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BRIGHT FUTURE, FIVE STEPS AHEAD -
MAKING IDEAS WORK FOR NEW
ZEALAND: A COMMENTARY

GREGORY LEE' AND HOWARD LEE?

1. Department of Education Studies, University of Waikato
2. School of Education, University of Otago.

ABSTRACT In August 1999, the National government released Bright Future, Five
Steps Ahead. This policy document represents, among other things, a last minute attempt
(prior to a general election) to persuade tertiary students to choose particular courses and
careers in preference to others. Bright Future is, therefore, aimed at correcting some
perceived anomalies in students’ course preferences in the highly competitive tertiary
education sector favoured by the present government. Less obvious from the political
rhetoric surrounding Bright Future is the likelihood that the policy recommendations in
the document represent yet another effort to enhance New Zealand'’s lacklustre domestic
and global economic performance. The same can be said of Education for the 21* Century
and the Green and White Papers on tertiary education reform, the antecedents to Bright
Future. Each of these documents was founded on a variety of unsubstantiated assertions
about alleged deficiencies in the tertiary sector. In light of these factors, it is hoped that the
New Zealand public will seriously question both the assumptions underpinning Bright
Future and the education policymaking process itself.

THE SMITH ERA

Throughout the nine years of the Bolger and Shipley National ministries,
successive Ministers of Education have sought to implement a variety of
educational reforms. From the outset, it was expected that tertiary institutions
would not be excluded from the reform process. The first to assume the portfolio
during this period was Lockwood Smith, portrayed by Graham and Susan
Butterworth as an exceptionally perceptive, energetic, and intellectually gifted
minister (1990-1996).! Smith was convinced that tertiary funding had to be audited
more closely (following the 1990-1991 fiscal crisis), to secure greater efficiencies.
He was also keen to grant tertiary institutions corporate status - to reinforce their
accountability to government, measured against specified charter objectives — and
to ensure that each institution would set its own tuition fees, consistent with his
professed support for greater institutional independence.? Within two years, the
reforms had encompassed a proposed capital charge scheme for tertiary
institutions (scheduled for introduction in 1993), as well as a tertiary sector Study
Right scheme linked to a new student loan system.’

EDUCATION FOR THE TWENTY FIRST CENTURY

During his second term of office as Minister of Education (1993-1996), Smith chose
to consolidate his educational vision in the form of a policy discussion document,
Education for the 21% Century (1993).* This document outlined Smith’s views on
future education initiatives, although it did not concentrate exclusively on the
tertiary sector. Education for the 21" Century was to be “both explanatory and
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visionary”, the Minister announced,” and would set out future “specific,
measurable” targets and desired “outcomes”, initially for the period 1993-2001.°
Smith declared that such an approach was necessary because of the rapidly
accelerating rate of technological change, the existence of “a global community
and a global market place”, as well as the perceived need to commit more
individual and national resources and energy to “education and training”.’
Improving educational performance, it was assumed, would enhance New
Zealand’s economic wellbeing as well as its social “harmony” and “progress”.*
Furthermore, readers were informed that this would create “a population skilled
enough, adaptable enough, and innovative enough to be successful in
international competition”.” Smith maintained that “Education for the 21* Century
is a national goal-setting exercise and not a political document”.’® But he failed to
acknowledge that, in asking the Ministry of Education to draft a public policy
document relating to education, he was, by definition, participating in a political
activity. As the Australian policy scholars Taylor, Rizvi, Lingard and Henry have
observed, because “the state is not neutral with respect to the changes occurring in
society . . . its own interest in sponsoring some changes and preventing others is
reflected in policy”.!! Politics and education, they concluded, were inseparable,
and ought to be acknowledged as such.

Smith was adamant that the newly introduced National Curriculum
Framework (NCF) and the National Qualifications Framework (NQF) would
result in a better transition for pupils between secondary schools and the variety
of tertiary institutions now available. With the Skill New Zealand initiative —
designed to “bridge New Zealand's [technical] skill gap...[by] extending
systematic workplace training across all industries”'? — and the establishment of
Private Training Establishments (intended to “introduce a new element of
competition and diversity”)", Smith was fully satisfied that the “diverse needs of
all New Zealanders” could now be met.'"* He firmly believed that these reforms
had to take place within the context of a “seamless education system”, within
which notions and phrases such as enhancing “flexibility”, encouraging the
breaking down of “traditional bricks and mortar” approaches to education, and
allowing “educational opportunities to flourish”"* were adopted uncritically.

The successful implementations of Smith’s vision, we suggest, would depend
largely upon the extent to which New Zealand citizens were willing to accept the
Minister’s pronouncement that there existed “commonly held values of individual
and collective responsibility and accountability”,'® and that “equality of
educational opportunity for all to reach their potential and take their full place in
society” was a realistic and desirable “national educational aim”.”” The former
aim simply reflected Smith’s neo-liberal sentiments, wherein he thought that a
values consensus could be arrived at fairly readily with the New Zealand public.
The Minister assumed that such a consensus would ensure social harmony, albeit
in the context of an enterprise culture whose official supporters advocated the
teaching of “essential skills”, international and individual competitiveness, and
the introduction of student performance appraisals.'®

As an expressed aim, “equality of educational opportunity” sits awkwardly
with modern educational inquiry, which focuses on pupils’ access to institutions
and equity issues, among other factors. Moreover, Clarence Beeby, the Director of
Education (1940-1960) who coined the phrase “equality of educational
opportunity” 60 years ago, openly declared in 1992 that the “idea” had proven to
be an “educational myth”; it represented an “unattainable but approachable goal
[which had at least] an appearance of permanence”, because it was in “general
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accord with some strong public aspiration”.”” William Renwick, another former

Director of Education (1975-1988), for his part, suggested that it was “a
portmanteau phrase...[that masked] sharp differences in ideological commitment
below a surface appearance of consensus”.?’ The achievement of some sort of
public consensus, it would seem, was a core ingredient in Lockwood Smith’s
educational vision.”

In both the discussion (1993) and post-consultation (1994) documents, the
Minister emphasised the point that successful implementation of the proposed
education policies depended upon obtaining a full public commitment to them.?
The latter publication, for example, stated:

All New Zealanders - students, parents, educationalists, business
people, and Government representatives — will need to make a
commitment to Education for the 21* Century if we are to achieve its
goals. We will need to work as a team.”

With respect to the post-compulsory education sector, Smith was satisfied that
existing tertiary institutions “contribute to the development of fields of knowledge
which are essential to the social, cultural, and economic well-being of New
Zealand”** Universities, in particular, were seen to be already making “a
substantial contribution” to fundamental and applied research in a variety. of
fields deemed to be of “national or intrinsic importance".” Despite this rhetoric,
the Minister thought that there was room for improvement. “Providers” were
urged to be “[more responsive] to both the needs of students and the needs of the
economy and society”.” Readers of Education for the 21" Century are also left in no
doubt that Smith fully intended to use tertiary institutions to assist New
Zealanders to become more adaptable and productive within the economy. It was
presumed that such goals would be achieved by means of promoting an
“increasingly diverse” tertiary sector.”

THE TERTIARY EDUCATION REVIEW GREEN PAPER

We can presume that Smith’s policy recommendations regarding tertiary
institutions did not extend far enough in the opinion of his successor, Wyatt
Creech, given that within 18 months of his appointment (in March 1996) he had
overseen the release of a Green Pa?er, A Future Tertiary Education Policy for New
Zealand (on 15 September 1997).® The Green Paper is remarkable for the
frequency with which bold generalisations are made about perceived inadequacies
or deficiencies in tertiary institutions, and their proposed resolution. For example,
there is no comprehensive understanding of the different functions that various
types of tertiary institutions necessarily perform — notably, polytechnics and
universities — as well as demonstrating an inability to appreciate that staff in these
institutions have long understood the extent to which “international credibility”,
“competition”, and “information technology” will (and do) affect their teaching
and research work.” There is also an ignorance of fundamental but important
differences between qualifications and credentials, education and training, and
knowledge, information and skills.* Emphasis is placed upon skill acquisition
and performance, individual and institutional “adaptability”, “responsiveness” to
perceived student needs and demands, without any underlying theory of
education and to the detriment of broader conceptions of citizenship. What is
provided is an all-too-familiar business or commercial model which, when



156 Gregory Lee and Howard Lee

applied, would be likely to create more problems than it could ever solve. As a
result, tertiary education and the fostering of individual development, a passion
for intellectual inquiry, and a desire to acquire and share knowledge for its own
sake (rather than for largely utilitarian purposes) remains curiously and illogically
disconnected within the Green Paper.*

Equally disconcerting is Wyatt Creech’s bold assertion that the current
tertiary sector was not “contribut[ing] fully to the many and changing needs of a
modern society and economy”, and his apparent confidence (like his predecessor)
that an uncertain future can be planned for with a high degree of certainty.”
Clearly, an interventionist and instrumentalist stance was being officially
advocated, in an effort to address perceived anomalies and weaknesses which, it
was believed, staff in tertiary institutions needed to have bought to their attention.
Given the above thinking, it was unlikely that the “durable framework” sought by
Creech would materialise. The premises containéd in the Green Paper deserve
closer scrutiny because, as he correctly observed, “very significant public policy
issues are involved.”*

In his concluding remarks, Creech urged “all involved to lift themselves
above any narrow self interest and work towards solutions to serve the best
interests of all New Zealanders.”* But he appeared to overlook the fact that the
government also had a vested interest in the matter of tertiary education. This
essentially involved an attempt to re-engineer tertiary institutions to follow an
agenda that appealed to the National Government; - that is, to define educational
and administrative “outcomes”, to make the tertiary sector more “responsive and
flexible”, to change the ways in which tertiary institutions were administered, and
to inform students that they ought to acquire (unspecified) “valuable” and
“relevant” skills.”® All of these aims are consistent with the present government'’s
obsession with skill acquisition and its utilitarian, ends-oriented approach toward
education.

THE TERTIARY EDUCATION REVIEW WHITE PAPER

Fourteen months after the publication of the Tertiary Green Paper, the Tertiary
White Paper was released (in November 1998).* According to the Minister of
Education, the White Paper had carefully considered some 380 written
submissions received by the Ministry’s Post Compulsory Education and Training
Policy office. These submissions, Creech reported, reflected “a broad spectrum of
views,” as well as those expressed by tertiary sector representatives which he
labelled as being “the well-known views of interest groups”.”’ Not surprisingly,
there is a very close correspondence between the two papers (apart from the White
Paper’s inclusion of indicative legislation).* The overriding concerns continued to
relate to the alleged lack of accountability by institutions across the tertiary sector,
the pressing need for tertiary institutions to respond to employers’ demands for
“higher and more diverse skills and knowledge” from their employees, and the
apparent inability of existing institutions “to [not only] consistently deliver quality
education that meets international standards” but to also meet students’
“changing needs”.” All of these modifications were necessary, Creech
maintained, if “an equitable, cohesive, and culturally dynamic society” was to be
established.

Evidently, both Creech and the Ministry believed that such a society would
not eventuate unless far-reaching changes were made to the tertiary sector, in
order to secure a wider range of courses, to internationalise education, and to fully
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utilise information technology, alongside other reforms. Furthermore, it was
assumed that without government intervention of the kind set out in the Green
and White Papers, tertiary institutions would be unable to meet their students’
expectations and needs, and could not deliver a high quality education (or
training). They would also have no incentive to improve “the quality of [their]
qualifications, research, and teaching”*' or to provide their students with
[information] about the available choices and opportunities”.** Once again, these
assumptions (and many others) remain unexamined in the documents.

BRIGHT FUTURE, FIVE STEPS AHEAD

As we have seen with Education for the 21* Century and the Tertiary Green and
White Papers, Ministers of Education throughout the 1990s have consistently
sought to put their personal stamp on education policy. The appointment of Max
Bradford (in February 1999) as Tertiary Education Minister has proven to be no
exception. Bradford was asked by Jenny Shipley to lead the government’s newly
created Enterprise and Innovation Team, which consisted of nine cabinet
members, including Lockwood Smith and Nick Smith (the current Minister of
Education). On 18 August 1999, the team released a policy document, Bright
Future** According to the Prime Minister, the initiatives contained in the
document will assist “our ‘ideas machine’ [to] work better for all New Zealanders”
by celebrating success, turning “ideas into wealth”, and “building excellence in
education”.** Boldly depicted as an “agreed pathway into the future”,** Bright
Future maps out a largely predictable vision on the part of the Shipley
government; one in which globalisation, information technology, practical skills,
enterprise education, and a focused tertiary education sector are said to contribute
to the creation of a “knowledge economy”.* We are told that some 2000 “key
business, education and research people”* participated in 25 national forums, and
that in these forums, “some of the country’s most inspirational people” asked the
New Zealand government to provide the “leadership and direction” necessary to
improve the country’s economic performance.*®

In Max Bradford’s “overview” of the proposed changes he claimed that the
economy “is in good shape” because it has a “strong base”, and is now “open and
internationally competitive”. Consequently, he believed that New Zealand was
in an ideal position to create “a truly vibrant knowledge economy”.*® Such
confidence is not shared universally by New Zealand economists and social
commentators, however. Paul Dalziel, a Lincoln University economist, recently
declared - after careful statistical analysis — that “the current direction of economic
policy has failed us”, and that “it must be changed”.> At the same time Sandra
Coney called for an end to the New Zealand “economic experiment” which, in too
many areas throughout the country, has produced “no meaningful economic
activity.”” She lamented the dominance of a market model which has become “a
kind of economic life force”, one that has seriously disturbed New Zealanders’
sense of “security, belonging, and citizenship”.* To this end Coney wrote: -

We have become a cash register society where only things that are able to be
counted and costed matter. The market reduces the vast wealth and
complexit}r of human relationships and experience to an economic
exchange.’
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Larry Elliott, writing in the London Weekly Guardian, provided a similar critique of
the New Zealand economic reform process. He noted that the country “has
become a laboratory for every crackpot laissez-faire notion considered too extreme
to be road-tested even in Thatcher’s Britain or Reagan’s America”.® Elliott
concluded:

Growth has been sluggish, unemployment remains high, [and] the
increase in inequality has been unmatched across the Western world.*

Readers of Bright Future may be excused for thinking that the National
government advocates an uncritical, almost fanatical, endorsement of the
“knowledge economy” mantra. Bryan Gould, Vice-Chancellor of the University of
Waikato, echoed this sentiment when he observed that “our government seems to
have an almost superstitious faith in the power of slogans — particularly slogans
containing numbers”.” Gould then remarked that “unfortunately . . . slogans are
not enough”.® Gwen Gawith expressed a similar view when she referred to the
knowledge economy label as belonging to “the media school of cliche-driven hype
and sloganeering”.” Both commentators are correct - slogans do appear with
monotonous regularity throughout Bright Future. We are told that a knowledge
economy “places a premium on constant innovation [and] skill”, and that “value
lies in knowledge and fresh ideas”.*® Furthermore, “a culture of innovation and
success”, combined with “a flexible workforce”, is said to lie at the heart of such
an economy.® Success, value, and innovation are defined in solely economic
terms by the economic gains produced.

BRIGHT FUTURE: PROBLEMS AND PRIORITIES

The knowledge and skills deemed essential to the “knowledge economy” by the
government are those associated with information and communications
technology/computer science, science and technology, engineering, and
mathematics.®> What is needed, according to the Cabinet’s Enterprise and
Innovation Team, are “the right people with the right skills”, a “strategically-
focused, effective and efficient [tertiary sector involving] fewer but stronger
institutions and centres of excellence”, and to avoid “investment in the wrong
sorts of research and development”.** The National government, ever confident
that it knows right from wrong, chose to largely undervalue the real and potential
cultural and social contributions of many New Zealand citizens in its relentless
quest for scientific, mathematical, and technological efficiency.** Such a deliberate
devaluing of these contributions and activities can be attributed to the
government’s desire to see “the right beliefs, attitudes and values” fostered, if “a
culture of success” is to become a reality.*®

Reaction to the publication of Bright Future has not been resoundingly
positive, notably from educational and social commentators. Jane Kelsey,
President of the Association of University Staff of New Zealand (AUS), notes that
“the mantra of the market has simply been replaced by that of the ‘knowledge
economy’”.* She also observes that Bright Future does not adequately reflect an
understanding of “a knowledge-informed society”, and that the study of social
sciences, language, culture, music, the arts, politics and history are marginalised;
they are given “no explicit place” in the document.” Kelsey concludes that Bright
Future’s failure to argue a convincing case for educational reform points to the
existence of “half-baked political ideas that lack any empirical foundations or
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understanding of the[ir] implications”.®® The incoming President of the

Association of Staff in Tertiary Education (ASTE), Jill Ovens, fully concurs with
her university counterpart. After having identified the clear bias toward certain
industries and types of knowledge and skills within the document, Ovens
suggests an alternative approach:

What this country needs more than anything after 15 years of ‘me-first’
policies is a sense of community. The so-called ‘children of the
revolution’ need a well-rounded education to fit them for society, not a
narrow range of technological skills.”

As noted above, information and communications technology (ICT) was deEicted
in Bright Future as holding a key to New Zealand’s future economic success.” But
what is glaringly absent from the document is an understanding that without
professional development and support, and without teachers who understand the
complex dynamics of the learning and teaching process, the mere provision of ICT
is unlikely to produce the anticipated "outcomes".”! Linda Woon, Principal of
Kawaha Point School (Rotorua), was alert to this fact when she wrote that “we
have been warned that...we’d better hurry up and §et on board/online or else risk
getting wiped out by the technology tidal wave”.” In pointing to the distinction
between information and learning — one that requires the exercise of “wisdom and
judgement” based on learning and experience — Woon shrewdly observed:

We've been told we can’t expect to teach effectively as sages on stages . .
.We must transmorph into facilitating ‘guides on the sides’ . . .We are
made to feel that unless we are digital geeks and hypered to the max,
that we are the dodos of the wired classroom.”

In this connection, we would be wise to heed Clarence Beeby’s caution about the
temptation for governments to adopt a cargo-cult mentality in education. The
mere provision of money, resources, and equipment, he noted, does not guarantee
results.”

A MARKET MODEL

Besides the reservations highlighted above, Bright Future, we suggest, also
provides compelling evidence that a market approach to tertiary education has not
been successful in producing the kinds of graduates the government thinks are
necessary for the economy. Ralph Norris, the Chairperson of the New Zealand
Business Roundtable, recently declared that too many lawyers and accountants,
and too few technology and science graduates, are being educated in tertiary
institutions.” The Chief Executive Officer of the Institution of Professional
Engineers of New Zealand (IPENZ), Warwick Bishop, expressed a similar concern.
“New Zealand’s knowledge economy is a fragile ship adrift on an outgoing tide of
graduate engineers leaving the country” he contended.” What Norris, Bishop, and
the government’s Enterprise and Innovation Team have been reluctant to
acknowledge, however, is the reality that tertiary students have generally
understood trends in the New Zealand employment market and have responded
accordingly; by enrolling in courses that were seen to provide a better ‘dividend’
for their investment of time, energy, and money. George Preddey’s recent
research into tertiary graduate students’course choices, destinations, and salaries
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demonstrates that the “Five Steps Ahead” package is not only “over-hyped” but
also represents “road to Damascus rhetoric”.” Steve Maharey, the Labour Party’s
associate (tertiary) spokesperson, was similarly aware of the conflict between
official rhetoric and employment realities:

The main reason that science has dropped off as a preferred subject for
students is that anyone can see that science is no longer a desirable
career. Just boosting [the] number of students will do nothing if
scientists cannot get secure, properly funded careers.”

POLITICS, ECONOMICS AND EDUCATION

In his overview of Bright Future Max Bradford concluded with the statement,
“Why don’t you become part of this vision the Government has for New Zealand?
It’s your future too”.”” Jenny Shipley issued a similar request: “I invite you to
make your contribution to a bright future for New Zealand”.** At the time of
writing, it is unclear how the public will react to this policy document, but there is
evidence to support the claim that Bright Future does not constitute a truly public,
inclusive policy. Tim Hazeldine, a University of Auckland economist, has
argued, for example, that whenever an essentially bottom-up approach to
formulating economic policy is adopted, this will enable “just about everyone [to]
contribute”.® Such a strategy was deemed vastly preferable to what he labelled as
“the top-down, know-it-all dirigisme of Muldoon, Douglas, Richardson and
Treasury”, one that ignored the fact that economic success must be based on our
own culture.® Hazeldine viewed the economy as “a living system in which the
health of each organ depends on the health of everything else”.*® According to
this thesis, true wealth therefore involved “that complex network of personal
interrelationships that go to preserve fundamental human values”.*

Prior to the release of Bright Future the prominent theologian, Selwyn
Dobson expressed similar concerns to those of Hazeldine, Coney, and Elliott.
Having noted that the current emphasis on economic indicators of success and
wellbeing to the exclusion of other considerations amounted to “flying with one
wing”,* Dobson declared:

While in the past we have seen the excessive dominance of state over
individual, or excessive individuality over the wellbeing of the state,
any decent society does two things. As well as preserving the welfare
and the freedom of every individual it also preserves a wholesome
society, without which no satisfactory individual life can be lived.”

With a forthcoming general election, there is no better time than the present for the
New Zealand voting public to decide if they wish to support the policies outlined
in Bright Future or to challenge them. Either way, their response may ultimately
determsine the way in which public policy in education will be conducted in the
future.
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