
This executive summary is extracted from Maxim Institute’s research report, Roll Play: How creating better access to schools in 
Christchurch could affect school rolls. The complete set of research findings and the methods used to carry out the research are 
presented in the main report.

INTRODUCTION

This report looks at the impact of policies which could provide better access to schools for New Zealand children. Policies introduced 
by Tomorrow’s Schools between 1989 and 1991 improved access to schools but they came under heavy criticism. These policies were 
steadily reversed throughout the 1990s, even though New Zealand research shows they improved the educational opportunities of 
many pupils from a range of backgrounds, allowing them easier access to different and better schools.
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The purpose of this research is to move on from the myths, 
misrepresentations and rhetoric around making access to 
schools better for children. Roll Play takes a fresh look at 
the issues by examining the practicalities of allowing parents 
to choose the school they would prefer for their child. It 
examines the case of Christchurch, a major city in the South 
Island of New Zealand. In particular, the research focuses on 
the impact of creating better access to schools on the size 
of school rolls. Moreover, Roll Play explores the possible 
implications of changing school rolls for managing school 
capacity in Christchurch.

In looking at these issues, Maxim Institute commissioned the 
Survey Research Unit at the University of Auckland’s School of 
Population Health to conduct a telephone survey of 424 parents 
in Christchurch.* The survey targeted parents of children who 
currently attend a secondary school in Christchurch asking 
them which schools their children attend, and also whether 
they would change their child’s school under two scenarios 
where access to schools was improved. The first scenario asked 
them which secondary school they would change to if they 
could choose any state, state-integrated or private school and 
money was no object. The second scenario asked them if they 
could choose any state secondary school, which one would 
they most like to send their child to.

The results of the parental survey were analysed and 
presented by adapting innovative techniques previously used 
by a research team working at Cardiff University, combining 
the disciplines of the social sciences and geography. These 
techniques have not been applied before to the study of 
creating better access to schools in New Zealand. In particular, 
a number of the research findings were illustrated on a series 
of maps, created using a Geographic Information System 
(GIS), including the distances parents were willing to send 
their child to their preferred schools.

Estimates for the proportion of parents at the city level 
responding to certain survey questions were also calculated, 
including whether parents would want to change their child’s 
school. To analyse the implications of children changing schools 
for school network capacity, estimates were determined for 
the absolute change that would occur to school rolls. Further, 
projections were made for the amount of movement that 
could be expected to occur between schools.

The research findings are presented in three sections according 
to each set of questions parents were asked during the survey. 
The main findings are described below.

CURRENT ACCEss TO sCHOOls

Examining the relationship between where parents’ live and 
which school they currently send their child to, the survey 
responses indicate that many parents are already exercising 
active choice—opting for schools different to their local 
school or the one they were zoned for.

Findings:

• With 95% certainty, 53% of parents do not choose to 
send their child to the nearest school to where they live, 
with an associated margin of error of approximately 
+/- 4%.

• With 95% certainty, 53% of parents do not send their 
child to the school they indicated that they were 
zoned for, also with an associated margin of error of 
approximately +/- 4%.

• According to calculations completed with GIS, 46% of 
parents who live in a school zone do not send their 
child to the school that they are zoned for.

• With 95% certainty, 79% of parents responding knew 
at the time they moved to their present home that it 
was in the zone of the school they indicated that they 
were zoned for, with an associated margin of error of 
approximately +/- 4%.

• The median distance (calculated with GIS) travelled by 
children between home and the school they currently 
attend is 2.8 km.

BETTER ACCEss TO sCHOOls 
(IF MONEy wAs NO OBjECT)

Parents were asked whether, given the opportunity, they 
would change their child’s secondary school if they could 
choose any secondary school and money was no object. If 
they wished to do so, they were then asked which secondary 
school (that is, any state, state-integrated or private school) 
they would choose for their child.

By applying an analytic framework to the findings, tentative 
conclusions could be drawn about the expected patterns of 
pupils moving between schools. In this scenario (where parents 
could choose any school and money was no object), four distinct 
groups of schools would probably emerge. The research found 
that: five schools would be likely to experience a statistically 
significant gain in demand; another eight schools were shown 



to experience a gain or loss, but the change was not statistically 
significant; ten schools showed a statistically significant loss in 
demand; while four schools showed no change.

Findings:

• If parents could choose any state, state-integrated or 
private secondary school in Christchurch, and money 
was no object, with 95% certainty approximately 26% 
of parents would change their child’s school, with an 
associated margin of error of approximately +/- 4%.

• Stratified by household income level, with 95% 
certainty, 26% of low-middle income parents and 25% 
of high income parents would change schools, with an 
associated margin of error of approximately +/- 6%. 
The trend detected between income and choice was 
not statistically significant (p = 0.249).

• The main reasons why parents who would change their 
child’s school preferred their favoured school were its 
values (95%) and reputation (91%), with an associated 
margin of error of approximately +/- 5%.

• 78% of parents who would change their child’s 
school in this scenario also indicated that they would 
be willing to pay some amount towards the cost of 
sending their child to their preferred school, with an 
associated margin of error of approximately +/- 5%.

• Of parents who would change their child’s school in 
this access scenario, the median distance travelled by 
children between home and their parents’ preferred 
school is 5.7 km.

• The total number of pupils estimated who would 
move between schools in this access scenario is 
approximately 4,200.

• The findings showed that if parents could choose 
any secondary school and money was no object, 
parents who would change their child’s school would 
generally prefer to send their children to private or 
state-integrated schools under this scenario. These 
schools also experienced statistically significant gains 
to the size of their school roll. The school that would 
experience the greatest growth in demand for places 
is St Andrew’s College.

• Generally, parents who would change their child’s 
school were willing to send their child a greater 
distance to their preferred school than the distance to 
their child’s current school.

BETTER ACCEss TO sTATE sCHOOls

Parents were asked whether, given the opportunity, they 
would choose to send their child to a different school to 
the one they currently attend. If they wished to do so, they 
were then asked which state school they would most like 
to send their child to. In this scenario, the analysis again 
showed four distinct groups of schools would probably 
emerge. The research found that: two schools would be likely 
to experience a statistically significant gain in demand; 
another fourteen schools were shown to experience a gain 
or loss, but the change was not statistically significant; three 
schools showed a statistically significant loss in demand; 
while eleven schools showed no change.

Findings:

• If parents could choose any state secondary school in 
Christchurch, with 95% certainty, approximately 10% 
of parents would change their child’s school, with an 
associated margin of error of approximately +/- 3%.

• Stratified by household income level, with 95% 
certainty, 11% of low-middle income parents and 
9% of high income parents would change their 
child’s school, with an associated margin of error of 
approximately +/- 4%. The trend detected between 
income and choice was not statistically significant (p 
= 0.411).

• The main reasons why parents who would change their 
child’s school preferred their favoured state school 
were its reputation (87%) and values (85%), with an 
associated margin of error of approximately +/- 5%.

• Examining parents who would change their child’s 
school, the median distance travelled by children 
between home and their parents’ preferred state 
school is 5.3 km.

• The estimated total number of pupils who would 
move between schools in this access scenario is 
approximately 2,300.

• The findings showed that if parents could choose any 
state secondary school, parents who would change their 
child’s school would be likely to send their children to 
one of two state schools with good NCEA performance. 
These schools also experienced statistically significant 
gains to the size of their school roll. The state school 
that would experience the greatest growth in demand 
for places is Christchurch Boys’ High School.



• Generally, parents who would change their child’s 
school if they could choose any state secondary school 
were willing to send their child a greater distance to 
their preferred state school than the school their child 
currently attends.

The research presented in Roll Play therefore establishes 
which schools in Christchurch parents would really prefer to 
send their children to. The current education system distorts 
the real demand for popular schools because enrolment 
legislation limits how many pupils they can take each 
year. Further, the research has also found some evidence 
to suggest that parents in Christchurch have a reasonable 
working knowledge of which schools are better or worse 
than others. Parents are also willing to send their children 
long distances to access their preferred schools.

By examining the amount of change that could be expected 
to occur under an open enrolment scheme this research also 
examines how improving access to schools would affect 
school rolls in Christchurch. This allows some discussion of 
how capacity in the state sector would need to be managed 
under such a scheme.

The most important implication of the research, however, 
is that if many of the current restrictions parents face 
when choosing a school, like school enrolment zones, 
were removed, the amount of change to school rolls in 
Christchurch would be manageable. Although this research 
only considers the choices of parents whose children already 
attend secondary school—not how open enrolment would 
affect the choices of parents with children in their final year 
of primary school—in relation to the scenario where parents 
could choose any state school in Christchurch, the research 
examined how greater demand for popular state schools 
could be managed. Notwithstanding this issue, most school 
rolls across the state system would remain relatively stable.

POlICy IMPlICATIONs

In light of these findings, the following measures are 
suggested to help manage demand for schools in the state 
sector so that more parents have a greater opportunity to 
access the schools they prefer for their children:

1.  Collect and make available information about 
schooling at the pupil and school level

(i) The Ministry of Education should expand the range of 

information it already collects about pupils and schools, 
and make this information available to the general 
community.

2. Abolish school home enrolment zones

(i) The requirement in the Education Act 1989 that a 
school’s enrolment scheme must define a home zone 
for the school should be removed.

(ii) The requirement in the Education Act 1989 that schools 
must be “reasonably convenient” for pupils to attend 
should be removed.

3. Grant schools more freedom to manage their 
capacity

(i) School boards should be able to set their school’s 
maximum roll.

(ii) The requirement that school capacity should be 
managed subject to the “best use of the network of 
state schools in the area” in the Education Act 1989 
should be amended.

(iii) The roll caps on state-integrated schools should be 
abolished.

(iv)   The Ministry of Education should provide capital funding 
grants to schools that need to expand.

4. Allocate places at over-subscribed schools fairly

(i) Where schools experience greater demand than there 
are places for pupils applications should be decided by a 
random ballot.

5. schools should have more freedom to co-operate

(i) Over-subscribed schools should be encouraged to form 
partnerships with schools that have excess capacity.

(ii) Successful schools should be encouraged to assist 
schools which are under-performing.

6.  Make it easier to establish alternative schools to 
regular state schools

(i) The power of the Minister of Education to decide 
whether designated character schools can be established 
should be reduced.

(ii) School boards should be given the freedom to grant 
leases or licenses so that alternative education providers 
can establish schools using their premises.

7.  Make transportation to schools more accessible

(i) School boards should be responsive to the needs of 
parents whose children attend their school, or who are 
seeking to attend their school, by providing transport if 
necessary for children who live further away.



Marian College

Christ’s College

Linwood College

St Bede’s College

Hornby High School

Aranui High School

Villa Maria College

St Andrew’s College

Papanui High School Mairehau High School

Burnside High School

Cashmere High School

Riccarton High School

St Margaret’s College

Hillmorton High School

Middleton Grange School

Unlimited Paenga Tawhiti

Rangi Ruru Girls’ School

Hagley Community College

Shirley Boys’ High School

Hillview Christian School

Catholic Cathedral College

Avonside Girls’ High School

Rudolf Steiner School

Canterbury Christian College

Christchurch Adventist School

Christchurch Boys’ High School

Te Kura Kaupapa Maori O Waitaha

St Thomas of Canterbury College

Christchurch Girls’ High School

Te Kura Kaupapa Maori O Te Whanau Tahi

Hagley Park

Cathedral Square

Sydenham

Addington

Brom

Mt. Pleasant

South
Brighton

Heathcote Valley

ley

Middleton

Spreydon

Woolston South

Henderson's Basin

Wigram

Hornby

Halswell

Yaldhurst

Harewood Marshland

Styx

S
ty
x
M
ill

Redwood

Waimairi Beach

North Beach

Travis

Avondale

Bexley

Map 5.1
Parents who would change their child’s school or not, given a choice of any state school
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ABOUT THIS MAP

1.  This map uses raw data from the survey.
2.  It shows the distribution of parents across 

Christchurch who responded whether or 
not they would change their child’s state  
secondary school.

3.  The scale is 1:60,000.
4.  A total or 407 parents are displayed on this 

map.
5.  The details of fourteen excluded parents 

are the same as for map 4.1, as noted in 
section 2, table 2.10.

6.  Also note that three missing responses 
reduced the sample size from 424 to 421.
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ABOUT THIS MAP

1.  This map uses data from the statistical 
analysis.

2.  It illustrates the projected movement of 
pupils between schools in the choice of any 
state secondary school scenario.

3.  The scale is 1:40,000.
4.  Weights developed for the statistical 

analysis were multiplied with the raw data 
for the movement of pupils between 
schools to calculate the number of pupils 
who would transfer from one school to 
another. This was done so that the results 
were more consistent with the estimated 
change to school rolls at the city level 
revealed by the gains and losses analysis, 
presented in table 5.3.

5.  Raw and weighted data for the flow of 
pupils between schools are presented in 
table 5.4.
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Movement of pupils between schools given a choice of any state school
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Improving families’ access to schools has the potential 
to make every state school a better state school. It is 
also fairer than the current rigid education system that 
reinforces elitism and privilege. An open enrolment system 
that allows families greater opportunity is fairer to lower 
socio-economic status (SES) parents especially, as it breaks 
down the power of income and residential choice as the 
primary determinants of access to schools. The research 
detailed in Roll Play shows that were access to schools 
in Christchurch to be improved, the change to the size of 
school rolls would probably be small enough that school 
capacity could be managed across the city, allowing time 
for schools to adjust to parental demand for schools under 
an open enrolment scheme.

* The Survey Research Unit was not responsible for commissioning 
  the survey or for any interpretations made from the analysis and 
    the findings.
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