement toward middle schools however, was not one merely undertaken by 

the national executive of the intermediate principals' association. Moreover, it was 

23. Nolan et al. (2000, September) pp. 3-4. 
24. Lee, H., & Lee, G. (1998). Middle schools or muddled schools? Developmental Network 
Newsletter I, p. 32 
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clear that intermediate school authorities were not prepared to wait for the findings of 

the Stewart and Nolan report to be released before deciding on a course of action. A 

number of intermediate schools ( e.g., Fergusson and Clover Park) embraced the 

concept of middle schools from the very early 1990s and were able to convince their 

local communities that this was a more effective means of educating adolescent 

students. 

David Crickmer, principal of Bruce McLaren Intermediate School, commented that 

''we went to see the Ministry back in 1990-1991 and we were told that very clearly 

they would oppose us changing to middle school or at least capturing Form 3."25 

Early discussions with Ministry officials were held with members of the former 

Department of Education who had been either appointed to the new Ministry or who 

were acting as interim officers during the reform changes. That they were not 

receptive to the idea of such major educational change during these early years of 

significant administrative reform is not surprising, given this institutional legacy. 

An example of an early detailed change-of-class application, from an Auckland 

intermediate school, came from Fergusson Intermediate in January 1992. Its 

principal, Jenny Leach commented in a communication to Don Crossman that ''we 

have submitted 27 folders containing every aspect of our middle school application to 

the Ministry of Education. "26 Furthermore, this communication gave the impression 

25. Crickmer, D. (2002). An interview with David Crickmer: Principal of Bruce Maclaren 
Intermediate School. Appendix A. p.2. 
26. Leach, J. (1992, January 1). Facsimile message sent by J. Leach, principal of Fergusson 
Intermediate, to D. Crossman, Executive member ofNZISPA, p. l 
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that Fergusson Intermediate's application had not been the only one received by the 

Ministry by that date. To this end Leach wrote "the Ministry have told me it's the 

most comprehensive and extensive they have received to date."27 The fact that the 

Ministry had received a number of applications from intermediate schools to become 

middle schools, prior to the 1993 release of the Stewart and Nolan report, indicates a 

wider understanding of the (American) middle school movement among some 

intermediate school practitioners than was assumed by Stewart and Nolan. 

There were other efforts made to extend the duration of intermediate schooling beside 

that of Fergusson Intermediate. Since 1990, at least one other intermediate school had 

set up a satellite Year 9 and 10 class. 28 The result was that Year 9 and 10 students 

attended an intermediate school although they were officially enrolled at a local high 

school. These intermediate schools made use of a loophole in the new legislation 

(Sections 71 and 158 of the 1989 Education Act) which included regulations 

establishing special needs classes as satellite classes in host schools which had been 

created under the philosophy of mainstreaming. These examples suggest a degree of 

support for middle schools from some intermediate schools in the early-1990s prior to 

the publication of the Stewart and Nolan report. While some communities had 

supported the recapitation of their local primary schools at the expense of the 

neighbourhood intermediate school in the late- l 980s and early- l 990s, it appeared that 

other communities were supportive of the extension of their intermediate schools into 

a three-year or four-year middle school. 

27. Leach (1992, January 1) p. l. 
28. Clover Park Middle School. 
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The difference in the manner in which the two change-of-class applications (full 

primary and middle school) were dealt with by the Ministry of Education, in 

endeavouring to fulfil the wishes of their local communities, was significant however. 

No middle schools had received approval from the minister throughout this period 

(1989-1993) although a significant number of primary schools had been approved as 

full primaries. 29 That this may have been due to a lack of intermediate schools 

attempting to enact such a change is refuted by the evidence outlined above. 

THE STEWART AND NOLAN REPORT 

The Stewart and Nolan (1992) report, The Emerging Adolescent,30 was well received 

by both the NZISPA executive and the Minister of Education, Lockwood Smith.31 

The purpose of this report was to: 

(i) review the North American and United Kingdom literature 
on middle school education; 

(ii) summarize the research evidence in a form that may 
enlighten the contemporary debate; and 

(iii) draw conclusions regarding the future direction of 
education at the intermediate level. 32 

Over 60 research articles were reviewed within the report, which resulted in 8 

recommendations being made by the researchers. It is noteworthy that many of their 

recommendations were based on the work of Watson (1964), but ignored Beeby's 

29. For example:In the preceding year "8 applications received Ministerial approval to provide form 
one education in contributing [primary] schools for bilingual reasons." AJHR, 1 July 1990- 30 June 
1991. Statement of performance achievements. E-1, p. 70. 
30. Stewart, D., & Nolan, C. J. P. (1992). The middle school: Essential education for emerging 
adolescents. Palmerston North: Massey University. 
31. "The minister [Lockwood Smith] received these findings very positively." See Kerr (1996) p.16. 
32. Stewart & Nolan ( 1992) p. i. 
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work in the 1930s that had covered similar ground. Stewart and Nolan's first 

recommendation was that: 

Three-to four-year middle schools, involving the grade span from 
Form 1 to Form 4, be seriously considered as a more appropriate 
form of educational provision for 10-14 year olds than other 
existing structural arrangements. 33 

In their opinion intermediate schools could either accommodate this change in grade 

span or "where intermediate schools do not presently exist," an existing secondary 

school might adopt the middle schooling philosophy on its site. 34 This suggestion, 

that middle schools might be established on a secondary school site, became an 

important aspect of the PPT A response to the report. This comment by the 

researchers and the PPTA's response35 reiterated a recommendation of the Currie 

Commission ( 1962) whereby the creation of Form 1 to 7 Colleges in rural areas had 

been endorsed. Stewart and Nolan, for their part, were aware of Watson's advocacy 

of the extension of intermediate schools into rural areas. 36 They also knew that it had 

been the Currie Commission's recommendation to establish Form 1 to 7 colleges that 

had been adopted by the Department of Education from the early-1960s. 37 

Stewart and Nolan went on to state, however, that where a secondary school adopted 

the middle school philosophy they should then "cater exclusively for 10-14 year 

33. Stewart & Nolan (1992), p.63. 
34. Stewart & Nolan (1992), p. 63. 
35. Cooney, M. (1996, November 15). Education changes need to be thought through. New Zealand 
Herald. p A13. 
36. Watson (1964), pp. 418-419. 
37. By the early 1990s some 23 Form I to 7 colleges had been established, mainly in small rural 
towns. 
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olds. "38 This would mean, they observed, that "in this case older students would 

transfer to neighbouring secondary schools,"39 a caveat that the PPT A ignored in their 

advocacy of a Form 1 to 7 arrangement to deal with the growth of middle schools 

(Cooney, 1996, 1997: Grinter, 1996). The recommendation that secondary schools in 

rural areas develop as new Form 1 to 4 middle schools, provided a further 

opportunity for the debate on which educational pedagogy middle schools should be 

based - primary or secondary - to occur. Historically, this debate had never been 

fully resolved in the New Zealand context. 

While the first junior high schools of the 1920s had been staffed by both primary 

teachers (in the case of Kowhai Junior High School) and secondary teachers (in the 

case of Waitaki Junior High School), the 1922 legislation had placed such "middle 

schools" under the primary service. This placement was reiterated in the 1932 

regulations which authorised the creation of intermediate schools. However, the 

earlier junior high school model had also supported the philosophy of early 

specialisation in secondary subjects while the intermediate model was developed on 

the basis of making exploratory programmes available to all pupils. The development 

of intermediate schools through the years 1932- 1992 had been very much within the 

primary teacher service. All classroom teachers in intermediate schools were 

members of the primary union, the NZEI. Furthermore, the tension between 

exploratory programmes and early specialisation occurred within the manual 

38. Stewart & Nolan (1992), p.63 
39. Stewart & Nolan (1992), p.63. 
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department of each intermediate school. These departments were staffed by 

secondary trained and secondary union (PPT A) affiliated teachers. 

This first recommendation of Stewart and Nolan therefore, required further 

clarification, which was provided by their second recommendation: 

Middle schools should be independent schools, attached neither to 
primary nor secondary schools.40 

This recommendation proposed introducing a solution for the New Zealand context 

directly from the American literature where the American middle school - building 

on the junior high school tradition - operated in an independent schooling system. 

This recommendation represented probably the most radical change to the existing 

New Zealand educational system proposed within the report. The suggestion that 

independence would "enable the unfettered implementation of middle school 

philosophy',41 was a bold step in a new direction. The chief underlying criticism of 

intermediate schools (Beeby, 1938; Campbell, 1941; Watson, 1964) had concerned 

the lack of a clearly articulated intermediate school philosophy, separate from that of 

the primary or secondary service. The creation of a new school structure - separate 

from either service - would, however, create new requirements relating to resourcing 

and teacher training. Stewart and Nolan were alert to this situation, as revealed in 

their later recommendations. 

The third recommendation by Stewart and Nolan stated: 

40. Stewart & Nolan (1992), p.63. 
41. Stewart & Nolan (1992), p.63. 
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Whenever a change of school structure is contemplated in any 
community, the parents, students and teachers should be fully 
informed of the literature in regard to middle schools as an integral 
part of examining ,gossible reorganization and future implications 
for student groups. 2 

In explaining this recommendation the researchers drew attention to the importance 

of including students as key stakeholders in any reorganization. As a group they had 

been overlooked in the development of schooling policy options that were articulated 

in Tomorrow's Schools. Consequently, the researchers believed that just as parents 

have opinions about what constitutes effective ·education so, too, do the students.43 

Their fourth recommendation suggested that: 

Programmes already exist in New Zealand for Form 1 to Form 4. 
Further programmes, designed according to the middle schools 
precepts and principles, would give curricula for this age range 
overall coherence and a sense of direction.44 

Stewart and Nolan stated that the current two-year span of intermediate schools 

meant that existing curricula lacked coherence and continuity. Owing to the longer 

period of time spent at school by more students over 16 years that the authors' 

suggested "it is now desirable to lengthen the Intermediate School to capitalize on its 

undoubted potential for providing a well-balanced general education for all pupils 

before they embark on the special courses of a senior secondary school. ,,4s In this 

they paraphrased almost word-for-word Watson's ninth recommendation.46 The 

philosophy of making a broad exploratory experience available to all students before 

42. Stewart & Nolan (1992), pp.63-64. 
43. Stewart & Nolan (1992), p. 64. 
44. Stewart & Nolan (1992), p. 64. 
45. Stewart & Nolan (1992), p. 65. 
46. Watson (1964), p. 424. 
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embarking on a specialized course of study at secondary school, which had been the 

philosophy of intermediate schools since Beeby articulated it as such in 1938, had 

strong appeal to Stewart and Nolan. 

The following three recommendations concerned the need for teachers to undertake 

ongoing professional development in middle schools once they were established; the 

appointment of middle school principals who were university graduates, and the 

provision of guidance and counselling in middle schools. By these and other means 

the uniqueness of this new school structure, the middle school, would be ensured to 

grow and develop. Their eighth and final recommendation was that if middle schools 

were to be developed in New Zealand then: 

Middle Schools should be encouraged to establish a clarity of 
purpose which defines their distinctive competency and use this to 
promote the value of middle school education in the community. 47 

Stewart and Nolan stated that what was lacking was clear empirical data that 

supported the assertion that intermediate schools or middle schools provided quality 

of education. To this effect they concluded "structural change, of itself simply masks 

any problem for a time. Schools and communities need to be clear about the likely 

benefits of change for learners. ,,4s What was required, they concluded, was a strong 

collective philosophy to underpin the middle schools' raison d'etre, supported by 

research evidence that showed that middle schools undoubtedly enhanced learning 

opportunities for pupils. 

47. Stewart & Nolan (1992), p. 68. 
48. Stewart & Nolan (1992), pp.72-73. 
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IMPLICATIONS OF THE 1992 REPORT 

After the Stewart and Nolan report was released in November 1992, the impression 

gained by the NZISP A was that the Minister of Education, Lockwood Smith, had 

received the findings of the report very positively. The Associations' executive 

understood that Smith had given them "a commitment that where a change to middle 

schools was desired and where such a change could be, initially at least, fiscally 

neutral, he would lend his influence to support it.',49 Considering that all change-of­

class applications had to have the direct approval of the minister his positive response 

to the 1992 · report was understood by the Executive to be a strong endorsement of 

middle schools. 50 While Smith accepted this report as providing sufficient evidence to 

begin removing the barriers to establishing three-or four-year middle schools, he 

believed that the need for a middle school had also to be proven to the satisfaction of 

the parents and community of the school. The move to middle schools was to be 

driven by their local communities and he was willing ''to support middle schools if 

they were demanded by their communities and were shown to be beneficial to 

students. "51 

The "fiscally neutral" requirement referred to the Ministry of Education's policy that 

required all educational changes and developments to occur within the existing 

expenditure allocated by government to the Ministry. No new developments were 

49. Kerr (1996), p. 16. 
50. This perception of the executive can be supported by a comment made by Smith in a speech 
delivered in 1995: "So I reiterate what I said in 1993 on the issue of middle schools, you have done 
enough to convince me not to oppose their establishment." See Smith, L. (1995, June 7). Speech Notes. 
Opening address of the New Zealand Intermediate School Principals' Association Conference, 
Wellington. 
51. Sunday Star Times. (1996, 14 January). p. I. 
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permitted if they added to the Ministry's expenditure.52 Some commentators (Codd, 

Gordon, & Harker, 1990) saw this shift in government policy "as [being] the 

government's response to their inability to fund education [adequately] at a time of 

economic crisis."53 The reality for schools seeking to increase their roll size -

through a change-in-class - was that their boards had to have sufficient financial 

reserves to cover the costs of this development. 

As John Crone, the principal of Berkley Normal Middle School m Hamilton, 

commented: 

When we went middle school, it had to be fiscally neutral- that was 
one of the criteria- which stuffs a lot of schools. We already had 
three classrooms in place that had been paid for by a generation of 
students before. 54 

The government's pursuit of an active policy of educational efficiency was strongly 

in evidence throughout this phase of middle school development. Where the financial 

responsibility could be transferred from the Ministry to the local community it was to 

be encouraged, and where the cost could not be transferred then permission for a 

change-in-class application was withheld by the Ministry.55 

52. The application for change of class issued by the Ministry of Education contained the following 
clause: "Where there is not sufficient property for a change of class, the board [of trustees] must agree 
to meet the cost of additional resources for the first two years of the change of class." Ministry of 
Education ( 1996, October). Application for change of class. Wellington: Author. 
53. Ward (2001), p.61. 
54. Crone. J. (2002, May) Interview with John Crone: Principal of Berkley Normal Middle School, p. 
15. (Appendix 8). 
55. In the notes to the application for a change of class, clause 17 states: "The number of changes of 
class proposals approved each year may have to be limited to ensure expenditure does not exceed 
resources budgeted by Government." See Ministry of Education (1996, October), p.7. 
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In 1993 the New Zealand Curriculum Framewor/<6 was published. This document 

included brief curriculum s~atements covering each of eight levels from New Entrant 

to Year 10, the end of compulsory education in New Zealand. This progression, 

through eight levels - known as part of providing the "seamless" approach to 

curriculum delivery that Lockwood Smith valued so highly - went some way to 

providing an alternative to recommendation four of the Stewart and Nolan report. In 

this recommendation they suggested the development of a curriculum specifically 

suited to Form 1 to 4 students. The resulting curriculum documents published after 

1995, as a result of the policy outlined in the Curriculum Framework, would give all 

teachers - primary and post-primary - for the first time access to all of the leve~s of 

learning within a particular curriculum subject. Up to this time intermediate school 

boards intending to establish as middle schools were constrained by their primary 

trained staff to be able to deliver the Year 9 and 10 curriculum. However, the new 

curriculum documents provided primary trained teachers access to the levels of 

learning required in Years 9 and 10. 

By 1994 there were 14 7 intermediate schools operating in new Zealand, only one less 

than at their peak of 1976. Twenty of these institutions had rolls larger than 550 

students. 57 The "natural" roll decline of the late-1980s and early-1990s, owing to 

demographic changes in national population figures, was temporarily over and 

56. Ministry of Education. (1993). The New Zealand curriculum framework. Wellington: Leaming 
Media. 
57. Education Review Office. (1994). Form I to 4: Issues for students. National Education Evaluation 
Report, No. 5. Wellington: Leaming Media, p. 32. 
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intermediate school rolls were forecast by the Ministry of Education to strengthen 

until 2005. 58 

THE FIRST THREE MIDDLE SCHOOLS 

As part of the 1989 reform of educational administration under Tomo"ow 's Schools 

the 1989 Education Act made provision for the setting up of Educational 

Development Initiatives (EDis). The purpose of the EDI process was set out in the 

July 1991 National government statement, Education Policy: Investing in people our 

greatest asset, 59 released as part of the budget. These initiatives aimed to ''improve 

the educational opportunities for pupils in a particular area" by having th~ local 

community, supported by Ministry officials, "reorganize the educational provisions" 

60available. Communities, or the Ministry of Education, could request a review of 

schooling involving some or all of the educational providers in an area, almost always 

with a view to restructuring the schools in that particular area. As the policy 

document explained: 

There are already local initiatives underway to re-shape education 
provisions within districts. These include recapitation; combining 
intermediates and high schools to create Form 1 to 7 schools; a 
twin campus Form 1 to 4 school alongside a Form 5 to 7 school 
and amalgamation of rural primary schools.61 

58. Post-Primary Teachers' Association. (1997, May). Meeting the challenge of growth: The emerging 
crisis in our secondary schools. Wellington: PPT A, p. 16. This document stated that there were 450 
000 primary enrolments in 1985,declining to a low of 420 000 enrolments in 1991, and with a 
projected high of 510 000 primary school enrolments in 2002. 
59. Smith, L. (1991, July 30). Education policy: Investing in people, our greatest asset. Wellington: 
Government Printer. 
60. Ward (2001), p. 63. 
61. Smith (1991), p. 20. 
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Two of the first three New Zealand middle schools were established under these 

EDis. During 1992 and 1993 the EDI process was applied to the schools in 

Whangarei City. As a result of these discussions the recommendation put by the EDI 

planning group that the Ministry of Education agreed: 

[with] the Planning Group continuing to consult, monitor, advise 
and report on applications from Raumanga Intermediate School 
and Whangarei Intermediate School to establish Middle Schools. 62 

As a result of these further discussions Raumanga Intermediate was one of three 

intermediate schools given initial approval to open as a middle school from the first 

school day in 1995. Raumanga Middle School opened as a three-year middle school 

providing schooling for Years 7 to 9 inclusive. 

The second intermediate school involved in an EDI process that resulted in the 

establishment of a middle school was St. Andrews Intermediate School in Hamilton 

(Strachan et al., 1996; Ward, 2001). The EDI issue for the local community of which 

St Andrews Intermediate was part concerned the lack of a secondary school for this 

rapidly growing northern suburb of Hamilton city. Parents were unwilling for their 

children to travel some distance to the nearest secondary school. As Strachan et al. 

(1996) have reported "after the Secondary School Steering Committee surveyed the 

community late in 1993, the Forms 1 to 4 option was viewed as the most viable 

option."63 The EDI process provided an opportunity for the proposal that St Andrews 

62. Ministry of Education. (1994). Education development initiatives: Redesigning education at the 
community level. Wellington: Leaming Media, p. 35. 
63. Strachan, J., McGee, C., Oliver, D., Ramsay, P., Ward, R, & Winstone, K. (1996). The 
establishment of a middle school: A case study of educational change. Waikato Journal of Education, 
2, p. 27. 
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develop into a four-year middle school to be raised for local consideration. 64 

Approval was given by the Minister, Lockwood Smith, for St Andrews Intermediate 

to translate to a four-year middle school from the beginning of 1995. 

The third intermediate school to become a middle school in the mid- l 990s was 

Clover Park Intermediate in South Auckland. Unlike the other two intermediate 

schools the board of trustees of Clover Park had already restructured the school along 

middle school lines through setting up a satellite Year 9 and 10 class attached to one 

of its local high schools. 65 In 1990 a number of Maori pupils who had graduated from 

Clover Park the year previous, as high achievers, chose to return. As Ann Milne, 

Principal of Clover Park, commented: ''they'd either been suspended or were about to 

be, or were truanting or just fizzled out - and they had been our top kids."66 The 

parent community of Clover Park had used the new Parent Advocacy Council, set up 

under Tomorrow's Schools, in an attempt to put a case to the Ministry of Education 

for these children to remain at Clover Park as a middle school. 67 While this approach 

to the Ministry had been ineffective the solution achieved by the school's board of 

trustees was to create an attached Year 9 unit. As stated previously, the board made 

use of a loophole in the 1989 Education Act, which permitted the setting up of special 

needs units in mainstream schools. In 1991 twenty-four students were enrolled at the 

local high school and attended Clover Park Intermediate School as Year 9 students. 68 

64. Ward, R. (2001). 
65. Milne, A. (2002, May). Interview with Ann Milne, Principal Clover Park Middle School. 
Appendix D, p. 2. 
66. Milne (2002),p. 2. 
67. Milne (2202),p. 2. 
68. Milne (2002), p. 3. 
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During the period 1991-1994 however, the principal had attempted to. negotiate a 

different solution to this issue with her local Ministry office. Then in April" 1994, a 

staff member from the Auckland office of the Ministry of Education suggested to 

Milne to submit an application for a change-of-class to become a middle school. She 

was contacted on the Friday and given only one weekend in which to prepare her 

application. 69 However, the Minister of Education, Lockwood Smith, approved the 

change of class for Clover Park Intermediate School, three months later, in July 1994. 

While this approval was unexpected by Milne, many of the local secondary school 

principals believed that "I'd deliberately gone behind their backs to get a middle 

school established."70 These principals, she believed, saw the new middle school as 

representing a "threat to their falling rolls."71 

With reference to the motivation for Clover Park to move to a middle school structure 

Milne remarked that while ''we were pushed into it" by parents and the Ministry, she 

believed that ''we were definitely coming from a philosophical base - the more we 

realised, well, there was such a match with what we'd been trying to do that that was 

the logical way to go."72 Many of the pedagogical processes typical of middle 

schooling - examined further in chapter 4 - Milne believed, mirrored the work the 

school had undertaken previously with their high achieving Maori students. 73 

69. Milne (2002), pp. 3-4. 
70. Milne (2002), p.4 
71. Milne (2002), p. 4. 
72. Milne (2002), p. 4. 
73. Milne (2002), p. 2. 
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Of a total of eight intermediate schools that had applied to become middle schools in 

1994, only three received approval from Lockwood Smith. It is noteworthy that one 

unsuccessful application had been received from a secondary school "seeking to 

cover students in the F 1-4 group." 74 

SOME POLITICAL ISSUES FACING MIDDLE SCHOOLS 

In 1994 the NZEI published a new policy on middle schools. 75 Of particular concern 

to the NZEI executive was the desire "to avoid the invidious situation of teachers 

working on the same site, teaching the same students but who have different salaries 

and conditions of employment."76 In the mid-1990s, middle schools - spanning both 

the primary and secondary teaching services - created a series of unique staffing and 

resourcing difficulties. In 1994 separate pay scales existed for the two services. For 

the NZEI, middle schools provided a significant bargaining tool when approaching 

the government in the mid-1990s to lobby for pay parity between the primary and 

secondary services on grounds of equity. 

In a speech to the NZISPA Conference in June 1995 Lockwood Smith reiterated his 

ongoing support for middle schools. The changes to the staffing of schools that he 

had introduced that year, Smith believed, would support the creation of more middle 

schools. The result of these staffing changes for middle schools was to secure 

specialist teacher ratios for the delivery of Technology subjects. Smith also stated that 

74. New Zealand Educational Institute. (1994). NZEI policy on middle schools: Branch circular 
1994/46. Wellington: Author, p. 4. 
75. New Zealand Educational Institute. ( 1994 ). NZEI policy on middle schools: Branch circular 
1994/46. Wellington: Author. 
76. New Zealand Education Institute (1994), p. 8. 
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the Ministry of Education had estimated that $500 million would need to be spent on 

school property to accommodate projected roll growth to the year 2005. This money 

would support the development of new innovations in New Zealand education, Smith 

observed. He concluded by noting that if some of this additional funding "wasn't 

spent on at least one new middle school I'll also be disappointed."77 

With the opening of the first three middle schools in 1995 the NZISPA appeared to 

be having a watershed year. Not surprisingly, therefore, the Association's executive 

chose to produce a number of brochures78 promoting the new type of institution for 

parent and community information. This was followed in 1996 by the publication of, 

A Strategic Plan of the New Zealand Intermediate and Middle Schools Association. 

In this plan the purpose of the newly renamed New Zealand Intermediate and Middle 

Schools' Association was stated explicitly. It was to "promote the development and 

growth of middle level education as a distinct entity between primary and secondary 

schooling in the education structure."79 

The change of the Association's name was significant for two reasons. The first was 

the inclusion of the word "middle" in the title thereby ensuring the continuation of the 

intermediate school heritage alongside the new middle school development. Both 

types of institution came under the association's auspices. Perhaps this is not 

surprising given that the first three middle schools were originally intermediate 

77. Smith, L. (1995, June 7). Speech delivered to the NZISPA annual conference, Wellington. 
78. These brochures included: Making the most of the middle years ( 1995) and Middle schools: 
Helping to master the "middle" years. ( 1996) both published by the NZIMSA. 
79. New Zealand Intermediate and Middle Schools' Association. (1996). A strategic plan of the New 
Zealand intermediate and middle schools association. Wellington: Author, p. 3. 
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schools and their principals had pursued careers in the primary service. The second 

change was the removal of ~e word "principal" from the title. This was the first step 

towards creating open membership criteria, itself a prerequisite for membership of the 

National Middle School Association of America (NMSA). 80 Although open 

membership was not achieved until the NZIMSA annual general meeting held in 

Christchurch in 200081 this debate over open membership was held annually from 

1996. 

In June 1996 a joint Ministry of Education and NZIMSA statement was delivered to 

the new Minister of Education, Wyatt Creech, in which five of the key 

recommendations of the Stewart and Nolan report were selected as possible 

ingredients for a new educational policy on middle schools. 82 This joint statement 

requested legislative recognition of "middle schools" instead of simply classifying 

them as composite schools. Furthermore, its authors asked that government should 

explicitly develop, fund and publicise middle schools as the most developmentally 

appropriate schooling arrangement for emerging adolescents. The statement went on 

to ask that the particular resourcing needs of middle schools be recognised, that 

training colleges be encouraged to provide education on middle schools and that the 

staffing anomalies in middle schools be addressed. 83 Little came of the statement as 

the National government was preparing for a general election later in 1996. This 

80. New Zealand Intermediate and Middle Schools' Association. (1996). Minutes of annual general 
meeting. Queenstown: Author. 
81.New Zealand Intermediate and Middle Schools' Association. (2000). Minutes of annual general 
meeting. Christchurch: Author. 
82. New Zealand Intermediate and Middle Schools' Association. (1996, May 24). Letter to the 
Minister of Education: Middle schools, current issues. Wellington: Author. 
83. New Zealand Intermediate and Middle Schools' Association (1996, May 24). 
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election resulted in the formation of a coalition government between National and 

New Zealand First parties. This coalition government was to significantly change the 

relationship that had existed up to this point between the middle school movement 

and the national Ministry of Education. 

The New Zealand First spokesperson on Education, Brian Donnelly had been 

principal of Whangarei Intermediate School prior to his election to parliament. He 

had been involved with the EDI that had seen the creation of Raumanga Middle 

School. Perhaps not surprisingly, then, the coalition agreement between New Zealand 

First and the National Party contained a clear statement about the removal of barriers 

to the creation of middle schools: 

The government will support the development of middle schools 
for communities wishing this form of schooling structure by 
removing obstacles to such developments. 84 

For the supporters of the middle school model it would have appeared that by the end 

of 1996 the creation of new middle schools would be assured. With what these 

supporters perceived to be as strong pedagogical support from the Stewart and Nolan 

report and political support from the new coalition government, there seemed ample 

reason to assume that the creation of new middle schools would be delayed no longer. 

However, that was not to be the case. 

84. Peters, W. (1996, December 5). Key initiatives of policy: Coalition statement 3. Policy: Education. 

115 



THE POST-PRIMARY TEACHERS' ASSOCIATION AND MIDDLE SCHOOLS 

One of the most vocal critics of the middle school movement of the mid- l 990s was 

Martin Cooney, President of the Post-Primary Teachers' Association (PPTA). While 

Cooney also saw the election of the coalition government "as [being] an historic point 

where there is a real potential to transform our schooling system,"85 he did not 

envisage that change to be at the expense of secondary school teachers. The PPT A 

had watched the development of the first middle schools with a degree of caution, and 

were unhappy with what they believed amounted to a threat to secondary school 

enrolments. As Cooney remarked "the structure of any school system is an historical 

accident - a compromise between administrative convenience and educational 

theory. "86 

The PPTA's arguments in opposition to the development of middle schools, as 

articulated by Cooney in the public forum, were on four main policy points; 

opposition to the political compromise reached between the two coalition parties, the 

perceived falling rolls of intermediate schools, a belief that a Form I to 7 structure 

would be more effective than the middle school option and a perception that the 

present government anticipated that middle schools would be a "cheap" means of 

providing schooling to Year 9 and IO students. Each of these four points will be 

discussed in tum. 

85. Cooney, M. ( 1996, October 17). Address by Post-Primary Teachers' Association president to the 
national executive of the association of intermediate and middle school principals. Wellington, .p.l. 
86. Cooney, M. ( 1996, November 15). Education changes need to be thought through. New Zealand 
Heraidp.A. 13. 
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