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Key questions:

1. What’s been happening in NZ curricular reform?

2. What drove these reforms?

3. How has knowledge been perceived within 

curricula?

4. What could a future curriculum look like?



“The school curriculum has been seen rightly, 

as a vital battlefield on which competing 

social and cultural ideals wage war” (Silver, 

1980) 

There is a deep-seated tendency in 

education to reduce complex educational 

debates into bipolar slogans cast in a state 

of permanent and irreconcilable opposition.  

(Alexander, 2008, pg, 72, paraphrased)



A STORY OF 3 NZ CURRICULA 2007-2025

2007 2023 2025



1. WHAT’S BEEN HAPPENING 
IN NZ CURRICULAR REFORM?

2. WHAT DROVE THESE REFORMS?



[1] NZ CURRICULUM 
2007

• Over-crowding in previous curriculum – 

a key lever for reduced content 

prescription 

• Strong emphasis on skills and 

competencies (front end of curriculum)

• Great emphasis on local design of 

curriculum (autonomy, creativity, 

responsiveness to learners).



SHAPING CURRICULA AT THE MILLENNIUM

Knowledge based 
Economy (OECD, 1999)

e.g. Key Competencies 
(OECD, 2005)

‘Digital Natives’ and 
21st C learners

e.g. student-led 
learning; inquiry-based 

learning

‘New curriculum’ 
(Priestley & Sinnema, 

2014)

e.g. less prescription

Teachers as ‘facilitators 
of learning’ and 
curriculum makers



INTERNATIONAL ADOPTION OF THE ‘NEW’ 
CURRICULUM…(TO VARYING EXTENTS…)

• England: 2008 National Curriculum

• Wales 2008 The National Curriculum for 

Wales [NCfW] + Cwricwlwm Cymreig 

• Scotland 2010 Curriculum for Excellence

• Australia 2005 Statements and Profiles 

for curriculum ; Essential Learnings and 

Capabilities (across 6 states)

• South Africa Curriculum 2005

Features of the ‘new’ curriculum 

• constructivist teaching styles,

• higher curricular autonomy

• a priority on student agency

• teachers delegated as 

‘facilitators of learning’ 

(Biesta & Priestley, 2013; 

Priestley & Sinnema, 2014). 



NARRATIVES THE ‘21ST 
CENTURY LEARNER’:

• Learner agency and choice: “driving 

their own learning’”

• Very strong adoption of digital 

technology

• Constructivist learning styles

• Teachers as ‘guides on the side’

• Knowledge not a feature – part of skills 

– priority on flexible agile skills for the 

global marketplace



TEACHER ROLES IN CLASSROOM

• New Zealand students receive 

lower rates of teacher-directed 

instruction than the OECD 

average – and much lower than 

most English-speaking 

countries in the OECD (Ministry 

of Education, 2019)



CURRICULA COMPARISON ENGLAND AND NZ

ENGLAND (2013)  
 

Key stage 2 History (7-11 years old)

Students are required to learn about: 

• Britain in the Stone Age to Iron Age

• Britain’s settlement by Anglo-Saxons and 

Scots

• Achievement of early civilisations an in-

depth study of one e.g. Indus Valley, 

Ancient Egypt/Greece).

NEW ZEALAND (NZC 2007)

Social Studies Curriculum Level 3 (Y 4-6)

• “Students will gain knowledge, skills and 

experience to understand how: 

• people remember and record the past in 

different ways

• Cultural practices vary but reflect similar 

purposes.



GROWING CRITIQUE OF 
2007 CURRICULUM 

• High curricular autonomy  = high teacher workload 

• ‘Dislodging’ of knowledge (Wood & Sheehan, 2012; 2020; Priestley 

& Sinnema, 2014; Hughson, 2020) 

“Students are at the mercy of individual schools or teachers 

regarding the knowledge they encounter and equity is 

threatened” (Sinnema, 2008, p. 974

• Growing inequalities of outcomes within and between schools 

(Wilson et al, 2017; PISA 2018)

• Declining literacy, numeracy, scientific and social science 

outcomes and over-reliance of digital technology and student-

centred learning  (PISA 2018, NMSSA 2018; Sutcliffe, 2020).



HISTORY – THE CANARY IN THE COAL MINE?

• 2015 Petition by 2 Ōtorohanga College 
students calling for compulsory teaching of NZ 
land wars 

• 2019 Petition by NZ History teachers 
Association for compulsory teaching of 
Aotearoa NZ histories

• Sept 2019 Announcement NZ history to be 
taught in all schools (PM Jacinda Ardern, 
Labour)

• March 2022 Launch of Aotearoa NZ Histories 
Curriculum

• Full Curriculum ‘Refresh’: Draft English and 
Maths and Social Sciences (2023)

• Incomplete when Labour lost power October 
2023.

Otorohanga College students, from left, Rhiannon Magee, Tai Jones and 

Leah Bell were behind the petition, which nearly 13,000 people signed.

https://www.beehive.govt.nz/release/nz-history-be-taught-all-schools
https://www.beehive.govt.nz/release/nz-history-be-taught-all-schools


TE MĀTAIAHO – THE 
REFRESHED NZ 
CURRICULUM 2021-2023

• “Curriculum Refresh for Clearer, More 

Relevant Learning”.

• Priority on “language, identities and 

culture” - Matauranga Māori woven 

throughout the NZC (MoE, 2021)

• Shift from an outcomes-based 

curriculum to ‘a progression-focused 

curriculum’ (MoE, 2023)

• Framing of Understand – Know – Do 





[3] NZ CURRICULUM REFORM – NATIONAL COALITION 
GOVERNMENT 2023-NOW

• New ‘Refreshed’ curriculum that would be 

‘knowledge-rich’ and based on ‘science of 

learning’ ‘rebalancing’ of history 

• Compulsory structured literacy and 

structured maths in primary schools

2023 Draft

https://newzealandcurriculum.tahurangi.education.govt.nz/new-zealand-curriculum-online/teaching-support/structured-literacy-approaches/5637144675.c
https://newzealandcurriculum.tahurangi.education.govt.nz/new-zealand-curriculum-online/teaching-support/structured-approaches-to-maths/5637162576.c
https://newzealandcurriculum.tahurangi.education.govt.nz/new-zealand-curriculum-online/teaching-support/structured-approaches-to-maths/5637162576.c


3 MATHS CURRICULA IN 3 YEARS

2023

2024

2025



REFLECTIONS: WHY ‘KNOWLEDGE-
RICH’ AND WHY NOW? 

• Faltering economies…(the ‘global skills’ narrative 

didn’t work)? (note OECD Learning Compass 2030)

• Declining literacy and numeracy 

• Evidence of growing inequalities despite progressive 

approaches? 

• Dominant voices from England  - claims of ‘halting the 

decline’.

• Return to ‘traditional’ approaches to education 









3. HOW HAS KNOWLEDGE 
BEEN PERCEIVED WITHIN 

CURRICULA?



POSITION 1: KNOWLEDGE AS SKILLS

• Knowledge as 21stC skills and competencies

• Removal of disciplinary knowledge and expertise

• Prioritised efficiency and genericism

• Instrumental conceptions of knowledge

• Knowledge serves the needs of rapidly changing 

global economy. 



POSITION 2: KNOWLEDGE AS EPISTEMOLOGIES (FOR 
TRANSFORMATION)

• Epistemic decolonisation through inclusion of 

Matauranga (Māori) Knowledge 

• Aotearoa New Zealand Histories curriculum as 

a chance to address ills of colonisation/past

• Some commitment to scholar academic ideology 

- disciplines valued but through multiple 

epistemic lens

• Knowledge as socially transformative – greater 

valuing of knowledge(s)



POSITION 3: KNOWLEDGE AS FACTS 

• Focus on ‘knowledge-rich’ curriculum

• Priority on literacy and numeracy and 

disciplinary knowledge 

• Science of learning and focus on 

progression

• Remove Māori language and focus – 

leaving tokenistic remainders (e.g. 

logo)

• Strong focus on literacy/numeracy for 

labour market and future success



• What is the curriculum? It has to do with 

giving students what they didn’t ask for [..] or 

weren’t looking for. (Biesta 2025, p. 7). 

• It is evident that content selection matters if 

teachers are to offer students “opportunities 

for widening their horizons, transforming their 

perspectives, and cultivating their moral 

sensitivity” (Deng, 2018, p. 377). 



A 
CURRICULUM 
FOR THE 
FUTURE: 
CREATING 
INFORMED, 
CRITICAL 
ACTIVE, 
CITIZENS

Knowledge matters Skills matter

Social justice 
matters

The beautiful ‘risk’ 
of education



QUESTIONS
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