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Abstract

New Zealand teachers have faced a period of significant curriculum reform over
the past four years. With the government’s recent announcement of plans to reform
the national qualification, and the proposal to introduce new subjects into the cur-
riculum, we know more change is coming. This may result in role overload for
teachers. Role overload occurs when the demands of a role surpass the time and
resources available to an individual. Over recent decades, as teachers’ roles have
evolved and expanded, evidence suggests there has been an increase in stress and
burnout rates. This article reports on a small-scale study which explored the experi-
ences of a group of early-adopter teachers attempting to enact Te Mataiaho: The
Refreshed New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education in Te Mataiaho: the
refreshed New Zealand Curriculum: draft for testing, New Zealand Government,
2022), which was the first of several curriculum rewrites. The findings of the study
shed light on the significant demands that complex curriculum reform places on
teachers highlighting the emotional and professional toll this can take. The research
identified two urgent needs: a greater awareness of what is required of teachers
when curriculum change occurs, and a re-evaluation of the way New Zealand poli-
cymakers approach educational reform. These findings are very relevant as New
Zealand teachers continue to grapple with constant change and the effects of this
on their wellbeing.
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Introduction

Aotearoa New Zealand teachers have faced a period of significant curriculum reform
over the past four years. While curriculum changes are to be expected over time in
education, the frequency and complexity of this recent period of curriculum reform
is unprecedented in Aotearoa New Zealand. These changes began with Te Mataiaho:
The Refreshed New Zealand Curriculum: Draft for testing (Ministry of Education,
2022) which was released under a Labour-led government. This was comprised of a
curriculum framework and curricula for subject-English and Mathematics and Sta-
tistics. An updated version was published in March of the following year (Ministry
of Education, 2023). While these changes were referred to at the time as a ‘cur-
riculum refresh’, the curriculum framework (henceforth referred to as Te Mataiaho
2022/3") introduced a significantly different set of ideas about the purpose of curricu-
lum in Aotearoa New Zealand — to give practical effect to Te Tiriti of Waitangi which
included mana Grite mo te matauranga Maori (equal status for Maori knowledge).

A little over one year later, after a change in government, it was announced that
there would be a further curriculum re-write, and that this version of the curricu-
lum would be “knowledge-rich” and informed by “the science of learning” (Walters,
2024). At the end of 2024, a new draft version of Te Mataiaho: The Refreshed New
Zealand Curriculum was released towards the end of 2024. This was comprised of
a curriculum framework and revised curricula for English years 0—6 and 7-13, and
Mathematics and statistics years 0—8. Another rewritten curriculum framework, sug-
gestive of a more distant relationship between the curriculum and the Tiriti o Wait-
angi was released in October 2025.

In addition to these curriculum changes the government has also announced a
proposal to replace New Zealand’s national qualification the National Certificate of
Educational Achievement (NCEA) with a new national qualification. While this pro-
posed change is not a change to the curriculum as such, the NCEA has had signifi-
cant effects on the way secondary school teachers design their senior programmes of
learning (Education Review Office, 2024). A new qualification system will require
teachers to either adapt or redesign programmes of learning. The government is also
proposing the addition of new curriculum subjects in years 11-13. These changes
are intensifying teachers work in a context where teacher shortages are a cause for
concern (Gerritson, 2025).

Successful implementation of any curriculum reform in education hinges signifi-
cantly on teachers who play a pivotal role in translating new curriculum guidelines
into effective classroom practices (O’Toole, 2000). Given the current educational
landscape in New Zealand, and the pressure that teachers are under, it seems espe-
cially important to engage with teachers’ firsthand experiences of curriculum reform.
This article presents key findings of a small-scale study which examined the experi-
ences of a group of teachers who were attempting to enact Te Mataiaho 2022/3 while
still in draft form. The focus of the study was not on curricula development within

! For the purpose of the study reported on in this article, these two versions were considered to be similar
enough to treat as the same. This is because the conceptualisation of the framework, with Te Tiriti o Wait-
angi at the centre, remained the same.
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different learning areas, but rather, the way they were working with the new frame-
work. Although Te Mataiaho 2022/3 was presented as a ‘refresh’, it constituted a fun-
damental rewrite of the knowledge, skills, and mindsets that teachers were expected
to adopt. Te Tiriti o Waitangi was established as the centre of the Te Mataiaho 2022/3
framework which also included a clearly stated intention of reducing inequality and
promoting fairness for all learners. Schools were tasked with developing their own
local curricula (within the guidelines of the national curriculum), partnering with
tangata whenua to incorporate local indigenous knowledge.

The study aimed to challenge the view of teachers as mere agents of change who
are instantly able to translate policy into immediate action, and to reveal the complex-
ities and realities they confront as they navigate the process of curriculum reform.
The findings of the study showed that participants felt expected to drive change with-
out the time or support they needed to engage with new curriculum direction. Despite
their strong advocacy for the proposed changes, they felt exploited and overwhelmed
by the challenges they faced. These findings suggest there is an urgent need for poli-
ticians to reevaluate the way they approach educational reform in Aotearoa New
Zealand.

In the next section we outline some of the literature which explores the complexi-
ties of curriculum reform. We follow this brief literature section with an overview of
the study, what we found through teacher interviews, and a discussion focused on the
key findings.

Literature Review

There is a large body of international research literature which reports on teachers’
engagement with curriculum reform. Much of this research is framed around what
teachers need to effectively implement changes. There is a smaller body of literature
which is focused on the effects on curriculum reform on teachers. A summary of this
literature highlights two themes which are relevant to the study reported on in this
paper. First, curriculum change is demanding for teachers intellectually and emotion-
ally. It is especially demanding when it requires teachers to think differently about
knowledge or challenges their core values. Second, there is a need to keep exploring
the relationship between teacher stress or burnout and curricular reform.

Research across various contexts—including New Zealand, Africa, Korea, and
Indonesia—has consistently found that complex language and concepts contribute
significantly to the cognitive challenge of curriculum reform for teachers. Studies
have identified issues such as convoluted curriculum language, intricate new frame-
works, and an overwhelming volume of new concepts that teachers are expected to
manage (Ekawati, 2016; Jones et al., 2004). Teachers who fail to understand either
the broad objectives or the specific details of curriculum reforms are less likely to
engage with them effectively. This lack of understanding often results in a continua-
tion of traditional teaching practices and, consequently, in resentment and opposition
towards the new curriculum, which impedes its successful implementation (Ekawati,
2016; Koopman, 2013). Education change researchers, including Schneider and
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Ingram (2006), agreed that successful engagement with curriculum reform hinges on
educators having a comprehensive understanding of the policy and its expectations.

Some studies found that teachers may report feeling inadequately prepared to man-
age curriculum changes, citing a significant gap in necessary knowledge (Ekawati,
2016; Jones et al., 2004). These teachers emphasised the need not only to understand
new content but also to acquire practical insights into how to integrate this knowl-
edge into their teaching practices. This knowledge gap often results in difficulties
applying new ideas in the classroom, leading to discomfort with their perceived com-
petence and a tendency to revert to familiar teaching methods rather than adopting
new approaches (Jones et al., 2004; Molapo & Pillay, 2018). To address these chal-
lenges, teachers identified additional training and improved resources as crucial for
meeting their support needs during periods of curriculum change.

Research into teachers’ experiences with curriculum changes has highlighted the
significant influence of their personal values and beliefs during the reform process.
For over a decade, studies in teacher education have shown that teachers’ beliefs about
teaching and learning have a profound impact on their classroom practices (Bryan &
Atwater, 2002). This connection has been further illustrated by Honig (2006) who
argues that teachers operate within professional communities that shape their beliefs,
perspectives, and interpretations of policy messages. These influences are not trivial;
they extend to both the development of educational policy and its implementation. As
Honig (2006) states, “the starting beliefs, knowledge and other orientations towards
policy demands, and the places or contexts help shape what people can and will do”
(p. 3). This highlights the critical need to understand how teachers’ beliefs interact
with the broader educational policies they are tasked with enacting.

Building on this understanding, Duffee and Aikenhead’s (1992) research empha-
sises that teachers’ values and experiences significantly affect their decision making
as they engage with curriculum changes. They argue that a teacher’s past experiences,
current teaching context, and personal beliefs collectively shape a vision of effective
teaching, which in turn influences classroom practice (p. 494). Shizha (2008) agrees
that teachers’ beliefs and lack of knowledge about a discipline of knowledge deter-
mine teachers’ pedagogic practices in the classroom. This perspective highlights that
teachers are not mere implementers of change; rather, they process and filter change
through their individual experiences and values.

Fullan and Hargreaves (2013) elaborate on the complexities of curriculum change
by noting that approaches to supporting teachers during a reform often treat all teach-
ers as homogeneous or stereotype them as either innovators or resistors (p. 5). They
suggest that age, career stage, life experiences, and gender—all integral aspects of
a teacher’s identity—impact their interest in and response to innovation (Fullan &
Hargreaves, 2013). This is echoed by Krupp (1989, as cited in Fullan & Hargreaves,
2013), who notes that many professional development approaches overlook the valu-
able contributions of veteran teachers and fail to consider the diverse life circum-
stances that shape individual educators. The literature highlights the way in which
teachers engage in the change process requires a nuanced approach that acknowl-
edges the interplay of individual beliefs, contextual factors, and past experiences.

Some researchers have attempted to explore the relationship between teacher
burnout and curricular reform (Aeria et al., 2018) and contend that this relationship
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remains underexplored and inadequately addressed (Ransford et al., 2009). Teacher
burnout can occur as the result of role overload which occurs when the demands of a
role surpass the time and resources available to an individual (Richards et al., 2018).
Over recent decades, as teachers’ roles have evolved and expanded, evidence suggests
an increase in stress and burnout rates among educators (Ransford et al., 2009). This
can be exacerbated by the pressure to achieve favourable assessment results while
trying to engage with the demands of curriculum reform (Ekawati, 2016; Koopman,
2013). Research from a large-scale curriculum reform project in Finland, indicates
that school reforms often lead to increased workload and demand new competencies,
contributing to heightened stress and manifests in negative emotions such as anger,
anxiety, tension, frustration, and depression. The Finnish research recommends that
ensuring the well-being of those involved in reform is crucial for sustainable change
(Tikkanen et al., 2020).

The 2022 curriculum reform was especially complex for New Zealand teachers
was because it required teachers to integrate indigenous knowledge into the curricu-
lum for the first time. Research in other jurisdictions draws attention to the addi-
tional emotional challenge this can pose for educators. Studies from South Africa
(Moichela, 2017), Canada (Schwab & Sutherland, 2001), and Australia (Hart et al.,
2012) show that teachers frequently experience anxiety, hesitation, and diminished
confidence. Teachers commonly report feeling stressed, confused, and overwhelmed
by the demands of incorporating Indigenous perspectives, exacerbated by concerns
about making errors, insufficient knowledge, and time constraints. Kendall’s (2019)
study of teachers’ experiences with bicultural responsive pedagogy in New Zealand
secondary schools reflects some of the findings of international research The study
found that many teachers struggled to move beyond superficial changes and felt their
efforts were often tokenistic, failing to genuinely reflect Maori perspectives.

In summary, the research literature showed that teachers sought a comprehen-
sive understanding of curriculum reforms, including new terminology, concepts,
and the rationale, and required substantial support to engage effectively. Teachers
were more likely to engage with changes that aligned with their personal beliefs and
values. However, research also highlighted factors contributing to frustration and
a sense of burden among teachers. Systemic complexities hindered their engage-
ment with reform, leading to stress and contributing burnout—particularly for those
who felt inadequately supported during reform processes. Research that investigated
the experiences of teachers attempting to incorporate indigenous knowledge into the
curriculum highlighted the additional emotional challenge this presented. The study
presented in the following section contributes to this literature by exploring how
complex curriculum reform was experienced by a small group of teachers.

Overview of the Study

This study explored the experiences of a group of New Zealand secondary school
teachers as they navigated the Te Mataiaho 2022/3 curriculum changes. These
changes were more than a simple refresh of ideas—they constituted a fundamental
rewrite of the knowledge, skills, and mindsets that teachers were expected to adopt.
This was a complex curriculum reform which, for the first time, placed Te Tiriti o
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Waitangi centrally within the New Zealand curriculum framework, with the intention
of reducing inequality and promoting fairness for all learners. Schools were tasked
with developing their own local curricula using the national curriculum as a founda-
tion and partnering with tangata whenua to incorporate local knowledge.

Methodology

An interpretivist approach was taken for this study. Interpretivism is grounded in an
ontology that views reality as socially constructed and inherently subjective. Interpre-
tivists suggest that in studying the social world it is essential to draw upon our human
capacity to understand fellow human beings “from the inside”—through empathy,
shared experience and culture (Hammersley & Campbell, 2012, p. 25). Rather than
focusing on what teachers created or designed in response to the proposed curriculum
changes, this study sought to understand what it meant to be a teacher engaging with
a complex curriculum reform. An interpretivist approach enabled an exploration that
acknowledged how a teacher’s contexts, personal experiences, and values influenced
their responses to the curriculum changes and their experiences as they attempted to
enact those changes.

Four secondary schools from different geographical locations were invited to par-
ticipate in the study, and two or three teachers from each school agreed to be inter-
viewed. The criteria for inviting schools and participants were designed to ensure
rich, relevant data. The criteria for schools were that they:

o Were state secondary schools in Aotearoa New Zealand, serving Year 9-13 stu-
dents.

e Had diverse learning philosophies and student populations.

o Were ‘early adopters’ of Te Mataiaho 2022/3, indicating they had been integrat-
ing the curriculum framework into their school curricula for over a year.

Purposeful sampling was employed to find participants who are actively involved
in designing and implementing the curriculum. Participants were invited based on
two criteria: that they were working in a secondary school and had an interest in cur-
riculum innovation, and that they were already willingly working with Te Mataiaho
2022/3.

The participants consisted of eight women and one male. Four of the group were
either middle or senior leaders and as a group they represented five different learning
areas. Semi-structured interviews with each of the nine participants were undertaken
in late 2023 to explore teachers’ experiences of working with Te Mataiaho 2022/3. A
range of open-ended prompts or questions were posed relating to exploring a partici-
pants’ world view, their perceptions of their role as a teacher and their values. Other
prompts or questions enabled an exploration of participants’ experiences as they
worked to enact the refreshed curriculum. Examples of these questions or prompts
are listed below:

e Tell me about developing a curriculum with a local lens at this school.
e Are there experiences you have had that influence the work you are doing in this
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context now?

e What have you had to learn? How has this made you feel? Where has the most
significant learning come from?

o What has surprised you? What did you not expect?

Thematic analysis of the data was conducted using inductive coding (Braun & Clarke,
2012). The initial step involved coding the data to identify key units of information,
such as specific vocabulary used by participants to describe their experiences with the
curriculum-change process. These codes included ‘future-focus’, equity, and respon-
sibility. Open coding was followed by analytical coding to construct categories that
reflected recurring patterns across the data (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013).

Key Findings

The following section presents representative data of the key findings of the study
grouped into three themes:

e The participants engaged with the proposed curriculum changes because they
were committed to equity and viewed themselves as advocates for change. It
was their belief that teachers can and should work towards creating an equitable
education system.

e Despite their eagerness to embrace changes, the participants found the imple-
menting the changes to be very demanding because of the complexity of the cur-
riculum reform. This included trying to understand and enact a new knowledge
system and the responsibility of ‘getting it right’.

e The participants frequently expressed feeling unsupported as they worked to en-
act these changes, citing inadequate support from the Ministry of Education and
politicians. This led to feelings of being exploited.

Advocates for Change

The teachers in this study saw themselves as advocates for change, believing teach-
ers can and should work towards creating an equitable education system. This group
were very aware of equity issues. For example, Melanie, new to education following
a career change, remembered:

I went in with a different lens. If you walked into the top stream class. 99% White
with one or two Maori girls...maybe one Pasifika girl...because I was new to educa-
tion and new to science I [thought], what is this? There is an equity issue going on
here.

Interviewees’ responses expressed an appreciation for educators who question
and challenge the current model. Camila described the change that had begun at her
school: “people have started to question what we [teachers] were doing and started
to question the status quo...the senior leaders are advocates for change.” Similarly,
Jane described the support she felt to support others in her school advocating for
change: “I want to help them drive the mahi [work]...to be part of the movement
[and] the change.” Additionally, the responses from several participants suggest that
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these teachers value experimenting and adapting to new curriculum approaches in
response to perceived gaps in the system. They spoke positively about attempting
or trialling new teaching methods, despite the challenges involved. Madeline stated:

You are thinking about learning and experiences in a...different way, just putting
a really different lens on it. Teachers get a little bit stuck in a rut, and [we think] this
is easy. This kind of works for most of them. So, we’ll keep doing it. But I love that
the change is thinking that it’s not okay. It’s not okay to put one lens on it and say,
well the majority are doing okay, because...we need everyone, everyone needs to be
doing okay.

For these participants, the proposed curriculum changes aligned with their belief
and values about what it means to be a teacher, and especially with their commitment
to advocate for equity in education.

Complexities of the 2022/3 Curriculum Reform

Despite their willingness to engage with the proposed curriculum change, the par-
ticipants found the work complex and demanding. Attempting to understand and
implement a new knowledge system/matauranga Maori brought emotional demands.
Patrick, Amanda, and Camila voiced concerns about implementing the curriculum
changes, indicating their awareness of the significant responsibility associated with
this reform. As a senior leader, Amanda stated: “We ve taken the responsibility to
start with matauranga Maori first really seriously”; Camila stated: “We don 't want
to step on any toes, and we want to make sure we re presenting local history accu-
rately.” Patrick summed up a common attitude felt amongst these participants:

This change is genuine...the worry is getting it wrong because it s really important
to us. Let s be honest...language and matauranga Mdaori was taken away from people
and [educators] are reintroducing it and we’ve [got to] get it right...theres a big
responsibility and there is the fear...just not [of] getting it wrong [but] it’s got to be
right because we 're now responsible for something that was taken away.

Several participants expressed apprehension about the possibility of inaccurately
using this knowledge. This concern was often described as fear. Sophia, for example,
expressed concern about how past experiences could influence non-Maori educators
when asked to acquire new knowledge, and how these factors might impact progress.

I wonder for our lot of our teachers...they 're so frightened of isolated experiences
or incidents, where maybe they 've been in the wrong...maybe they ve felt not good
enough and done something that’s born out of ignorance, like just walking straight
into a marae [meeting grounds]. And then from that experience, they shut down.

Later in her interview, Sophia reflected on the conditions that might be required
for teachers who have this fear: “I think the starting space has to feel safe for a lot of
our non-Maori educators who can be frightened.” Similarly, Patrick expressed that
he believed the newness of the knowledge was causing concern among his depart-
ment members: “The biggest fear is not the change itself...They are experts in biol-
ogy and geophysics, but they 're not the experts in what they re doing now”.

The challenge associated with attempting to acquire matauranga Maori was also
expressed by the participants. They were concerned about the magnitude of this task
for teachers, both in terms of understanding and acquiring the necessary knowledge.
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Kaia reflected on the complexities of being tasked with understanding matauranga
Maori:

It’s a whole thing to even navigate matauranga Mdaori because of lots of people...
it’s hard to articulate a culture because everything you 're talking about is knowledge
and a knowledge system. It’s like saying to people, you need to learn about knowl-
edge; knowledge of what? It'’s everything. It's knowledge of all these different facets
within te ao Mdaori [Maori worldview] and then within matauranga Maori. There is a
framework, a governance framework, which people don 't understand. It s like saying,
we need to learn about knowledge.

Similarly, Sophia expressed concern about the shift in perspective required to
acquire matauranga Maori describing the intricacies and layers involved:

There is a concept in matauranga, if you don't go and find it, it comes to you when
you are ready. Firstly, the feeling...as opposed to teaching content...it’s creating a
personal connection to matauranga Mdaori...I think that’s really important for our
non-Mdori educators, because they can get quite (and I am saying this from what I 've
witnessed and what I've been told), frightened to make a mistake. And if they re in
that space, they re not actually thinking about how it feels to be in the matauranga.

Lack of Support

Most of participants in this study expressed frustration with the lack of support to
implement the refreshed curriculum framework. This frustration stemmed from
uncertainties about future curriculum changes in the sector, a lack of clear direc-
tion, and confusion about how to effectively translate the refresh into practice. Pat-
rick used a metaphor to describe his frustration regarding changes to the curriculum:
“We're a political football. Lets be honest. We are a political football, and we get
kicked from one side to the other.” Similarly, Melanie described the effort she had to
make to interpret the meaning of the new reform in order to support other department
members in navigating a new direction: “You re trying to work out what's going on
because it keeps changing.”

Several participants agreed that a lack of support from the Ministry of Educa-
tion had affected their ability to implement the proposed changes. As a new head
of department, Madeline described how the lack of clarity impacted her ability to
effectively lead her colleagues:

The last 5 years have been really hard. I think a lot of that stems from the unknown,
there has been so much unknown. We are ultimately [in] a space where because we
don't get a lot of timely information from the Ministry, and people you would be
expecting to be leading the change, we have to make some big calls ourselves.

Madeline was additionally concerned about the impact that a lack of directives
might have on her learners: “I don t think we can sit around waiting for the Ministry
to make decisions. Ultimately, it’s about the kids in front of us at that moment and
if we keep waiting, were not going to make any difference.” Patrick also expressed
frustration with the lack of concrete guidance to support the proposed changes but
was aware that the curriculum changes were a new direction for all levels of the sec-
tor. Patrick stated: “We get so little from above. The training has not been good on
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this, but I think they 're probably struggling with the training to be honest...we 've not
done this before.”

Several participants expressed concern about the lack of guidance on how to imple-
ment the changes at the classroom level and the effect of that uncertainty. Camila was
concerned about how to authentically incorporate new knowledge into her teaching
and learning: “It s still a question of, how do I do that effectively? In terms of con-
tent anyway, maybe not pedagogy, but how do I meaningfully incorporate this?”
Similarly, Madeline asked: “How do I seamlessly put this programme together - best
utilising the resources? I think it'’s time consuming, amazingly time consuming.”

The concern about the resourcing of curriculum changes was a recurring theme
among participants. There was widespread awareness that these changes required
support within schools, and several participants expressed concern for their Maori
colleagues. These colleagues were often asked to provide guidance on matauranga
Maori, and this added to their regular workload. Kaia described the collective atti-
tude of the participants: “When you look at everything that the Ministry wants for
matauranga Maori, that needs a lot of resourcing.” As a Maori educator herself,
Kaia had taken on the additional responsibility of supporting her colleagues with
the necessary knowledge. However, she questioned why the Ministry of Education
had not allocated resources for this purpose. She stated: “Why does the Ministry not
provide the resources to assist you to be able to do what you need to do? Whatever
those resources might look like, you know.” This led to a conversation where Kaia
reflected on teachers who step in to fill gaps in expertise, supporting colleagues and
benefiting learners, especially when there is a lack of resources allocated for making
necessary changes. “The Ministry exploits teachers because its a selfless profession.
Everything we do is acts of service and it'’s about growth and development, and...the

care of [people].”

Discussion

The experiences of the teachers in this study provide important insights into the
demands associated with curriculum reform. In this case, the participants were early
adopters of Te Mataiaho 2022/3 and were prepared to engage deeply with the reform
because it resonated with their own experiences, beliefs, and values. Because Te
Mataiaho 2022/3 constituted a comprehensive rewrite of both the expectations and
roles of teachers, the workload was immense. The participants developed new skills,
forged new partnerships that went beyond the traditional ‘school’ context, and adopted
new methods of working within an unfamiliar knowledge system, all while designing
a new curriculum amidst a host of concurrent reforms and continuing to teach their
students. Despite their commitment to the changes, they reported feeling unsupported
and exploited when it became apparent there was insufficient guidance and resourc-
ing available for effective implementation. This group of teachers observed that, once
changes had been initiated, the decision-making process was slow and provided little
direction for authentic integration into classroom practices. While they were willing
to embrace change, these teachers often felt compelled to make independent deci-
sions as they designed and developed curriculum in real time for their students. They
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expressed feeling a burden of responsibility and a sense of being taken advantage of.
Driven by a commitment to the growth, care, and development of their students, these
teachers felt pressured to translate important policies into classroom practices, even
in the absence of adequate resources and timely decision making.

Beyond the challenges of resourcing, however, the findings of the study highlight
a more significant demand on teachers. There appears to be an implicit expectation
that schools and teachers can and should lead social change by committing to what-
ever new direction is signalled in a curriculum reform. Any new direction requires
teachers to adjust their thinking in some way. The reform that was the focus of this
study was especially complex because it required a significant shift in worldview for
many teachers. The Ministry of Education described this curriculum reform as a “call
to action”, reminding teachers to “hold themselves accountable...to those akonga
who have historically been left behind or situated on the margins” (Ministry of Edu-
cation, 2023, p.8). Central to addressing persistent historical inequities particularly
for Maori learners, this curriculum framework placed Te Tiriti o Waitangi, at the heart
of its guiding vision for the first time. The guiding documents specified in the vision
and aspirations of the framework are derived from the preambles and articles of Te
Tiriti o Waitangi (Ministry of Education, 2023). This marked a significant milestone
as Te Tiriti o Waitangi assumed a central role in the curriculum framework.

The updated curriculum was positioned as a “catalyst for equity” (Ministry of Edu-
cation, 2023, p.13), emphasising accountability of teachers to Te Tiriti o Waitangi and
prioritising marginalised akonga (students). This included upholding mutual obliga-
tions to protect taonga (treasure) such as te reo (language of Maori people), tikanga
Maori (Maori law, customary law, attitudes and principles), and matauranga Maori
(Maori knowledge), with a focus on promoting matauranga Maori and te reo Maori
in the updated policy (Ministry of Education, 2023). For many teachers, this was a
new experience. In pioneering changes, matauranga Maori was acknowledged and
granted equal status alongside other bodies of knowledge. Given the challenges faced
by the small group of teachers in this study who were committed to social change, it
is difficult to predict what, if any, social change may have come about over the longer
term as a result of this particular curriculum reform. The shift in worldview signalled
in the curriculum needed the support of all New Zealanders, not just teachers.

In addition, addressing social inequities requires broader alterations to the existing
systems and structures that dominate both the education system and wider society.
However, critics have noted that inequities in student achievement are often con-
structed by those in power as the sole responsibility of schools and teachers, and
reference to external socio-political factors is ruled out (Thrupp, 2014). Locating the
responsibility for inequity in education firmly within schools serves governments
well by distracting the attention of both educators and the public away from eco-
nomic and social policies that embed wider inequalities into the fabric of society.
Curriculum reform is usually promoted by a government as means of addressing
inequity, and teachers are positioned as essential to achieving more equitable out-
comes through their enactment of the reform.

Aside from the issue of how much responsibility for social change can and should
be located with teachers, there is an issue with assuming that teachers all share the
same ideas, values, and experiences. In this study the early-adopter teachers were
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enthusiastic supporters of the reform but were aware of colleagues within the profes-
sion who were ambivalent about the direction of Te Mataiaho 2022/3. Shortly after
the study was completed, there was a change in government, and Te Mataiaho 2022/3
was rescinded. The new government has since published new curricula with a strong
focus on the development of literacy and numeracy. Given the differences in teach-
ers’ individual beliefs, values, and experiences, it is fair to assume that there will be
a range of responses to these changes too within the profession. This raises questions
about the assumption that seems to be made by politicians and policymakers, that
teachers are mere agents who will carry out whatever changes are asked of them.
Failing to consider that a teacher’s values, beliefs and experiences will always affect
their engagement with a particular curriculum reform is a failure to view teachers as
autonomous professionals.

Finally, the findings from this study suggest the need for caution. The demands
of curriculum reform can lead to a sense of overwhelm or even burnout for teachers.
Moreover, abandoning a curriculum reform after teachers have committed signifi-
cant time and energy to implement changes may lead to disillusionment. The stress
resulting from role overload, role ambiguity, and role conflict (Richards et al., 2018)
during curriculum reforms may pose a significant risk to the profession if it leads to
burnout. This study focused on the experiences of secondary school educators amidst
a significant reform, which coincided with major shifts in the New Zealand assess-
ment and qualification system, new methods for teaching literacy and numeracy, the
introduction of corequisites, the rollout of a vocational pathways curriculum, and
the development of a new New Zealand Histories curriculum, all while navigating
changes in resource-allocation platforms. Each of these initiatives brought its own set
of complexities and pressures for teachers. Reforms do not happen in isolation, and
teaching does not come to a halt; changes unfold in real time. In the current context
of critically low teacher-retention rates, where adjustments are being made to visa
requirements to allow overseas teachers to fill vacancies—alongside provisions for
limited authority to teach for unqualified educators—understanding the experiences
of the teachers in this study may heighten the awareness of politicians and curriculum
developers of some of the risks associated with curriculum reform in terms of the
wellbeing of the teaching profession.

While much existing research emphasises teachers’ perceptions, attitudes, or anal-
yses of policy, this study aimed to capture teachers’ experiences in their own words,
providing a deeper understanding of the complexities involved. Although teachers
often call for more time and resources, this research shows that educational reform
is far more intricate, and that the demands of changing policy and the subsequent
expectations of teachers is underestimated. The insights shared by these teachers
encourages a reevaluation of how New Zealand policymakers and curriculum devel-
opers approach education reform and highlights the need to rethink strategies to pre-
vent continuously burdening teachers with the weight of societal change and frequent
shifts in focus, ensuring they do not experience burnout in the process.
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The experiences of the teachers in this study highlight the considerable work involved
in curriculum reform. However, it is important to recognise that this reform occurred
within a broader context of other initiatives and changes, each requiring real-time
adaptation from teachers and contributing to a substantial workload. And changes
continue to be made. The most recent curriculum reform is still in different stages
of development across different learning areas, a significant overhaul of the national
qualification has been announced, and new senior secondary school subjects have
been proposed. It is timely therefore to reflect on the cumulative impact of frequent
and significant changes on the teaching profession. New Zealand politicians need to
consider the implications of political shifts on educational reforms and strive to slow
the pace of change. Frequent, significant changes not only lead to teacher burnout
and waste valuable resources, but also potentially creating divisions within the sector
A more sustainable approach to education is essential—one that acknowledges the
complexities involved and fosters an environment conducive to effective teaching
and learning. An approach like this would focus on the overall impact of changes,
rather than the implementation of numerous initiatives from various sources without
considering how these changes affect the workload and well-being of the teachers
undertaking this critical work. Currently we seem to be experiencing rapid, often
abrupt changes, with pressure on schools and teachers to implement reforms quickly
before the next possible shift in political leadership.

It is time for New Zealand to explore what an educational consensus might look
like within a bipartisan education council that stops treating education—and there-
fore teachers—as a political football (Hood, 2023), perhaps similar to the Finnish
model. In Finland, politicians have fostered a consensus across all political parties
regarding their vision for a world-leading education system. Since the 1960 s, despite
changes in government, the commitment to this educational strategy has remained
consistent. “We decided together, as a nation, that education is to build a nation—that
it goes beyond politics and political power. It’s a common theme and understand-
ing... committed to providing good, publicly financed education for every child”
(Sahlberg, 2014, p.3). A long-term education strategy developed in consultation with
teachers, supported by all political parties regardless of shifts in power, could enable
teachers to spend less time grappling with the demands of constant reforms and more
time focusing on the core reason they entered the profession in the first place: their
students. This approach could also contribute to better retention of teachers in New
Zealand’s education system.

Considering the potential for a bipartisan educational consensus, akin to the Finn-
ish model, offers a promising avenue for future reforms. We argue there is a need for
a much more collaborative, thoughtful approach to curriculum reform in New Zea-
land, one that includes and values the insights and experiences of teachers. By fos-
tering meaningful partnerships and creating supportive structures, politicians could
work towards developing an educational landscape that benefits both teachers and
students alike.
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