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Executive Summary

Context

Domestic children between the ages of 6 and 16 years must be enrolled at and
attend a registered or specialist school. Long-term exemptions from enrolment
can be granted to parents or legal guardians if the Ministry is satisfied the child
is taught as regularly and as well as in a registered or specialist school.
Applications for such exemption, along with supporting information, are
received and assessed by Education Advisors in the takiwa offices

The number of home-educated children had been relatively steady between
2000 and 2019, hovering around 6,000 before nearly doubling in the last five
years (see Appendix for trend). The sharp increase could be attributed to the
Covid-19 pandemic initially. In 2022, questions were raised by the judiciary
about harm cases associated with home-educated children and the role of the
Ministry for oversight or regulation. Accordingly, an internal audit of Home
Education was set out in the Internal Audit plan for 2023/24.

Audit Objective

This audit’s objective is to assess the adequacy and consistency of application
of home education policies, process and procedures and provide reasonable
assurance on their control or regulatory effectiveness to enable equitable and
excellent outcomes.

Conclusions

The controls for safeguarding the adequacy and consistent application of
process and procedures in line with home education policies are assessed
UNSATISFACTORY. Notwithstanding, management awareness and attitude
are assessed . Senior leaders recognise the need to take practical steps
to improve stewardship and regulation of home education, which will be subject
to resourcing and changes to policy settings.
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Thematic Observations

Devolution of Roles and Responsibilities — Home education is lightly
regulated. It is not bound by NELP, nor required to follow the national curricula,
and is not subject to periodic ERO reviews or require educators to be qualified
to teach. Responsibility for student participation and progress in education is
completely devolved to home education parents. The role of the Ministry is
limited to assessing whether the child will be taught as regularly and as well as
at school at the time of application and granting the exemption if satisfied.
Adherence to home education plans and their ongoing fitness-for-purpose are
implicitly assumed in the absence of complaints from whanau or the
community.

Subjectivity of Assessment — Criteria for granting exemptions from enrolment
are not underpinned by regulatory standards but are subject to the professional
judgement of takiwa staff. Applicants are required to describe how their
children will be taught, supported and their progress monitored. They are
permitted to obtain professional assistance from home education providers to
fill the application. However, based on our review sample, most applications
require some degree of rework and resubmission. The line between advisory
support and regulatory assessment may be blurred by some Education
Advisors performing both roles.

Invisibility of Educational Progress — The conditions for maintaining
enrolment exemptions are not subject to periodic review by the Ministry,
notwithstanding a web statement suggesting parents could be contacted from
time to time for information about their home education practices. Instead, the
only periodic contact is a six-monthly attestation that they are home educating
their children. However, parents are not required to provide any form of report
on the participation or progress of their children as part of that attestation. It
appears the primary purpose of the attestation is to confirm ongoing eligibility
to receive the home education supervision allowance. Parents who elect not to
receive the supervision allowance may simply choose to not return the
declarations. We are concerned the participation and progress of home-
educated children is invisible to the Ministry and education system.
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Executive Summary

Regulatory Risk of Incomplete Records — A minor proportion of files we
requested for the audit could not be located. Whilst the Home Education RAD
database is the primary repository for all Home Education families with both
active and ceased exemptions, it is not designed to store documents such as
application files, learning plans, correspondence etc. Instead, these are stored
elsewhere, which limits retrieval accessibility and can hamper review of
Ministry decision-making, should there be an inquiry or challenge.

We also noted that foundational data such as the NSN, residential addresses,
and enrolment status were inconsistent across the main system platforms of
the NSI, ENROL and the Home Education RAD. Student records on these
systems require manual updates with any changes to their circumstances, but
responsibilities for updating records between takiwa and national office staff
are unclear. Both of these conditions introduce doubt about data accuracy and
whether the Ministry has the right information if intervention becomes
necessary.

High Level Recommendations
The following high-level actions are recommended:

o Determine whether the Ministry is sufficiently delivering its purpose for
home education or whether its regulatory role should be strengthened

e Strengthen criteria with prescribed minimum standards and improve
guidance and oversight for the assessment process

o Establish a policy to enable educational progress of home-educated
children to be reported to and monitored by the Ministry or another
agency such as ERO

e Consider a more appropriate system for administering all aspects of
home education and rectify the causes of data anomalies between
ENROL and the NSI.
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Management Response — Sean Teddy, Hautti Te Pae Aronui

| agree generally with the observations and the intent of recommendations in
this report. It must be noted the criteria for exemption from enrolment have
remained largely unchanged since 1989 when the reform for Tomorrow’s
Schools was enacted into law, and subsequently continued with in the
Education and Training Act 2020. Some of the recommendations requiring
parents to report progress and achievement and for the Ministry and other
education agencies to monitor performance proactively will require significant
work on policy and legislative changes and resourcing.

However, there are some practical improvements that can be made to improve
assessment of new applications for exemptions from enrolment. We will
improve the Ministry’s process with strengthened guidance and exemplars of
what to look for in new applications. This should improve confidence that
proposed education plans are fit-for-purpose and the families and/or educators
are capable of meeting the criteria of “as well” and “as regularly” as at school. |
agree that national consistency and quality assurance are important. Te Pae
Aronui will consider which of its groups is best suited to perform this Second
Line function, once the organisation change process is completed.

Recommendations for improving the regulatory settings and enabling digital
systems will require prioritisation along with other education challenges and
investments. Te Pae Aronui will discuss with Te Pou Kaupapahere | Policy the
remaining systemic recommendations and seek direction from the Minister on
their priority for improvement.



Audit Observations

1. Role and responsibility of the Ministry for home education Risk Assessed — High'
Control observations Risks and implications
The Ministry’s purpose to shape an education system that delivers equitable and excellent outcomes The objectives of the NELP, particularly barrier free

may not be met with respect to home education. The Statement of National Education Learning Priorities education and quality teaching, are at risk if the
(NELP) refers only to obligations for schools, kura and education agencies, not home educators. Unlike presence, participation and progress of home educated
teachers in schools and kura, home educators are not required to be qualified to teach or to follow the children are not systematically visible or routinely

New Zealand Curriculum or Te Marautanga o Aotearoa. Home education is not subject to review by the = monitored.

Education Review Office unless requested by the Ministry, usually arising from a complaint from whanau  The scope of the roles and responsibilities of the

or the community. Ministry in administering home education, whilst meeting
We acknowledge parents are solely responsible for educating children who are exempted from minimum statutory obligations, could be too narrow
enrolment in a registered school as part of their right to exercise parental choice. In some cases, these when viewed as part of regulating the education system.
parents discharge their responsibilities diligently and their children thrive in a home education setting. As a consequence, the outcomes for home educated
But we are concerned the Ministry has no visibility of these children’s presence, participation and children are left to chance, and the Ministry could be
progress in education over long periods of time, potentially spanning 10 years or more. Under these perceived to be negligent in its implied responsibilities

circumstances, the Ministry may not be meeting its stewardship purpose and educational achievement of  for administering home education.
home educated children may be at greater risk.
Root cause

The Ministry has taken a narrow interpretation of its legislative function to grant long term exemptions
from enrolment only. It has no explicit responsibility or regulatory process for monitoring compliance with
the conditions for exemption, which requires the home-educated student to be taught as regularly and as
well as in a registered or specialist school.

Recommended action

1.1 Consult with Legal and Te Pou Kaupapahere | Policy to determine or clarify roles and responsibilities for monitoring performance or regulating home education
at the system level.

" Risk rating is based on the Ministry’s risk assessment guidelines dated August 2022.
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Audit Observations

2. Criteria for assessment

Control observations

Parents applying for exemption from enrolment are required to explain their home education plans and
demonstrate how they will meet the “as regularly as” and “as well as” requirements. They are asked to
describe the competency and learning areas, including literacy and numeracy of their chosen curriculum;
how learning support needs are met; and how they will assess and monitor progress. These descriptions
are set out in free form on the application, which are then assessed by an Education Advisor, peer

reviewed by another Advisor and approved by a Manager.

We reviewed a sample of applications and interviewed a selection of Te Mahau staff. We also studied

the extant Home Education Policies and Procedures manual (the Manual) to understand how

assessments and decisions are made. We observed the absence of regulatory standards, assessment
criteria, and commentary on how well the requirements are met. There is significant reliance on the

judgement of the assessing Advisor(s) and approving Manager.

Applicants can also be legitimately assisted by others in setting out their home education plans, but they
are required to declare the assistance. Aside from noting this, assessment staff do not scrutinise whether
intending home educators have the knowledge or ability to supervise an education plan that is designed
by a third party. Those applications are assessed at face value, and home educators are assumed

competent to teach or manage third party educators in accordance with the plan

Root cause

There are no regulatory standards beyond the two high level requirements for exemption. Responsibility
for assessing applications is devolved to takiwa staff, whose capability and assessment practice may be
variable. There is scant guidance for staff to assess the fitness-for-purpose of the proposed home

education plans or the regularity of teaching to meet the requirements of the Act .38 (1).

Recommended actions

Risk Assessed — Medium

Risks and implications

Assessment whether the proposed plan for home
education meets the “as well as” and “as regularly as”
requirements is subjective, which could result in
inconsistent outcomes depending on the pedagogical
experience and knowledge of individual staff members.

As a consequence, satisfactory applications could be
critically judged and declined, and poorly completed
applications lightly assessed and approved.

There is also a risk of inconsistent assessment and
approval practices between Takiwa teams, which could
give rise to challenges to unjustified declines or
approvals.

2.1 Improve assessment criteria for Te Mahau staff in conjunction with specifying more prescriptive instructions for applicants to follow to demonstrate their home

education plan is fit-for-purpose to meet the “as well as” and “as regularly as” requirements.

2.2 Consider a national function to either process and assess applications centrally, or to provide quality assurance oversight for localised assessment and

approvals.
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Audit Observations

3. Balancing application support and objective assessment

Control observations

Parents or legal guardians seeking exemption from enrolment are provided detailed guidance on
completing the application form. They are required to describe how their educational programme for their
child will meet the “as regularly as” and “as well as” requirements. If the descriptions do not sufficiently
explain how the requirements will be met, or if more information is required for the assessment, a
Ministry Education Advisor contacts the applicant to “discuss and agree best way to collect missing
information”.

If the applications require more work, Education Advisors tend to err on advising what is required for
approval instead of providing the reasons for declining and leaving it to the parents or legal guardians to
re-submit their applications. The proportion of approved applications to those declined for 2023 (up to
October), which indicate that only one in 16 applications are declined, suggest that Education Advisors
making the assessments may be actively advising applicants what additional information is required.
This observation is supported by anecdotal evidence from our interviews with takiwa staff.

Root cause

The application guidance does not prescribe the level of explanatory detail or the assessment criteria
that must be met. It is up to individual assessors to determine whether the requirements are satisfied or
how much more information is required for the application. Ministry staff risk blurring the line between
advisory support for the applicant and regulatory assessment for home education applications.

Recommended action

Risk Assessed — Medium

Risks and implications

Applicants who do not have the knowledge or ability to
articulate how they will deliver home education could be
a “red flag” that is overlooked by Education Advisors
who are overly supportive in their advice.

Well-intentioned advice about any deficiency, if acted
upon, could be deemed requirements met and therefore
difficult to retract or change if the application is peer or
manager reviewed to be unsatisfactory.

3.1 In conjunction with agreed action on improving assessment criteria and applicant guidance, clarify the support vs regulatory role of the Ministry when
processing home education applications. Provide guidance to Te Mahau staff on the nature and extent of help they can offer applicants.
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Audit Observations

4. Periodic review of exemptions
Control observations

Applications for exemptions are assessed only once when the parents first decide to home educate their
children. This could occur when the child is as young as five years of age, or at any time when the
parents or legal guardians determine that home education is more appropriate than enrolment at a
school or kura. Exemptions from enrolment are enduring until the student reaches 16 years of age,
which are granted if the Ministry is satisfied the student will be taught as regularly and as well as in a
registered or specialist school.

The suitability of education plan or curriculum submitted by a parent of a five year old, and how their
progress would be assessed or monitored, is unlikely to be relevant when the child reaches intermediate
or secondary schooling levels. Whilst the application requires parents to describe both short-term (12
months) and long-term vision and goals for their children’s education, these are not subject to periodic
review or reassessment of suitability. Despite setting an expectation on the Ministry’s website that “staff
from your local Ministry office may contact you for information about your home education practices from
time to time” this audit observed that contact is not routine or periodic but is more usually triggered by
complaints from whanau or the community.

Root cause

There is no legislated requirement for the Ministry to be satisfied that ongoing requirements for
exemption are met. The Education Review Office reviews home education only at the discretion of the
Chief Review Officer or as requested by the Secretary for Education. ERO does not carry out routine
reviews.

Recommended action

Risk Assessed — High

Risks and implications

The Ministry has no visibility of whether:

e children in home education are taught at least
as well as and as regularly as in a registered
school

e home educated children are progressing against
the plan set out by their parent(s) or legal
guardians in their application for exemption

e whether the education programme originally
approved for exemption remain relevant to the
child with the passage of time.

If home educators are not engaging their children in

learning and their progress is hampered, the appropriate
intervention may not be initiated in a timely manner. This
could increases the risk of youth delinquency in later life.

4.1 Clarify the role and responsibility of both the Ministry and the Education Review Office on monitoring the progress and curricula of home-educated children.
Develop a risk-based framework to improve pre-emptive monitoring and reduce reliance on reactive interventions.
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Audit Observations

5. Parental declarations

Control observations

Parent(s) of home educated children are required to complete a declaration twice a year. They attest
they have been meeting the requirements of s.38 of the Act for the prior six months and intend to
continue home educating their child(ren). The declaration form is pre-filled by the Ministry with details of
the names of the student(s) and statements to be signed by the parents. However, parents are not
required to provide updated home education plans or to report on the progress and achievement of
learning goals described in their application for exemption.

The completed declaration is mainly used to confirm payment of the home education supervision
allowance for the period. The annualised amount of allowance varies from $796.00 for the first child, and
progressively reduces to $398.00 for the fourth child and beyond. A family home educating four children,
for example, receives $1,214 half yearly. If the six-monthly declaration is not received by the Ministry, the
allowance is not paid. A system interface between ENROL and the Home Education database notifies
Resourcing if the child(ren) are enrolled in a school, which triggers an adjustment or cessation of the
allowance. But if neither declaration nor enrolment are evident, there is no follow up to determine
whether the child(ren) are still home educated in fact. Parents who elect not to receive the allowance
may choose to ignore their six-monthly periodic declaration.

Root cause

The Ministry relies solely on home educating parents to monitor the quality of their children’s education
and does not require them to report progress and achievement of their home-educated children. The six-
monthly declaration process was designed to manage payment of supervision allowances only.

Recommended actions

51
e.g. at certain year group stages.

5.2
children who are not progressing satisfactorily.
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Risk Assessed — High

Risks and implications

If home educators are not required to submit periodic
reports on how they children are progressing, then
unless complaints are made to the Ministry, there are no
opportunities for intervention if the children are not
participating regularly or taught well.

If the purpose of the six-monthly declaration is to inform
the continuity of home supervision allowances as proxy
for ongoing home education, then the Ministry could be
seen to prioritise financial over educational outcomes.

Consider a process and associated requirements for home educators to provide information about their children’s progress and/or achievement periodically

Establish an operational methodology to assess home education outcomes against the criteria for exemption and design an early intervention process for



Audit Observations

6. Storage of information on home educated children

Control observations

The primary information system used to manage data for home-educating families and their enrolment-
exempt children is the Home Schooling RAD. This system is used for tracking the status of applications
pending assessment decision outcomes. Once the application is approved, the RAD system is used to
record details and history of supervision allowances for the parents or legal guardians. The system is not
used to record or file a copy of the application, education plans, student progression or written
correspondence. We understand some of these are stored locally in takiwa offices, physically in paper
files, or digitally in folders on Teams/SharePoint, FileNet or emails of staff who are engaging with the
families.

In conducting this audit, we requested a sample of applications and all available information associated
with them. We observed these anomalies:

e Three out of 13 files for approved applications, and one out of six declined applications could
not be located

e Checklists evidencing peer review or manager approval were incomplete or missing for six out
of 10 approved applications

e Withdrawn applications are not differentiated from declined applications on the system

e One instance of different addresses recorded in the RAD from ENROL for the same student by
their NSN.

Root cause

The Home Schooling RAD does not provide functionality to attach or upload documents. The policy on
mandatory information for filing is not explicit or adequately enforced.

Recommended action

Risk Assessed — High

Risks and implications

Incomplete files and information on home educated
children have the following risk implications:

Inability to demonstrate the Ministry had
exercised its powers of approving exemptions
from enrolment appropriately

Difficulty in collating information about home
educated children in response to Privacy Act
requests, ERO review or inquiry by authorised
persons

Exacerbation of any perception that home
educated children are not as well administered
as children enrolled at school or kura.

6.1 Consider a more fit-for-purpose system solution that can serve as the primary source of all information that must be held by the Ministry, including applications,
periodic declarations, payment history, education plans and correspondence; and enable workflows in accordance with the required processes.
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Audit Observations

7. Data inconsistencies across systems

Control observations

The National Student Index (NSI) is the New Zealand education sector's core database of student
identity data and the place where National Student Numbers (NSN) are stored. Children enrolled at a
school or kura, or given an exemption from enrolment, should be assigned a unique NSN. Once
assigned, the NSN remains with the child/student for life. ENROL is the system that tracks enrolment
status of students and records some personal information. The Home Education RAD also records
personal information of children and whanau.

However, the RAD does not require home educated students’ NSN to be included in the record if the
supervision payment is declined by their parents. We understand from Data and Insights there are
around 4,000 active home educated students whose personal information recorded on the RAD does not
match the corresponding student records on NSI| or ENROL. This is a significant anomaly when there
are around 10,000 home educated students as of 1 July 2023 (see Appendix for growth of active
enrolment exemptions).

Root cause

ENROL is used primarily to track enrolments, and student records are usually updated by the enrolling
school or kura when they change addresses, for example. In the case of home-educated children,
Resourcing is responsible for updating both RAD and ENROL records but are dependent on the
respective Takiwa staff to advise any changes.

Recommended action

Risk Assessed — Medium

Risks and implications

If system records on children who must be enrolled in a
school or kura or are exempt from enrolment are
inconsistent, there is an issue of duplication or
omissions between systems. This gives rise to
uncertainties about the “sources of truth” or whether
home-educated children are “counted” in the education
system.

7.1 The process, roles and responsibilities for updating RAD and ENROL information can be clarified and improved across Te Mahau. Additionally, information
between the NSI, ENROL and RAD should be reconciled and corrected for consistency on a periodic basis. Consider a central point for data entry and

maintenance of Home Education information.
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Audit Observations

8. Wellbeing and Complaint Management

Control observations

The suitability of the educator or learner's home environment is not considered when the Ministry
assesses applications for home education. Unlike home-based early learning, which is subject to
regulations requiring the licence holder to meet certain standards for supervision, health and safety and
minimum facilities, there are no such requirements for the settings for home education. Instead, the
conditions for maintaining the home-educated learners’ wellbeing, health and safety are reactively
assessed only if a complaint is lodged with the Ministry.

The Manual sets out some high-level process for managing complaints but does not specify
documentation requirements or where these should be stored. We noted some complaints recorded in
the RAD system, but could not always find relevant correspondence, investigation details and outcomes
decisions that should be located together. As a consequence, the adequacy and transparency of how
the Ministry managed a complaint could be called into question if the complaint is not resolved or is
escalated. The Manual does not set out criteria for escalating serious complaints to other agencies.

Root causes

Assessment against the criterion of “as well as in a registered school” is focused primarily on pedagogy
and learning plans without consideration of the learning environment. Applicants are not required to
demonstrate they have the necessary resources or facilities to support engagement and learning.

When complaints are received, they can be recorded in several different locations, including the School
Contact System, JIRA, RAD, Teams/SharePoint or staff email accounts. There is no policy of where
complaints about home education should be located.

Recommended actions

Risk Assessed — Medium

Risks and implications

If the assessment criteria does not include suitability of
the home environment, then the Ministry could be
unwittingly endorsing unsafe or poorly equipped
dwellings for home education. In such cases,
engagement and learning may be compromised
compared to enrolment in a registered school, thereby
not meeting the “as well as” criterion.

If complaints are not appropriately recorded and filed,
then the Ministry cannot demonstrate it has responded
appropriately to concemns raised or defend any decisions
taken to investigate, escalate or otherwise resolve the
complaint.

8.1 In conjunction with recommendation 2.1, consider expanding the criteria of “as well as” to include an assessment of the home educator’s dwelling to be
satisfied measures for safeguarding wellbeing, health and safety for teaching and learning are adequate.

8.2 Determine where complaints about home education provision should be filed and update the Manual to provide relevant guidance for compliance and effective
work management. The Ministry is piloting a new system based on Salesforce, which could be used for recording and managing home education complaints.
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Appendix — Home Education numbers by year

Homeschooled students, as at 1 July
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