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Abstract: 
This thesis investigates the research question, ‘In what ways is future-focused change 

influencing the professional lives of New Zealand primary school teachers?’. In the early-21st-

century, proponents for future-focused learning have outlined a simple argument for the 

importance of instilling skills for ‘lifelong learning’. Skills that will prepare students to 

contribute to economic improvement in an uncertain future. In response, the New Zealand 

Ministry of Education has invested heavily in promoting modern technologies, innovative 

learning environments, and new pedagogical approaches. An interesting period of change has 

resulted. However, little research has considered the influence that the promotion of future-

focused approaches has had on the teachers tasked with implementing change. Therefore, 

this thesis considers this phenomenon.  

The study utilises a multiple case-study design researching the lived experience of 

twelve primary school teachers across four innovative Auckland primary schools. Qualitative 

data has been collected through a combination of interviews, observations, and an 

anonymous online-questionnaire. Subsequently, the theoretical perspectives of Bernstein 

and Beeby are drawn upon to support the data analysis process and extrapolate a ‘theoretical 

generalisation’ to New Zealand’s wider primary school context.  

The findings indicate that international organisations and the Ministry of Education 

have widely disseminated a simple narrative for change. Proponents for change argue that 

the transition from an industrial to a knowledge economy has brought about the need for 

future-focused pedagogies to replace traditional approaches. However, the teachers’ 

reflections highlight that New Zealand’s primary school history does not correlate with the 

strong sentiment of a shift from teacher to student-centred approaches presented in the 

future-focused narrative. Instead, it can be argued that New Zealand has a longstanding 

progressive history and acknowledging this history could in fact be a catalyst for introducing 

future-focused learning in a considered, rather than a divisive way. Therefore, a conclusion is 

drawn that a closer relationship is required between the Ministry of Education and the sector. 

By drawing on both politicians’ broad understanding of the wider functions and benefits of 

education and educators’ and educational researchers’ practical understanding of classroom 

practice it could support the development of a nuanced and achievable plan for the future. 
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Part 1: An Introduction to the Research Project 
The thesis has been broken into four parts. Part One begins with a glossary of future-focused 

vocabulary. The glossary clarifies terms that are commonly used in the international future-

focused narrative as well as those that are specific to New Zealand’s context. What I am calling 

‘future-focused learning’ (FFL) in this thesis has been given a number of names and the 

discourse is constantly evolving, meaning that there are several interpretations for many 

terms (Ally, 2019). For example, Boyd and Hipkins (2012) note that ‘inquiry-learning’ is 

referred to inconsistently across existing literature; Morgan (2015) claims that the term ‘21st-

century learning’ has become overused to the point that it has lost clarity; the Ministry of 

Education first described new classroom environments as ‘modern learning environments’ 

before beginning to use the terms ‘flexible learning spaces’ and ‘innovative learning 

environments’ (ILEs), leading to all three titles being used interchangeably within schools 

(Smardon et al., 2015); Cardno, and colleagues (2017) described ‘personalised learning’ as a 

broad and nebulous term; and McPhail (2019) listed six interchangeably used titles for 

‘curriculum integration’. Therefore, the glossary of terms provides a brief description of the 

future-focused vocabulary used through this thesis, providing a tool that the reader can refer 

back to in order to clarify this studies use of a term as it emerges in the subsequent chapters.  

 Chapters One and Two introduce the reader to the rationale and scope of the research 

project. Both chapters provide a detailed overview of the research design so that the scope 

of the project, methodologies, and theoretical analysis frameworks are introduced to the 

reader before they move onto the subsequent sections of the thesis. Chapter One begins the 

thesis by briefly introducing an overview of the study, the research context and questions, a 

rationale for the research, and a summary of the forthcoming chapters. Subsequently, 

Chapter Two provides a description of the methodology used to address the research 

questions as it details a positionality statement, before outlining the research design, and 

data analysis plan in sufficient detail for it to be understood or even repeated by the reader.  

 

 

 



                                        The Impact of FFL on NZ Primary School Teachers: By Edward Pinel 

  2 

Glossary of Future-Focused Terms: 

21st-Century Competencies: 
21st-century competencies are a broad set of capabilities for living and learning in the 21st-
century that are developed by students over time (Hipkins et al., 2014). Rather than a specific 
set of skills, the key competencies as they are presented in the New Zealand Curriculum are 
broad concepts that require further interpretation as they are implemented by teachers. 
 
21st-Century Skills:  
In distinguishing 21st-century skills from competencies, 21st-century skills comprise a more 
specific set of skills for lifelong-learning. These skills encompass but are not limited to the 4Cs 
of collaboration, creativity, critical-thinking, and communication that have been strongly 
emphasised in the future-focused narrative (Kay & Greenhill, 2013).  
 
Breakout Room: 
A breakout room has emerged as a part of contemporary development of schools. Breakout 
rooms are a small room segregated from a larger learning area that is designed to support 
groups of a handful of students to conduct quiet or noisier activities, while large windows 
ensure visibility from the main learning environment (Barrett et al., 2015). 
 
Collaborative Learning: 
Collaborative learning has become an important future-focused pedagogy in both single-cell 
classrooms and innovative learning environments as its proponents value the way 
collaborative learning promotes skills for lifelong learning through activities that encourage 
groups of students to learn, create, and problem-solve together (OECD, 2018c).  
 
Collaborative Teaching Practice: 
Collaborative teaching is closely associated with open-plan learning environments and it 
refers to the process of a team of teachers problem-solving, inquiring, planning, and teaching 
a cohort of students together (Benade, 2017).  
 
Culturally Responsive Practice:  
Culturally responsive practice acknowledges each learner’s cultural identity and in New 
Zealand it recognises the countries bi-cultural relationship between Māori and The Crown. 
Teachers are encouraged to use apposite cultural content to empower each learner 
intellectually, socially, and emotionally (Santamaría, 2009).  
 
Curriculum Integration:  
Curriculum integration, also widely referred to as interdisciplinary, inter-subject, cross-
disciplinary, cross-curricular, or integrated inquiring teaching, breaks down the traditional 
boundaries between subject areas and promotes activities that incorporate disciplinary 
knowledge from across the curriculum areas (Arrowsmith & Wood, 2015; McPhail, 2019). 
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Cross-Grouping: 
Cross-grouping has emerged alongside the development of new learning environments and 
it involves teachers working with small groups consisting of students from across a cohort or 
year-levels rather than just a teacher’s own class of learners.  
 
Digital Literacy:  
Digital literacy has been emphasised as an important aim of the Ministry of Education and it 
refers to students’ and teachers’ proficiency to access, create, and share information using 
digital technologies (Kaye, 2012).  
 
Educational Consultant: 
An educational consultant, as referred to in this study, speaks of a professional learning 
facilitator that provides training for teachers in schools. In New Zealand all educational 
consultants require accreditation from the Ministry of Education which sees some level of 
alignment between their professional learning focuses and the Ministry’s strategic direction.  
 
Future-Focused Learning (FFL):  
The reenvisaging of the effective use of digital technologies, learning environments, and 
educational practice that has been emphasised in the early-21st-century has come to be 
referred to in this study and recent literature as FFL because of the way it accentuates an 
alternative future to the one promoted in traditional schooling (Bolstad et al., 2012). 
 

Global Citizenship:  
Global citizenship has emerged as an important concept as the world has become increasingly 
interconnected, promoting values of peace, tolerance, and inclusivity as students are 
encouraged to consider and solve international problems (Kertz-Welzel, 2018).  
 
Home Area: 
The definition of a home area emerged from the teachers in this study. A home area refers to 
the main space for each teacher in an open-plan learning environment to predominantly 
teach from. This was usually defined by a mat space, whiteboard, television or projector, 
tables for group work, a teaching table, and an area to store commonly used resources.  
 
Innovative Learning Environments (ILEs):  
ILEs have been mandated in the redevelopment of New Zealand schools. Consisting of open-
plan and flexible learning spaces that are specifically designed to support personalised 
learning, collaborative teaching, and a range of pedagogical approaches (Blackmore et al., 
2011; Ministry of Education, 2011; OECD, 2013).  
 
Inquiry-Learning:  
Inquiry-learning has a variety of interpretations, but it is most commonly used in New Zealand 
schools as a teacher-supported process that empowers students to examine a question or 
problem of their choice within a broader class topic (Boyd & Hipkins, 2012).  
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Knowledge Economy: 
The knowledge economy was first introduced in an OECD report in 1996 and it has since 
become an important justification for 21st-century educational change, where knowledge and 
21st-century skills have become the main driver of productivity and economic growth 
(Hirschman & Wood, 2018).  
 
Lifelong Learning:  
The discourse for lifelong learning is made up of a number of competing ideas (Gewirtz, 2008). 
Firstly, UNESCO (Delors, 1996) has shaped a humanistic definition that focuses on skills for 
continued learning as a greater good for individuals and society (Reimers, 2021). The second 
interpretation utilised by the OECD (OECD, 2005) is derived from an economic imperative in 
which schools are encouraged to teach students the skills that they require to continue 
training and contribute to a country’s economic growth throughout their lives.  
 
Personalised Learning:  
Personalised learning sees teachers acknowledge students’ needs, interests, and personal 
identity as lessons are planned with students’ learning requirements in mind and some choice 
is often provided for students to follow their passions and interests throughout the learning 
process (Benade, 2017).  
 
Play-Based Learning:  
Play-based learning emerged as an important method for early years learning during the 20th-
century progressive movement, encouraging rich tasks and resources to be set up to support 
students to engage in meaningful play and inquiry (May, 2011). It has seen some level of 
renaissance under the current emphasis of future-focused change.  
 
Primary School Teacher: 
New Zealand’s education system is broken into the early childhood, primary, and secondary 
sectors. A primary school teacher is responsible for teaching students from New Entrants to 
Year Eight, or approximately five to twelve years of age.  
 
Priority Learners: 
The New Zealand Ministry of Education has mandated the importance of monitoring and 
lifting the achievement of historically underachieving learners termed priority learners 
comprising of Māori, Pasifika, lower socio-economic, and learners with special education 
needs (ERO, 2013). 
 
Problem-Solving:  
Teaching problem-solving is associated with lifelong learning and is as much about teaching 
students a process and skills to tackle real-life problems as it is about overcoming the 
problems investigated in the lesson itself (Gilbert, 2005). 
 
Progressive Teaching Practice:  
The progressive label emerged in the 20th-century and has largely fallen out of widescale use, 
but it draws together child-centred philosophy, experiential learning, an emergent 
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curriculum, play-based learning, creativity, and social justice philosophy to promote 
constructivist teaching approaches to improve students’ well-being (Little, 2013).  
 
Project-Based Learning:  
During project-based learning students investigate and respond to real-life problems through 
engaging in the completion of relevant projects that use students’ own interests and passions 
to help develop skills for continued learning (Scott, 2015c). 
 
Self-Assessment: 
Self-assessment is designed to promote important self-metacognition skills as students are 
helped to see what high quality work looks like and then encouraged to reflect on and 
improve the quality of their own work (Spector et al., 2016).  
 
Structure of Observed Learning Outcome (SOLO)-Taxonomy: 
SOLO-Taxonomy is a mental model developed by Biggs and Collis (1982) to help students to 
think about their own learning. A teacher can use SOLO-Taxonomy to support students to 
reflect on the way in which their understanding of a topic or subject is developing from simple 
(pre-structural) to complex (extended-abstract) as their ideas around a topic expand.  
 
STEAM (Science, Technology, Engineering, the Arts, and Mathematics): 
STEAM has become an important emphasis in many future-focused New Zealand schools. 
Students are supported to explore the aforementioned areas with real hands-on learning 
activities that encourage the development of 21st-century skills and competencies. 
 
The Back-Half of the New Zealand Curriculum:  
The ‘back-half’ of the New Zealand Curriculum has become associated with traditional 
approaches to teaching and learning as it outlines the achievement objectives and outcomes 
expected in each subject area (Arrowsmith & Wood, 2015). Eight learning areas are split into 
curriculum levels that outline a progression of content knowledge that is expected to guide 
each school’s local curriculum design.  
 
The Front-Half of the New Zealand Curriculum:  
The ‘front-half’ of the New Zealand Curriculum outlines the principles, values, and key 
competencies for lifelong learning that have become a strong emphasis of the Ministry of 
Education and New Zealand’s primary school system (Wood & Sheehan, 2012).  
 
Traditional Teaching Practice:  
Traditional teaching practice has been defined by proponents of modern teaching approaches 
so it emphasises what it does not rather than what it does achieve, which includes teacher-
centred practices, chalk and talk methods, an emphasis on knowledge acquisition, a one-size-
fits-all approach, isolated subject areas, and single-cell classrooms (OECD, 2018b). 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Introduction:  

In the early-21st-century, New Zealand primary school teachers have found themselves at the 

centre of a future-focused narrative that endorses a new curriculum, technologies, learning 

environments, and pedagogies for the modernisation of New Zealand schools (21st Century 

Learning Reference Group, 2014; Hipkins, 2018; Ministry of Education, 2012). In this thesis, 

future-focused learning (here after abbreviated to FFL) is used to define the materialised 

outcome of 21st-century educational discourse that emphasises the adoption of digital 

technologies (21st Century Learning Reference Group, 2014), contemporary learning 

environments, (Ministry of Education, 2011) and new pedagogical approaches (Ministry of 

Education, 2016a). The new teaching approaches emphasised in the 21st-century have been 

given many titles (Bolstad et al., 2012; Patrix & Benade, 2018), such as ‘21st-century learning’, 

‘modern learning’, ‘innovative learning’ or ‘future-oriented teaching and learning’. In this 

study, the new approaches are collectively referred to as FFL because of the terms common 

use in recent literature and the way in which the future-focused narrative prioritises an 

alternative future than the one emphasised in traditional schooling. 

In developing a plan that emphasises new ways of doing things across New Zealand’s 

education system, it is very easy for the Ministry of Education and international organisations 

to neglect the implications that such changes hold for the workforce expected to implement 

them. A lack of empirical research is evident for informing future-focused planning (Bradbeer 

et al., 2019; Lam et al., 2021; Patrix & Benade, 2018; Woolner et al., 2018; Young et al., 2020). 

This has led to a limited understanding of the implications of proposed changes on the 

professional lives of New Zealand teachers, whose philosophy, attitudes, and capacity for 

change remains a central determinant in the success or failure of new initiatives (Beeby, 1966; 

Mutch & Tatebe, 2017). Therefore, this thesis uses a qualitative case-study approach to 

address the lack of prior research by examining the implications that the current emphasis on 

FFL holds for the professional lives of New Zealand primary school teachers.  

The case-study narratives provide an insight into twelve key participants’ experiences 

with future-focused change in four innovative Auckland primary schools that self-identify as 

committed to some degree of FFL. It was determined that each school met the inclusion 

criteria of being ‘innovative’ in that they were each introducing a combination of new 
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technologies, learning environments, and pedagogies. The time spent in each school, allowed 

me to observe the complex reality of interpreting and implementing proposed changes, and 

the implications of future-focused change on both teachers’ classroom practice and 

professional lives. The teachers explained that implementing future-focused change is a 

difficult, expensive, and time-consuming process. In the teachers’ stories it emerged that 

primary school leaders and teachers are generally taking a more considered approach to 

adopting FFL then that presented in the future-focused narrative because new philosophical 

perspectives do not acknowledge New Zealand’s progressive primary school history, the 

complex reality of achieving future-focused change, or the implications of radical change. 

The significance of this thesis is illustrated by the fact that FFL intended to benefit 

students’ lives, in turn results in a significant impact on teachers’ lives (Imms et al., 2016). 

Teachers have a central role to play in implementing any proposed changes (Beeby, 1966; 

Darling-Hammond, 2012; Istance & Kools, 2013). Yet, future-focused change is a difficult 

process for teachers to navigate (ERO, 2018; Gilbert et al., 2015; Vähäsantanen, 2015). 

Therefore, it is very important that further research is conducted into the impact of future-

focused change on the professional lives of New Zealand primary school teachers. This 

research has benefits at one level of developing a deeper understanding of the classroom 

introduction of FFL, and at a broader level for informing the governance and operation of New 

Zealand’s education system. Further, empirical evidence is required to inform planning at 

both the level of classroom practice and educational governance that are addressed as this 

study reflects on the impact of New Zealand’s future-focused narrative.  

 

Research Questions:  

As FFL has ushered in a period of change across New Zealand’s education system, reflecting 

on the implications for the teachers responsible for implementing such changes has led to the 

main research question ‘In what ways is future-focused change influencing the professional 

lives of New Zealand primary school teachers?’ In order to refine the scope of the study 

further, the main question was broken into three sub-research questions.  
 

Sub-questions:  

1) In what ways is the future-focused narrative being interpreted by primary school 
teachers? 
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2) In what ways is future-focused learning being implemented by primary school 
teachers? 

3) In what ways is future-focused change impacting the professional well-being of 
primary school teachers? 

 

The Research Context of New Zealand’s Primary Schools:  

This study has emerged at an interesting time in New Zealand’s educational history. Future-

focused change has been endorsed by the Ministry of Education through the successive 

policies of recent National and Labour led Governments (Hipkins, 2018; Lourie, 2018; Ministry 

of Education, 2018). This has in turn seen FFL emerge over the last decade from a little-known 

concept to an increasingly implemented array of practices across New Zealand schools. As 

New Zealand’s primary school system follows international trends in promoting pedagogies, 

practices, and classroom spaces appropriate to the 21st-century, it is leading to a fascinating 

time of change and innovation that has far-reaching implications for the teachers involved 

(Lourie, 2020; Smardon et al., 2015; Twyford et al., 2017). However, little research has 

considered a correlation between FFL and positive or negative implications for teachers.  

 New Zealand’s education system is unique on the global stage, in that since 

Tomorrow’s Schools neo-liberal reform of the 1980’s, local communities have been given 

autonomy to develop and implement their own policies and practices (Adams, Vossler et al., 

2005; Notman, 2011). As a result, diversity has emerged in the philosophies and pedagogies 

of each school (Bates, 2009; Wylie, 2009). Some schools are innovative, while others are more 

traditional (McPhail, 2016b). However, government accountability measures have come to 

guide school practice in a way that has led to an interesting tension between local autonomy, 

and pressure to respond to the Ministry of Education’s strategic intentions (Lourie, 2018; 

Ministry of Education, 2013b; Mutch, 2013b; Wylie, 2009). It can be argued that neo-liberal 

reform has lessened teachers’ autonomy and subtly shifted power for overarching 

educational decisions to the jurisdiction of governments (Creasy, 2018). In New Zealand, this 

has seen primary schools influenced in recent times by the Ministry of Education’s emphasis 

on a future-focused curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007), new property guidelines 

(Ministry of Education, 2011), national standards (Ministry of Education, 2009), the 

promotion of digital technologies (21st Century Learning Reference Group, 2014), and a strong 

emphasis on addressing the needs of priority learners (Ministry of Education, 2013). 
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 The recent work of the Ministry of Education and a new curriculum released in 2007 

has introduced a vision for FFL across New Zealand schools (Benade, 2017; Bolstad et al., 

2012). Subsequent emphasis on a digital revolution, new learning environments, and future-

focused pedagogies is placing a pressure on teachers to embrace FFL (Benade, 2015; Gilbert 

et al., 2015; Lourie, 2018). The prominent narrative that emphasises equipping learners with 

competencies for lifelong learning, has become the foremost aim for the development of New 

Zealand’s education system (21st Century Learning Reference Group, 2014; Ministry of 

Education, 2019a; Wells et al., 2018). In turn, educators are expected to embrace new ways 

to improve student outcomes (Gilbert, 2005; Prensky, 2010). For some teachers this is an 

exciting process, while for others it is an unsettling time (Lee & Ward, 2013; Mulcahy & 

Morrison, 2017). Thus, further research is required to understand primary school teachers’ 

interpretation of FFL, implementation of change, and the impact on their professional lives. 

 Throughout the course of this study New Zealand primary schools have faced the 

ongoing effect of wider political influences. As data collection commenced in 2019, it 

coincided with primary school teachers’ involvement in the largest sector wide industrial 

action in New Zealand’s history. At the heart of teachers’ concern was an ever-increasing 

workload and expectations (Dougan & Collins, 2019). While a correlation between the 2019 

strikes and FFL is not established, talking of the recent industrial action one teacher said: 

I think [FFL] has had a huge impact, because if you’re a mid-level management teacher 
that has quite a few-years’ experience, and you have seen a few different models come 
and go, this, I think personally is the thing that would have the biggest impact on 
teachers’ wanting to stay in the profession (Jessica). 

During the data analysis process, the world was hit by Covid-19 that saw New Zealand schools 

shut, border closures, society locked down, and an unprecedented impact on the economy. 

Many systems ground to a halt, at the same time that others rapidly evolved to see online 

learning, working from home, and new business models develop. However, as New Zealand 

continues to form its initial response to Covid-19 the lasting impact is yet to be determined.  

 Current policies and recent events have come together to instigate educational 

change, leading to an interesting period in New Zealand’s primary school history. At the heart 

of future-focused change sit primary school teachers who face a tension between responding 

to the local pressure of the needs of their learners and the external pressure of political, 

economic, and social influences on change. The potential for improvement across New 

Zealand’s education system is exciting, while the likelihood of failure and mistakes remains 
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daunting. Thus, this case-study research provides much needed insight into teachers’ 

attitudes and practices. This study will contribute to the body of research required to critique 

and inform the current and ongoing development of New Zealand’s education system. 

 

An Overview of the Research Design:  

In order to gain a deeper insight into the impact of future-focused change on New Zealand 

primary school teachers, a qualitative multiple case-study approach was adopted as the most 

appropriate design to address the research questions. Several data collection tools were 

considered before settling upon the use of observations, semi-structured interviews, 

informal-discussions, and an anonymous online-questionnaire (see Figure 1). Two stages of 

research were developed. The first stage consisted of the semi-structured interviews, 

observations, and informal-discussions held with twelve teachers across four schools, with 

each school comprising a case. The data collected in stage one was then followed with a 

second stage in which all of the full-time primary school teachers in each case-study were 

invited to participate in an anonymous online-questionnaire. During stage one it emerged 

that educational consultants had influenced the introduction of FFL across the schools, so 

stage two was amended with approval of the University of Auckland Human Participants 

Ethics Committee to include a semi-structured interview with an educational consultant.  

Three theoretical frameworks were used to support the analysis and interpretation of 

the data in relation to each research question, as identified in Figure 1. The pedagogic device 

(Bernstein, 2000), classification and framing (Bernstein, 2000) and the thesis of stages (Beeby, 

1966) were each determined as important analytical tools to support the data analysis 

process. The three theoretical frameworks supported the study to move past the description 

of teachers’ response to future-focused change to establish a ‘theoretical generalisation’ 

about the wider social influence of future-focused change across New Zealand’s primary 

school system. A very carefully considered research design was developed to ensure that the 

research questions outlined the intended focus of the study, the best suited data gathering 

tools were used to address each research question, and three analytical frameworks were 

subsequently identified to ensure that appropriate theoretical assertions could be established 

from the case-study data.  
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Semi-Structured Interviews and Informal-
Discussions: The interviews and discussions 
gather teachers’ interpretation of current 
changes by asking teachers to describe 
future-focused learning and the reasons it 
has become an important focus. 

 

Sub-Research 
Questions: Data Gathering Tools: Data Analysis Frameworks: 

1) In what ways 
is the future-

focused narrative 
being 

interpreted by 
primary school 

teachers? 

2) In what ways 
is future-focused 

learning being 
implemented by 
primary school 

teachers? 

3) In what ways 
is future-focused 

change 
impacting the 
professional 
well-being of 

primary school 
teachers 

Semi-Structured Interviews and Informal-
Discussions: The interviews gain insight into 
teachers’ implementation of future-focused 
learning through asking teachers to explain 
their current practice and their evolving role. 

Observations: 
The guided observation examines teachers’ 
practice to identify the way in which future-
focused change is being interpreted in 
teachers’ pedagogies and curriculum.  

Observations: 
The observation identifies what traditional 
and future-focused practices are being 
utilised by teachers. Gaining insight into the 
way that new approaches to learning are 
understood and implemented in schools. 

Semi-Structured Interviews and Informal-
Discussions: The interviews examine the 
implications that changes hold for teachers' 
professional well-being. Follow-up questions 
clarified teachers’ views when required.  

Observations:  
During the observations I was able to observe 
the impact that elements of future-focused 
change are having on teachers’ role and 
professional well-being.  

Anonymous Online-Questionnaire: 
The questionnaire anonymously collects data 
on the effects of future-focused change. It 
examines teachers’ perspectives of future-
focused learning, the challenges that 
teachers face, and asks teachers the support 
that could help them to manage change. 

The Pedagogic Device: 
To examine teachers’ interpretation of 
future-focused change, Bernstein’s theory 
of the pedagogic device is used to explore 
the way in which ideas are recontextualised 
into primary schools. The pedagogic device 
encapsulates a number of related concepts 
that provides a mechanism for describing 
and analysing the process whereby 
knowledge and ideas are translated into 
curriculum and pedagogical practice.  

Classification and Framing: 
Bernstein developed the theories of 
classification and framing to examine the 
power and control held to influence change. 
His theories were useful for organising the 
interview and observation data in a way that 
explores both how primary school teachers’ 
role is changing and reflecting on the 
influence that is being asserted on teachers’ 
implementation of future-focused learning.  

The Thesis of Stages: 
Beeby’s thesis of stages is utilised to 
examine the impact of future-focused 
change on teachers’ professional well-
being. Beeby recognised that primary 
schools go through development stages 
that are guided by teacher’s knowledge and 
training. It can be a very challenging and 
time-consuming process to support 
teachers to move to the next stage of 
development, and radical or rapid changes 
are rarely successful. Therefore, the thesis 
of stages is a useful tool to guide the 
analysis of the interview, observation, and 
questionnaire data to identify why future-
focused change may be a complex and 
challenging process and identify steps to 
support teaches to manage further changes. 

Figure 1 

The Research Design (Source: Author). 
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The Rationale for this Research:  

The rationale for this research is located in the importance of better understanding the often-

neglected relationship between future-focused change and primary school teachers who are 

the main enactors of any proposed changes. The implementation of new ways of doing things 

is a complex, time-consuming, expensive, and often ineffectual process (Beeby, 1980; 

Clement, 2014; Reinsfield, 2019). Unlike many workforces, teachers are continually faced 

with the demands of a new cohort of learners that means that they do not have the luxury to 

simply stop, evaluate, and reset their practice. For this reason, Bolstad (2011b) likens the 

future-focused development of New Zealand’s education system to building a plane while 

flying it. This analogy may help to explain why teachers seldom implement new initiatives in 

the way that was first intended (Benade, 2017; Gilbert et al., 2015; Smardon et al., 2015). 

However, insufficient research has been conducted to understand teachers’ implementation 

of FFL.  

The significance of this research is bound to the fact that teachers are the most 

important determinant in the success or failure of new practices (Beeby, 1966; French et al., 

2020; Mutch & Tatebe, 2017). Beeby (1980) describes the achievement of educational 

improvements as infinitely harder than presumed. Politicians, policymakers, academics, and 

economists develop new educational theories, but it is ultimately teachers’ responsibility to 

interpret and implement them (Beeby, 1966; Bernstein, 2000; St. George et al., 2014). While 

FFL has emerged to challenge the traditional view of what it means to be an effective primary 

school teacher (Benade, 2017; Bull & Gilbert, 2014; Hirschman & Wood, 2018; Reinsfield, 

2019); a lack of research has followed to understand the implications for teachers themselves 

(Carvalho et al., 2020; Smardon et al., 2015). Thus, this research explores the interpretation, 

implementation, and impact of FFL on teachers, who’s attitude, and expertise are central to 

the success of the future of New Zealand’s education system.  

 

Thesis Overview: 

This thesis has been broken into four parts comprising an introduction, literature review, 

case-study narratives, and the findings and discussion of this research. Part One concludes 

with the following methodology chapter that introduces the reader to the research process 

and rationale for this study. The methodology chapter has been moved from its traditional 
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position after the literature review and located near the start of the thesis because of the way 

that it introduces the research processes and theoretical frameworks before they are referred 

to in the subsequent chapters. A positionality statement is included before the research 

design, ethical considerations, data analysis process, and theoretical frameworks are 

described. The important research decisions are detailed in order for the reader to 

understand the rationale of the study and enable recontextualisation to their own research.  

Part Two comprises of a literature review outlining the current influence of FFL in New 

Zealand’s primary school context. It contains Chapters Three to Five which organise the 

literature using the main concepts of the three theoretical frameworks outlined in Figure 1. 

The theories are subsequently referred back to during the data analysis process. Firstly, 

Chapter Three uses Bernstein’s (2000) theory of the pedagogic device as a theoretical tool to 

guide the examination of the emergence of FFL as an important focus in New Zealand’s 

primary school context. Secondly, Chapter Four applies Bernstein’s (2000) theories of 

classification and framing as a mechanism to understand the growing influence of FFL and its 

implications for practice across New Zealand schools. Thirdly, Chapter Five uses Beeby’s 

(1966) hypothesis that educational development is a slow continuum of growth to justify a 

review of the myths that have guided educational improvement throughout the 19th, 20th, 

and early-21st-century. I argue that this is an important means for developing an informed 

perspective of present and future educational changes.  

Part Three of the thesis presents the case-study narratives and cross-case analysis. 

Chapters Six to Nine introduce the four case-study settings, and twelve key participants. The 

case-study chapters each follow a similar structure. Firstly, the defining features of each 

setting are introduced. Secondly, the reader is taken on a journey into each key participant’s 

learning environment to provide some insight for the reader into the philosophy, practice, 

and perspectives of each teacher. Thirdly, the chapters conclude with an overview of the 

interpretation, implementation, and impact of FFL as observed in the teaching and learning 

approaches across each case-study school. The cross-case analysis presented in Chapter Ten 

then draws together the main findings from the case-study narratives. The wide array of 

open-codes initially evident in the data were refined through thematic analysis into axial-

codes that define nine main themes, before a selective-code was established to summarise 

the main findings in relation to each sub-research question. The selective-code is discussed 

in relation to one of the three theoretical frameworks used throughout this thesis in order to 
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extrapolate the findings from a limited number of purposively selected case-study settings to 

a theoretical discussion relevant to New Zealand’s wider primary school context.  

Part Four concludes the thesis with three chapters that discuss the main findings of 

the research. Chapter Eleven uses the main hypotheses of Beeby’s (1966) thesis of stages to 

argue for the theoretical assertion that primary school teachers are taking a circumspect 

approach to introducing FFL because it does not acknowledge New Zealand’s primary school 

history, the complexity of achieving educational change, or the implications of introducing 

FFL on teachers’ professional lives. Chapter Twelve considers the implications of the future-

focused narrative and the case-study data at both the micro-level improvement of primary 

school practice and the macro-level governance of New Zealand’s education system. Finally, 

Chapter Thirteen concludes this research with a synopsis of the thesis and main findings, the 

limitations of this study, recommendations for further research, and a final word for 

politicians, policymakers, educators, and educational researchers that are working to improve 

the future of New Zealand’s primary school system. 
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Chapter 2: Methodology 

Introduction:  

The fundamental aim of this research is to investigate the influence of future-focused 

curriculum, pedagogical, and infrastructure developments on New Zealand’s primary school 

teachers. To explore this phenomenon a qualitative case-study into the lived experience of 

New Zealand primary school teachers was conducted across four schools, purposely selected 

because of their emphasis on the introduction of FFL. This chapter firstly outlines my personal 

experiences and beliefs that have influenced my interest in the introduction of FFL and the 

processes used throughout this study. Secondly, the research design is described in 

appropriate detail so that it can be understood or even repeated by the reader. Thirdly, the 

ethical considerations including reliability and validity are outlined. Fourthly, three theoretical 

analytical frameworks are introduced before they are used throughout this study. The 

methodology chapter is positioned in Part One of this thesis for two main reasons. Firstly, it 

introduces my positionality and an overview of the research process that has shaped every 

area of this thesis. Secondly, it acquaints the reader with three theoretical data analysis 

frameworks that are elaborated upon in the subsequent chapters to organise the wider body 

of future-focused literature and the case-study findings. 

 

Positionality Statement: 

Social science research is not neutrally constructed, as a researcher’s experiences and 

worldview have a significant influence on any study (Creswell, 2014; Savin-Baden & Major, 

2013). Therefore, reflexivity has been modelled through considering and outlining my 

position in this research. Through my role as a New Zealand primary school teacher and leader 

grappling with the introduction of new technologies, learning environments, and pedagogies 

I have experienced and reflected on the introduction of FFL. In confronting future-focused 

change, I soon noticed that my colleagues modelled varied responses to the proposed 

changes. What is viewed as an exciting new opportunity by one teacher or leader can equally 

be seen as extremely daunting by another (Benade et al., 2014; Hargreaves, 2005).  

My experience with future-focused change left me with a number of questions that 

the busyness of a fulltime teaching and a middle management position did not allow me the 

time to deeply reflect upon. An interest in this area first led me to conduct master’s research 
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into ‘Principals’ Understanding of the Challenges that Teachers Face Whilst Transitioning to 

an ILE’ and this study conducts deeper research into ‘The Impact of Future-Focused Change 

on the Professional Lives of New Zealand Primary School Teachers’. On one hand my personal 

involvement in future-focused change could be seen as leading to some level of bias that I 

was careful to manage. On the other hand, my identity as a teacher has helped to inform the 

methodology process, supported the interpretation of the data, and assisted in establishing 

relational trust with the participants in a way that proved invaluable.  

 

The Research Paradigm: 

A research paradigm is made up of a researcher’s ontological position that determines what 

they consider as real or true, and what can be known about it (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013) 

and their epistemological beliefs that more specifically guide the methods utilised to 

construct and validate knowledge (Scott, 2000). It is important that social scientists share 

their ontological and epistemological position that has influenced the design and application 

of their research (Creswell, 2014; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). Traditionally social scientists 

have been faced with a choice between positivism – a paradigm that asserts that truth is 

established through experiments or observations that lead to logical proof, and interpretivism 

– a paradigm that emphasises closely observing and understanding the ‘truth’ that individuals 

and groups have established (McPhail & Lourie, 2017). However, both ontological approaches 

are different, each having limitations (Sayer, 2000; Shipway, 2011). Positivism encourages the 

researcher to follow scientific methodology to broadly study the cause of a phenomenon, in 

order to make generalisable claims (Creswell, 2014), while interpretivism guides the 

researcher towards an in-depth and non-generalisable study of the way that participants 

understand and work in the world around them. Neither approach on its own is entirely useful 

for making generalisable claims about a complex social phenomenon such as future-focused 

change (McPhail & Lourie, 2017; Shipway, 2011).  

Appropriate for addressing the limitations of both positivism and interpretivism, I hold 

a realist ontology that draws upon what I perceive as the best of both approaches to deeply 

examine a social science phenomenon and establish generalisable theoretical claims about it. 

Realists believe that building knowledge involves making theoretical interpretations and 

assertions that are generalised from deeply observing a phenomenon (Biesta & Burbules, 
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2003; Sayer, 2000). A realist approach helps the researcher to both observe events and look 

below the surface to examine the wider influences upon them (Giddens & Sutton, 2014). 

Instead of merely describing or interpreting a phenomenon, a realist develops theory using 

disciplinary concepts to explain the underlying social structures that are influencing that 

situation (Shipway, 2011). In doing so, it is a useful approach for moving past the observable 

aspects of teaching and learning to reflect deeply upon the unobservable attributes (McPhail 

& Lourie, 2017). For example, in researching future-focused change across New Zealand’s 

education system, Figure 2 illustrates there are both un-observable and observable influences 

on schools’ and teachers’ practice that can be addressed through a realist ontology. 

McPhail & Lourie (2017) define concepts, causation, fallibility, and judgemental 

rationality as the four main aspects of a realist paradigm. Firstly, realism takes an abstract 

approach to examining concepts through observing the impact they have on the world, 

looking past surface features to investigate deeper meaning. Secondly, causation moves 

beyond merely interpreting a phenomenon to develop an understanding of what has caused 

it. Thirdly, realists accept that their interpretations are fallible and instead of truth are the 

best fit at any one time. Fourthly, the aspect of judgemental rationality encourages an 

epistemological position that considers some knowledge and methods as more valid or 

reliable than others. Realism supports the consideration of a wide array of research methods 

before settling upon those that are most appropriate to examining a phenomenon (Sayer, 

2000). The principles of concepts, causation, fallibility, and judgemental rationality have 

shaped the ontological and epistemological positions used throughout this study. 

New Zealand Schools 

Teachers 
Un-observable: 
The overarching 
systems and power-
relationships that 
influence future-
focused change.  
 

Observable:  
Leaders and teachers’ 
personal beliefs, 
experiences, and 
responses to future-
focused change. 

Figure 2  

The Complex Nature of Educational Change (Source: Author). 

Note. Both the observable an un-observable element of teachers’ response to future-focused 
change warrant careful consideration in developing a theoretical explanation of change. 
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The Research Design:  

In the introductory chapter, an overview of the research design was outlined in Figure 1. A 

qualitative multiple case-study design was determined as the most appropriate design for 

answering the research questions. Using multiple cases is a powerful tool to explore a 

phenomenon across different settings (Stake, 2006). Two stages of data collection were 

subsequently developed that utilise observations, semi-structured interviews, informal-

discussions, and a questionnaire to provide data sources to consider the impact of FFL on New 

Zealand primary school teachers.  

 

Qualitative research rationale:  

The research questions were designed to develop a deep understanding of individual 

teacher’s response to FFL that are best derived from a qualitative design. Teachers’ 

experiences with FFL are shaped by many factors such as New Zealand’s educational context, 

teacher’s personal beliefs and experiences, and the local school context. Quantitative 

research examines these dimensions well. Conversely, a qualitative approach is naturally 

suited to a detailed observation of a complex phenomenon across a small number of cases 

(Creswell, 2014; Davies & Hughes, 2014). A qualitative approach allowed me to observe FFL 

in the local context of four Auckland primary schools, as well as consider the wider contextual 

factors that are influencing future-focused change across New Zealand’s education system. 

 

Multiple case-study research rationale:  

A multiple case-study approach was selected as a powerful tool to examine the impact that 

FFL is having in New Zealand primary schools. Case-studies are particularly useful for 

researching complex social phenomenon (Yin, 2014). Emphasis can be placed on considering 

not only the specifics of a case but the wider social, economic, cultural, ethical, and political 

effects (Stake, 2006). Adopting a case-study approach allowed me to consider all aspects of 

FFL, while relating the findings to participants’ everyday experiences. In studying multiple 

cases, rigor is added to the findings by consistently examining the phenomenon across a 

number of settings and validating the assumptions by comparing and contrasting the 

similarities and differences across several schools (de Vaus, 2001; Hartas, 2010; Stake, 2006). 
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Case-study research has been heavily criticised for its incapability of extrapolating 

statistical generalisations to a wider population (de Vaus, 2001; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2014). 

However, Stake (1995) compares research to casting a net. In order to make statistical 

generalisations a scientific researcher would catch and examine as many fish as possible and 

then extrapolate the findings to the wider population. However, case-study researchers build 

a deep understanding of a small number of specimens in order to extrapolate a ‘theoretical 

generalisation’ to the wider population. The strength of case-study research lies in its ability 

to develop theoretical propositions (Neuman, 2011; Yin, 2014). Without embracing this 

theoretical dimension of extrapolating a theoretical assertion from the detailed examination 

of a small number of participants, case-study research is unable to make generalisations that 

are relevant to the wider population (de Vaus, 2001).  

 

Selection and recruitment of the research cases: 

A purposive sample of four Auckland primary schools were identified to take part in this study 

based on the inclusion criteria that they were introducing FFL through encouraging teachers’ 

implementation of new pedagogical approaches and technologies in ILEs. Information on 

each school was obtained through an accumulation of public information, including Ministry 

of Education property funding reports, ERO (Education Review Office) reviews, and details 

found on each school’s website. Schools outside the greater Auckland area or those not 

specifically focusing on the introduction of FFL were excluded from this study for either the 

difficulty of regularly visiting the school, or not proving a good fit for explicitly researching 

future-focused change. However, it is acknowledged that the majority of New Zealand 

primary schools are at least to some degree grappling with elements of future-focused change 

(Carvalho et al., 2020).  

The principal and board of trustee’s chairperson of the schools that were identified as 

meeting the inclusion criteria were emailed an invitation to consider participation in this 

research. Attached to this email was a ‘Participant Information Sheet’ (See Appendix A) that 

outlined the scope and purpose of the study. For every school that shared an interest in taking 

part in this research, I visited the principal to explain the intentions of the study, discuss the 

obligations of involvement, confirm that they were a suitable case, and seek informed 

consent to conduct research with their teachers on site. 
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Participant recruitment:  

In each school all of the full-time primary school teachers were given a ‘Participant 

Information Sheet’ (see Appendix B) and invited to volunteer as key participants in the first 

stage of the research. The ‘Participant Information Sheet’ outlined the scope of the research, 

explained the participant’s role, disclosed each teacher’s rights, and described how their data 

would be protected and confidentiality maintained. The first three teachers to respond from 

each school were accepted on a first-come basis. Stage two of the research consisted of an 

anonymous online-questionnaire that was open to all of the primary school teachers from 

each school who wanted to share their thoughts and experiences with FFL. Nine responses 

were received from this questionnaire.  

 

Stage one of the research: 

Stage one sought a qualitative understanding of twelve primary school teacher’s 

interpretation of and experience with future-focused change. Qualitative data was collected 

through observations of the participants’ teaching, semi-structured interviews, and informal-

discussions that allowed for a detailed examination of the impact of FFL on the participants’ 

role and well-being. A semi-structured interview template (see Appendix D) and observation 

protocol (see Appendix E) were used to focus the initial data collection in a structured way 

that brought consistency to the procedures used with each participant. Combining several 

data collection tools provided a detailed picture of each case and allowed for the observation 

of teachers’ practice to be unpacked in subsequent discussions (Stake, 2006; Wragg, 1999). 

 During the initial analysis of the case-study findings, it emerged that educational 

consultants were an important facilitator in introducing future-focused change to each 

school. To build on the initial findings and include this important voice in the case-study 

narratives and cross-case analysis a semi-structured interview was conducted with a 

prominent educational consultant. The education consultant contributed an important 

perspective from their experience of supporting schools with the introduction of future-

focused change and the transition to new learning environments.  
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Rationale for semi-structured interviews: 

A semi-structured interview was the primary source of data collection with each teacher and 

the educational consultant. Interviews are a powerful method for collecting qualitative data 

that is particularly suited to case-study research (Creswell, 2014; Hancock & Algozzine, 2011; 

O'Toole & Beckett, 2013). Semi-structured interviews have history as reliable and verifiable 

ways to collect case-study findings that facilitate a broad understanding of each setting 

(Hartas, 2010). An interview can reach deeply into information that other methods would 

simply miss (Mutch, 2013a). The usefulness of interviews lies in the fact that what a 

researcher cannot observe themselves has often been observed by others and can then be 

unpacked in both semi-structured interviews and informal-discussions.  

I was aware that interviews can also be challenging to implement in an accurate and 

useful manner, so careful consideration was given to developing an interview schedule that 

was designed to keep the discussion on the topic of FFL (Hamilton & Corbett-Whittier, 2013; 

Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). By using a consistent process and template across the 

interviews, it ensured that every participant was asked the same questions in a way that 

added rigor to the findings (Hancock & Algozzine, 2011; O'Toole & Beckett, 2013). The 

interviews were also transcribed and shared with participants to check their accuracy and to 

provide an opportunity for the teachers to add to or correct the information they shared in 

their semi-structured interview. Three teachers responded with minor adjustments to the 

initial transcript that generally clarified the meaning that they had already shared.  

 

Rationale for semi-structured observations: 

A 60-minute teaching observation was undertaken with each teacher. Observations have 

become a very common method in case-study research (Mutch, 2013a). Observing teachers’ 

practice can help the researcher to understand both teachers’ actions and the context within 

which they teach (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). Both a participant’s practice and context are 

very important dimensions for developing a detailed understanding of a case (Stake, 1995). 

Complementing the interviews with an observation allowed for teacher’s espoused-theory to 

be compared with their theory-in-practice (Argyris & Schön, 1974). Spending time observing 

in each learning environment and talking to students about their classroom programme led 
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to a deeper understanding of teachers’ experience with future-focused change than what 

could be achieved through an interview alone.  

One of the challenges of conducting observations is dealing with the sheer amount of 

information that observers are exposed to (Wragg, 1999). Merely trying to observe everything 

leads to observation overload (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013), therefore, protocol was 

established to structure the observations. I started each observation by recording wider 

contextual factors including students’ year-level, the lesson observed, features of the learning 

environment, and the resourcing available. The bulk of the 60-minute observation was then 

guided by Bernstein’s (2000) four fundamental areas of pedagogy that focus on the selection, 

sequencing, pacing, and evaluation of the learning experience. By developing clear protocol, 

it helped to ensure that my focus remained on the research phenomenon (Creswell, 2014; 

Hamilton & Corbett-Whittier, 2013; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013; Wragg, 1999). However, I 

was aware that observations are always taken from a certain perspective (Stake, 2006). My 

position as a primary school teacher was useful for understanding and interpreting each case, 

but it also carried with its assumptions of expected and effective practice. To check my 

assumptions, I discussed them at appropriate times during each observation and I invited the 

teachers to review their observation notes.  

 

Rationale for informal-discussions:  

Informal-discussions or follow-up conversations were used to develop a deeper 

understanding of the practices used across each teacher’s programme. An observation only 

captures a snapshot of time in each classroom, but informal-discussions are useful for building 

upon and checking these initial findings (Donovan et al., 2014; Pickard, 2013). Follow-up 

questions were asked of the teachers or leaders when clarification of the data was required. 

The back and forth dialogue evident in the informal-discussions usually personified two 

teachers discussing educational practice, rather than a researcher and a participant. Thus, 

both my own and the teacher’s contribution to the conversation help to explain why informal-

discussions can be seen as partners co-producing knowledge together (Hartas, 2010). More 

than 30-minutes was spent with most participants informally discussing their practice, FFL, 

and my own experiences as a teacher. Any significant information that emerged was recorded 

in the notes at the end of the observation protocol. Multiple visits were made to each case-
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study setting allowing for opportunities to check queries noted during the transcription of the 

interviews and field notes. When questions emerged post the final visit to each case-study 

setting, clarification was sought through a follow-up email to the appropriate participants.  

 

Stage two of the research: 

The second stage of the research process utilised an anonymous online-questionnaire that 

was designed to capture a broader range of teachers’ opinions from across the case-study 

settings. The anonymous online-questionnaire was shared with all of the full-time primary 

school teachers in each case-study setting. Of the 76 teachers invited to take part nine 

responded in full, leading to a response rate of 11.84%. The response rate was lower than 

desired, so the questionnaire results were largely used to clarify rather than expand upon the 

findings of stage one. No significant new themes emerged, in fact there was strong correlation 

between the data collected across both stages.  

In a traditional quantitative approach, a questionnaire would likely be conducted first, 

before follow-up interviews or observations may be undertaken with individual participants 

to better understand their responses (Creswell, 2014; Rea & Parker, 2014). However, this 

research takes a qualitative approach that prioritises theoretical development over statistical 

generalisations. Therefore, emphasis was first placed on using interviews and observations 

for a deep examination of FFL before a questionnaire was introduced in a way that Wragg 

(1999) describes as powerful for unpacking the qualitative findings.  

 

Rationale for an anonymous online-questionnaire: 

Questionnaires have a history as the single most commonly used method in social science 

research due to their fast and efficient way of learning about participants’ beliefs and opinions 

(Hartas, 2010; Neuman, 2011). They have widespread credibility and have been used 

extensively in educational research (Mutch, 2013a; Pickard, 2013; Rea & Parker, 2014). A 

questionnaire can work well in case-study research when combined with other 

methodologies which can give the researcher a broader understanding of a case-study group 

than interviews or observations alone (Hamilton & Corbett-Whittier, 2013). The distribution 

tool, Survey Monkey proved an efficient way to share and collect the responses. The online 
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nature of the questionnaire meant that anonymity could be easily provided through avoiding 

the collection of identifying data or Internet Protocol (IP) addresses (Pickard, 2013). 

 It goes without saying that a questionnaire is only as good as its questions (Black, 

2002). However, questionnaires are more difficult to develop than most imagine (Mutch, 

2013a). Questions need to be carefully designed to specifically focus on the data required 

(Davies & Hughes, 2014). When a questionnaire is too long or complicated, participants 

simply choose not to respond. Therefore, time was put into refining the questions to be as 

concise as possible, with a simple layout that collected the required data without trying to go 

into the depth that could be achieved through the interviews and observations. 

 Upon reflecting on the low response rate of 11.84% it was decided that several steps 

could have been taken to improve participation. Firstly, it is noted that the impersonal nature 

of an anonymous online-questionnaire leads to a lower response rate than other methods 

(Rea & Parker, 2014). The questionnaire could have been made more personal by introducing 

it in a staff meeting. Secondly, the questionnaire could have been shared in a simpler format 

in which the scope of the research, ethical considerations, and a link to the questionnaire 

were shared in an email invitation rather than embedded in the ‘Participant Information 

Sheet’. Thirdly, the questionnaire could have been refined to have a shorter completion time 

and a space and time for teachers to do so could have been negotiated with the principal and 

board of trustee’s chairperson. Fourthly, the questionnaire invitations could have been 

deliberately sent at a time of the year that participants may have more capacity to participate.  

 

Ethical Considerations: 

Ethics was sought and granted by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics 

Committee under the reference 022414 for three years from the 15th of March 2019. An 

ethical amendment was approved to include an interview with the educational consultant on 

the 11th of May 2020. The first step in ensuring the ethical nature of this research was 

spending an extensive period of time planning, testing, and refining the research design. In 

order to justify the time and effort that participants were asked to contribute to this study, it 

needs to be of high quality and meet its intended aims (Sieber & Tolich, 2013). In the following 

sections the steps used to ensure reliability and validity are discussed, before sharing the 
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considerations given to providing informed consent, confidentiality, anonymity, a right to 

withdraw, and managing any conflicts of interest that could occur.  

 

Reliability: 

Some qualitative researchers have argued against the use of validity and reliability, claiming 

that both terms suit a more quantitative framework (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Guest et al., 

2012). However, this study utilises qualitative reliability and validity with an awareness that 

these concepts carry different connotations to their focus in quantitative research (Creswell, 

2014). Instead of focusing on quantitative reliability and validity that allows statistical 

generalisations to be made to a wider population, qualitative validity and reliability is 

concerned with the accuracy of the collection and interpretation of the data in relation to 

making ‘theoretical generalisations’ (de Vaus, 2001). It is important that both qualitative and 

quantitative researchers convince others that their data is valid and reliable in order to ensure 

that the reader can have confidence in the findings (Guest et al., 2012; Mutch, 2013a).  

Qualitative reliability refers to the consistency of the research process and it is 

concerned with how stable and accurate the findings are (Creswell, 2014; Pickard, 2013). In 

order to be reliable, data needs to be meticulously and accurately collected (Guest et al., 

2012). It is extremely important that each data collection tool is a consistent measure 

(Bryman, 2012). Some data collection tools are more reliable than others (McPhail & Lourie, 

2017), therefore, time was allocated to developing a plan to use the best suited and most 

reliable data collection tools in relation to the research questions. The rationale for the 

observations, semi-structured interviews, informal-discussions, and questionnaire have been 

outlined, but it is noted that an interview schedule (see Appendix D) and observation protocol 

(see Appendix E) was important to ensuring that the key participants’ narratives were 

recorded in a consistent and reliable manner. 

Upon collecting the data, reliability was carefully maintained as I managed the 

teachers’ responses from transcription to final analysis. Firstly, the data was checked to make 

sure that no mistakes were found. Secondly, the data was shared with participants to check 

their responses and make any additions to the data. Thirdly, the files were transferred to 

NVivo12 that is well proven as a reliable tool to store and manage data (Coe et al., 2017). 
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Fourthly, a code book (see Appendix G) was utilised and regularly referred to in order to check 

that the codes and themes had not drifted from their original definition (Creswell, 2014).  

 

Validity: 

Qualitative validity refers to the researcher employing certain measures to check the accuracy 

of their findings (Creswell, 2014). Validity is concerned with the integrity or strength of the 

researcher’s conclusion, checking whether the instruments utilised have accurately measured 

the phenomenon intended (Bryman, 2012; Guest et al., 2012; Mutch, 2013a). Several 

procedures were followed to check the conclusions drawn from the data in order to ensure 

the validity of the overall findings.  

Firstly, triangulation was utilised to check the data as the themes and conclusion were 

drawn from several sources (Creswell, 2014; Mutch, 2013a). By using a combination of 

interviews, observations, and an anonymous online-questionnaire the findings could be 

strengthened by checking the interpretations against each data source (Stake, 1995). The 

findings were further strengthened by spending a prolonged period of time in each school 

(Creswell, 2014). This supported a deeper interpretation of the phenomenon by comparing 

and contrasting the findings across twelve teachers in four settings, increasing the overall 

validity of the theory developed (de Vaus, 2001; Hartas, 2010). 

Secondly, the first interpretation of the data was checked with the members and 

against any discrepant information. Taking a realist approach, I recognised that my first 

interpretation should remain fallible and open to reinterpretation as new insights emerge 

(McPhail & Lourie, 2017). A researcher may interpret a situation slightly differently to 

participants, meaning that member checking is an important process to validate preliminary 

findings (Stake, 2006). I checked the findings with participants by sharing their interview 

transcript and observation notes and clarified any uncertain information through informal-

discussions. Even upon checking the data with participants the initial codes or themes were 

not viewed as a final truth, instead, I looked for any discrepant information in the data across 

the case-study settings. Therefore, each cycle of analysis was viewed as another step that 

ensured that the final themes and theory were thoroughly checked and carefully considered. 

Thirdly, rich description of the case-study settings was used to outline the cases in a 

way that can support the reader to make their own interpretations of the data (Creswell, 
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2014). Stake (1995) describes the benefit of presenting each case like a narrative that can 

help the reader see, hear, and feel what the researcher has experienced as they entered each 

setting. This is important for allowing the reader to deeply understand and make their own 

interpretation of the case (Stake, 1995). For each participant, their learning environment, 

philosophy, practice, and experiences with FFL was outlined in a way that could help the 

reader feel what it was like to visit the case-study settings.  

Fourthly, my positionality as a primary school teacher and ontological and 

epistemological beliefs have been outlined for the reader to consider. Being honest and open 

about one’s views and any potential biases makes it easier for the reader to ascertain the 

validity of a study (Creswell, 2014). It is inevitable that a researcher’s connection to their 

research will shape their interpretation of the findings at least to some degree (Savin-Baden 

& Major, 2013). Thus, a positionality statement has become an increasingly important 

addition to qualitative research. Moreover, the use of disciplinary concepts as a key part of a 

realist methodology assists with providing a degree of objectivity in interpreting the findings.  

 

Informed consent:  

A ‘Participant Information Sheet’ (see Appendix A) was shared with the principal and board 

of trustee’s chairperson of each school before permission to conduct research was obtained. 

In turn, I met with each principal to explain the research project and the school’s obligations 

associated with granting permission to collect data, before requesting formal consent. For 

the twelve teachers involved in stage one of the research, the scope and purpose of the study 

as well as the requirements of their involvement were clearly outlined in a ‘Participant 

Information Sheet’ (see Appendix B). Each participant was provided with an opportunity to 

ask questions and discuss the study before signing the ‘Consent Form’. For the teachers in 

stage two, the details of the study and the requirements of their involvement were also 

outlined in a ‘Participant Information Sheet’ (see Appendix C) that explained that informed 

consent was provided upon volunteering to complete the questionnaire.  

 

Confidentiality: 

For the twelve key participants in stage one of the research confidentiality was maintained 

through the protection of data on a password encrypted computer, the use of pseudonyms 
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during the write up or presentation process, and the avoidance of collecting or sharing data 

that would easily identify a school or participants themselves. However, it was clearly outlined 

on the ‘Participant Information Sheet’ and ‘Consent Form’ that due to the small and close-

knit nature of New Zealand school communities, there is a small chance that the case-study 

setting, and/or individual participants could be identified.  

 

Anonymity: 

Because stage one of the data collection involved interviews, anonymity could not be 

provided. However, it was provided for the participants in stage two. In the anonymous 

online-questionnaire no identifying information was requested and the respondents Internet 

Protocol (IP) addresses were not collected, ensuring that anonymity was maintained.  

 

Participant’s rights to withdraw:  

As clearly stated on the ‘Participant Information Sheets’ and ‘Consent Forms’, participants in 

stage one had the right to withdraw from the study at any point up until two weeks after the 

participants received their final transcript when data analysis commenced. Before signing the 

‘Consent Form’ I informed each participant that I was aware circumstances may change and  

myself and their principal provided assurance that they could withdraw from the study at any 

point without any ramifications from me or the school. An unforeseen challenge saw one 

teacher withdraw and be replaced by another volunteer. However, due to the anonymous 

nature of stage two of the research, participants were informed that they would not be able 

to withdraw from the study upon completing the questionnaire, due to the inability to identify 

individual respondents.  

 

Conflicts of interest:  

Any conflict of interest was avoided by excluding schools in which I had worked or in which I 

had a close relationship with any of their staff. Therefore, I had no prior relationship with any 

of the participants.  
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Data Analysis Plan:  

Thematic analysis was used to organise the quantitative data in a way that maintained a close 

association between the data and my interpretation. Thematic analysis is an inductive 

approach specifically designed to investigate the main themes that emerge in qualitative data 

(Guest et al., 2012). Both during and upon completion of the data collection process, thematic 

analysis sees the researcher look to broadly understand the data, identify the key themes, 

establish appropriate codes, group the data, examine relationships within the data, and 

speculate what the data is saying in relation to the research questions (Mutch, 2013a).  

Traditionally thematic analysis sees the researcher conduct the tedious but effective 

process of cutting and organising photocopies of their notes into appropriate themes and 

colour coding them (Guest et al., 2012). However, software packages now ease this process. 

Therefore, NVivo12 was used to support the five steps presented in Figure 3. NVivo is a useful 

programme for organising qualitative data for easy retrieval and analysis (Pickard, 2013).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

The thematic analysis process followed the five steps in Figure 3, which I reflect on 

below. The steps are refined from a combination of Corbin and Strauss (2015) and Silverman’s 

(2017) recommendations for thematic analysis in which I establish open-codes, that are 

subsequently refined to broader axial-codes, and an overarching selective-code. Rather than 

a linear model, this is a recursive process that involved continually moving back and forward 

between the steps. It was useful that I was the sole researcher in managing the analysis 

Figure 3 

The Thematical Analysis Process. 

Step 1: Familiarise oneself with the research data 

Step 2: Generate and record open-codes 

Step 3: Check and refine the initial codes 

Step 4: Identify the axial-codes that are emerging  
 

Step 5: Refine the categories into selective-codes and 
relate to theoretical frameworks and existing literature 

Note. The five steps are adapted from recommendations 
by Corbin and Strauss (2015) and Silverman (2017). 
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process. This allowed for the initial analysis to begin in the field as the data was recorded and 

transcribed. The early codes where then refined into broader themes as seen in the example 

of developing open, focused, and axial-codes in Appendix H.  

 

Step 1: Familiarise oneself with the research data 

The data analysis began with familiarising myself with the data. Corbin & Strauss (2015) argue 

that researchers should first get to know the data without trying to code it. I spent time 

considering the important themes during the initial transcription of the data and re-read each 

transcript before conducting more detailed analysis. I found that this helped me to return to 

what I was thinking in the initial interview or observation and quickly recap the main points 

of the conversations before looking at them in greater detail. 

 

Step 2: Generate and record open-codes 

Once I had re-familiarised myself with the data, I read the texts in their entirety recording any 

codes that were emerging. I used open-coding to first record the initial themes that were 

evident in each transcript (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). Throughout the coding process I had the 

research questions pinned up in front of me as a useful guide to ensure the codes remained 

relevant to the wider research aims (Guest et al., 2012). As each code emerged, I recorded a 

title, description, and example in my code book. I was deliberate to keep a limited number of 

codes to avoid the mistake of establishing too many or disorganised codes (Coe et al., 2017). 

Once I had identified a number of explicit codes, I followed Corbin & Strauss’s (2015) advice 

of going back through the data line by line to check all of the important information was 

coded. I even developed a code ‘Not Sure’ under the advice of Guest and colleagues (2012) 

to identify important but not easily codable sections and I started each day by checking this 

folder to see if any appropriate codes could be found.  

 

Step 3: Check and refine the initial codes 

Once open-codes had been assigned to the transcripts I reviewed each transcript to check 

that all of the appropriate information had been coded. I was aware that it is difficult to 

manage too many codes at one time (Coe et al., 2017). So, I re-read the data three times 

focusing on a different set of codes for each reading. It is very easy to make 
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misinterpretations, so I felt that it was important to use Stake’s (1995) recommendation of 

continually asking myself if my first interpretation was true to each participant’s views. I 

considered the various meanings that terms including ‘ILE’, ‘inquiry’ or ‘student-centred’ can 

have. Upon checking the open-codes I refined them to more focused-codes and checked that 

all of the data still matched the codes description. 

 

Step 4: Identify the axial-codes that are emerging 

My next step was to aggregate the focused-codes into the main themes (Silverman, 2017). In 

comparison to a code, a theme is a more abstract category that may be made up of or 

influenced by a number of open-codes (Guest et al., 2012). Instead of looking at individual 

pieces of data I began to compare and contrast the codes across the participants and case-

studies. At this point the focused-codes were refined into axial-codes as seen in the example 

presented in Appendix H, with the initial codes merged into new themes that accurately 

represent the key findings across the data.  

 

Step 5: Refine the themes into a selective-code and relate it to appropriate 

theory 

My realist ontology recognises that case-study research is not merely about identifying 

themes but using them to look deeply at and develop a theoretical perspective about a 

phenomenon (Stake, 1995). Instead of simply observing what is happening a social scientist 

is trying to explain how and why it is happening (Coe et al., 2017; de Vaus, 2001). Upon 

establishing confidence in the open and axial-codes, I looked to understand the themes that 

were emerging. I developed a selective-code for each sub-research question, refining the 

codes into one broad statement to support the discussion in the cross-case analysis (Corbin 

& Strauss, 2015). At this stage the study took an important step beyond description to develop 

a theoretical link between wider influences and participant’s perspectives and practices 

(Neuman, 2011; Stake, 1995).  

 

Theory to Support Data Analysis:  

The disciplinary concepts of the pedagogic device (Bernstein, 2000), classification and framing 

(Bernstein, 2000) and the thesis of stages (Beeby, 1966) were identified as useful tools to 
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consider the future-focused literature and provide a possible means for in-depth theoretical 

interpretations of the data. Bernstein and Beeby developed their theories in the 20th-century 

to explain the development and evolution of education systems. Bernstein was particularly 

interested in understanding the elements of social control underpinning the knowledge and 

practices that are introduced into schools (Bernstein, 2000; Lim, 2017; Singh, 2002), while 

Beeby focused on the practical aspects of introducing change across school systems (Alcorn, 

1999; Beeby, 1966; Hugo, 2013). Both Beeby and Bernstein were concerned with the 

reproduction of inequality across education systems (Hugo & Wedekind, 2013). In the 

following sections, the three theories are introduced before they are used to help organise 

the literature and findings throughout this thesis.  

 

The pedagogic device (Bernstein, 2000): 

Bernstein’s (2000) pedagogic device consists of three related rules outlined in Figure 4. The 

distributive, recontextualisation, and evaluative rules look to explain the way in which new 

values, knowledge, attitudes, or ideals are developed and transferred into educational 

practice. Understanding the three fields of the pedagogic device is useful for exploring the 

way that knowledge and ideas are transferred from outside to inside schools (Robertson & 

Sorensen, 2018; Singh, 2002); determining who has the power and control over new ideas 

(Bernstein, 2003); or in the case of this research understanding how educational philosophies 

and ideas can move from their development by international bodies to their implementation 

in national education systems (Singh, 2002). Therefore, the pedagogic device is an important 

conceptual tool for examining the emergence of FFL and the influence it holds over 

educational practice in developed and developing education systems.  
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The distributive rule: 

The distributive rule examines the way that new knowledge and ideas are developed and 

shared. It endeavours to understand the source of new educational values, knowledge, 

attitudes, or ideals (Bernstein, 2000). In this study for example, FFL is predominantly an 

international narrative recontextualised in New Zealand’s context (Lourie, 2020). The 

distributive rule examines the intricacies of who determines what is distributed, who 

knowledge is distributed to, and under what conditions it is distributed (Bernstein, 2000). In 

the case of FFL, the distributive rule is useful for investigating those that have determined the 

importance of future-focused change and the conditions under which new initiatives should 

be distributed into New Zealand schools. As a future-focused narrative has emerged, choices 

have been made about what and how new philosophies should be shared (Lim, 2017). The 

Field of Production: 
The distributive rule looks to explain the way 
that new values, knowledge, attitudes, or 
ideas, are distributed by the dominant cultural 
group from the field of production to their 
implementation in school practice.  

Field of Recontextualisation: 
The recontextualisation rule considers how new 
ideals are understood as they shift from 
development, to the official recontextualised 
field of the state, and on to the pedagogic 
recontextualised field of local schools. 

Field of Reproduction:  
The evaluative rule seeks to determine the 
recontextualisation of new values, knowledge, 
attitudes, and ideas in order to understand how 
they are implemented and utilised at the field 
of reproduction by teachers in local schools. 

Figure 4  

Bernstein’s (2000) Three Rules of the Pedagogic Device. 

The Distributive Rule 

The 
Recontextualisation 

Rule 

The Evaluative Rule 
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distributive rule is a powerful tool to move discussions past the surface features of change to 

consider the complex social, economic, and political factors that are shaping FFL.  

 

The recontextualisation rule: 

The recontextualisation rule considers the way in which new educational values, knowledge, 

policies, and ideals are adapted or changed in their classroom implementation (Bernstein, 

2000; McPhail, 2016a). New knowledge and ideals are recontextualised as they are 

interpreted in national policy, teacher training, universities, and schools (Singh, 2002). For 

example, before the application of FFL it has first been recontextualised into the Ministry of 

Education’s guidelines and then distributed and recontextualised again during teachers’ 

interpretation of the ideas (McPhail, 2016a). The process of recontextualisation can see the 

original meaning of new knowledge or ideas somewhat distorted as they are interpreted in - 

their implementation (Lim, 2017; Muller, 2009). Therefore, the two sub-fields of the ‘Official 

Recontextualised Field’ controlled by the state and the ‘Pedagogic Recontextualised Field’ 

controlled by schools and teachers can both have a profound influence on the way that new 

knowledge and ideals are understood and utilised in the classroom (Bernstein, 2000). It is the 

autonomy of the ‘Pedagogic Recontextualised Field’ that is most significant, as it is here that 

challenges can be made to the dominant discourse. This autonomy is particularly interesting 

in New Zealand, as schools and teachers are concurrently expected to develop a localised 

curriculum whilst simultaneously adopting the narrative of FFL and its associated pedagogies.  

 

The evaluative rule: 

The evaluative rule conceptualises the boundaries and checks that accompany new 

educational values, knowledge, attitudes, or ideals (Bernstein, 2003). Different 

interpretations can easily emerge during recontextualisation. Therefore, new ideas are rarely 

distributed without some regulatory process to understand their implementation (Bonal & 

Rambla, 2003). It is usually assessment and accountability measures that have a strong 

influence on teachers’ practice (Biesta, 2010). In some cases, distributors clearly regulate and 

enforce set guidelines that means that they hold control over classroom practice, while in 

other cases teachers have autonomy to determine a local curriculum or pedagogies 

(Bernstein, 2000). The evaluative rule is useful for examining the level of control that the 



                                        The Impact of FFL on NZ Primary School Teachers: By Edward Pinel 

  35 

Ministry of Education and international education bodies are currently asserting over 

teachers’ implementation of FFL (Cobb & Couch, 2018). Examining current evaluative 

processes can help determine whether there is strong or weak classification and framing, or 

coherence between the Ministry of Education and teachers’ interpretation and 

implementation of FFL (Lim, 2017).  

 

Classification and framing (Bernstein, 2000): 

Bernstein developed the theoretical concepts of classification and framing that are useful for 

examining the power and control held over teachers (Robertson & Sorensen, 2018). 

Classification and framing can help to investigate the way in which new ideas are established 

across an education system (Bernstein, 2003; Scott, 2008). Instead of being ideologically 

neutral FFL is underpinned by important political, social, and economic beliefs (Bonal & 

Rambla, 2003; Gilbert, 2005; Wood & Sheehan, 2012). Therefore, classification and framing 

can help in examining the way in which FFL has emerged in contrast to traditional teaching 

approaches and consider the level of control asserted over its implementation. 

 

Classification: 

Bernstein (2000) established the concept of classification outlined in Figure 5 to examine 

power relationships between different groups or categories. Classifications can be weak with 

many overlaps between categories or strong as groups emerge as distinct from each other 

(Bernstein, 2003). As two categories are identified as holding distinct characteristics, it is 

possible to study the power relationships at play between them. Learning can be compared 

across the historical categories of subject areas in which there is an ingrained hierarchy and 

different strengths of classification (Gerver, 2014). For example, Mathematics has an 

explicitly defined focus, evidence informed pedagogies, and a specified body of disciplinary 

knowledge that strongly classifies it as distinct from other subject areas, while the Social-

Sciences borrow ideas, pedagogies, and disciplinary knowledge from the-Arts, History, 

Geography, Science, and English, meaning its boundaries are less defined and it is weakly 

classified.  
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It is important to remember that classifications have been developed by groups of 

people (Scott, 2008). Therefore, there is an element of symbolic power and control that can 

be examined in their establishment (Bernstein, 2003). In returning to the example of school 

subject areas, there has always been a sense of tension between the perceived importance 

of different subject areas (Thomas, 2013). Various groups, including business leaders, 

politicians, parents, students, and teachers themselves have influence over the subject areas 

that are considered most valuable. By identifying the societal groups with the greatest level 

of influence, one is also identifying those who hold symbolic power and control to establish 

and maintain the significance of different classifications (Bernstein, 2000).  

Bernstein’s (2000) theory of classification has been identified as especially valuable 

for examining the emergence and influence of new educational philosophies (Scott, 2008). As 

new classifications emerge within any area of education, Bernstein’s work supports the 

investigation of the symbolic power and control that is asserted within them (Bernstein, 

2003). There are underlying politics surrounding all areas of education and Bernstein’s 

theories are important for critiquing the political motives within educational decisions (Muller 

et al., 2004). It is important to consider how and why new practices are being introduced and 

the theory of classification helps educators to ponder questions like ‘Who established these 

Figure 5  

Bernstein’s (2000) Theory of Classification. 

Classification refers to the relationship between 
different groups or categories. The relationship 
between categories is examined by investigating 
how different or similar they are to each other.  

When there is overlap between two 
categories, we describe them as 
weakly classified as they hold many 
similarities to each other. 

Classification 

When there is a clear distinction 
between two categories, we describe 
them as strongly classified as each 
category contrasts with the other. 

Weak 
Classification 

Strong 
Classification 
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classifications?’; ‘Why are they different?’; ‘What are they leading to?’; or ‘What influence 

are they having?’ (Bernstein, 2000).  

 
Framing: 

Bernstein’s theory of framing outlined in Figure 6 examines the level of control that is being 

asserted over the implementation or abandonment of certain classifications (Bernstein, 

2000). Framing is interested in looking at who controls new ideas, particularly at the level of 

the classroom (Scott, 2008). Framing examines how ideas and knowledge are passed on and 

who controls the selection, sequencing, pacing, and evaluation of what is to be taught. For 

example, strong framing implies that teachers control what is to be taught and weak framing 

indicates that control is shared with students (Bernstein, 2000), as seen in the relationship 

between teachers and students in inquiry-based approaches. A researcher can use this theory 

to ask whether framing is strong and the transmitter of educational ideals controls classroom 

practice, or whether framing is weak, and teachers hold power to determine their curriculum 

or pedagogical practice. There can be different levels or framing within an education system 

(Bernstein, 2003). For example, framing may be strong from a principal to teachers, but weak 

from the Ministry of Education to schools. 

 

Figure 6 

Bernstein’s (2000) Theory of Framing.  

Framing is interested in examining the level of 
control being asserted over the establishment of 
maintenance of classifications. It determines 
whether it is the transmitter or acquirer that 
holds the power over the introduction of ideas.  

Framing is weak when new ideas or 
information are controlled by the 
receiver. In this case teachers hold 
power over the introduction of ideas.  

Framing is strong when new ideas or 
information are controlled by the 
transmitter. In this case authorities 
clearly define teachers’ practice. 

Weak 
Framing 

Strong 
Framing 

Framing 



                                        The Impact of FFL on NZ Primary School Teachers: By Edward Pinel 

  38 

Framing is conceptualised as a continuum from weak to strong that considers the 

extent to which clear expectations govern teachers’ practice or to what degree educators are 

allowed to use their professional judgement to determine their practice (Bernstein, 2000). 

Strong framing promotes one clear option as the transmitter explicitly states what is 

expected, while weak framing opens up multiple possibilities as teachers are given autonomy 

to determine classroom practice (Bernstein, 2003; Palmer-Cooper, 2016). When framing is 

strong, power is asserted to ensure that curriculum, pedagogies, or assessment practices are 

uniformly implemented across all schools, while weaker framing sees ideas shared with less 

control over their final implementation (Bernstein, 2000; Young, 2011). 

When investigating framing, Bernstein encourages educators to give consideration to 

the different types of knowledge that is taught in schools (Thomas, 2018). Bernstein (2000) 

differentiates between mundane or everyday knowledge, and esoteric knowledge that 

encompasses the core disciplines of each subject. Both types of knowledge have a part to play 

in school, as mundane knowledge is important to developing everyday understanding 

(Thomas, 2018). However, Bernstein encourages educators to give special consideration to 

the control asserted over the transmission of powerful knowledge that has the potential to 

transform the way that students think about the world and their lives (Bernstein, 2000; 

McPhail & Rata, 2016; Singh, 2002; Young, 2011).  

 

The thesis of stages (Beeby, 1966): 

Beeby developed and refined the thesis of stages outlined in Figure 7 from the 1940’s to the 

1970’s based on his experience of leading educational reform across New Zealand, Western 

Samoa, and the Cook Islands (Beeby, 1992). Beeby’s experience as an educational 

administrator and his passion for introducing progressive pedagogies gave him a powerful 

insight into the complexity of improving primary school systems (Beeby, 1962; 1992; Hugo, 

2013). Progressive educational development of the mid-20th-century holds strong similarities 

to the early-21st-century process associated with introducing FFL, suggesting that Beeby’s 

ideas are still valuable today (Little, 2013). In the mid-20th-century Beeby felt there was a lack 

of understanding about the complexity of developing school systems that needed addressing 

(Beeby, 1980). In order to articulate his lessons learnt from leading educational change in the 
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South Pacific, Beeby developed the thesis of stages to outline a theoretical perspective 

explaining the way in which primary school systems slowly evolve over time (Beeby, 1966).  

 

When working with a Western Samoan and Cook Island’s education system in the mid-

20th-century that had approximately 100 years less development than New Zealand’s, Beeby 

found himself ironically encouraging the adoption of practices that he had spent most of his 

career trying to eradicate in New Zealand (Beeby, 1962). Beeby determined that the early 

developmental stage of the Western Samoan and Cook Island’s education systems meant that 

their teachers did not have the resourcing, prior-knowledge, or public and governmental 

support to adopt the more progressive approaches concurrently prioritised in New Zealand. 

The Dame School Stage 

Stage of Meaning 

Stage of Formalisation 

Stage of Transition 

Pre-System Development: Teachers have not 
experienced an effective primary school education and 
are poorly trained to conduct their role. The curriculum 
is poorly developed, and schooling’s focus centres on 
memorising the basis in literacy and numeracy and 
maintaining tight control over students’ behaviour.  

Early-System Development: Teachers received a poor 
education but have a basic training. A fixed curriculum 
is set that teachers rigidly follow as they do not have 
the confidence or skills to plan the learning process. A 
one-size-fits-all approach leads to students’ boredom 
so tight discipline is used to maintain control. 

Basic-System Development: Teachers have had a 
satisfactory education and good training. A wider 
curriculum has been introduced and teachers use 
several pedagogies. Students begin to take a role in the 
learning process as teachers have the confidence and 
understanding to answer student’s questions.  

Complex-System Development: Teachers are well 
educated and trained. A wide curriculum and variance 
in teaching approaches is utilised. Appropriate 
resourcing, equipment, and learning environments 
effectively support teachers. Students are supported 
by teachers to develop a deep understanding of topics. 

Figure 7  

Beeby’s (1966) Thesis of Stages.  
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Additionally, Beeby observed that when New Zealand teachers and administrators provided 

support for their Pacific neighbours, they usually failed to consider the working conditions, 

mindset, and educational experiences of their Pacific colleagues, which resulted in little 

progress (Beeby, 1966). Beeby concluded that an education system developed through stages 

of progress in New Zealand could not simply be transferred into the Western Samoan or 

Cooks Island’s education system (Beeby, 1962). 

Teachers trained and working at the ‘dame school stage’ on remote Pacific Islands, 

could not immediately adopt the philosophical ideas that were presented by visiting New 

Zealand teachers that had failed to recognise their different position at the ‘stage of 

transition’ or ‘meaning’. Instead, Beeby determined that an awareness needs to be developed 

that all school systems go through stages of development that cannot be skipped over or 

hastily moved past (Beeby, 1966). The three main hypotheses from the thesis of stages are 

that (i) educational change is a continuum of growth, (ii) educational improvement is always 

a complex, slow, and costly process, and (iii) teachers’ knowledge and ability is central to the 

success of educational change and the overall health of an education system (Beeby, 1962; 

1966; 1980). I discuss each of these components in the following sections.  

 

(i) Educational change is a continuum of growth:  

Beeby’s (1966) thesis of stages was developed to theorise how primary school systems 

progress over time. The initial thesis of stages developed in 1962 had three stages, that were 

expanded to four presented in Figure 7 in 1966. However, Beeby described his thesis as open 

to refinement, and he was aware that distilling school improvement to distinct stages may be 

an overtly simple way to look at the complex issue of educational progress (Beeby, 1962). 

Therefore, in his later work Beeby (1980) felt that a continuum of growth may better 

encapsulate the core principles of his thesis. None the less, the main hypothesis remained 

that education systems go through patterns of growth that cannot be rushed or skipped over 

(Beeby, 1966). Beeby inferred that school systems generally improve over time, but teachers 

cannot simply adjust from one way of doing things to another, as each subtle stage of 

developmental is an important stepping-stone that cannot be missed on route to the next.  
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(ii) Educational improvement is a complex, slow, and expensive process:  

Improving primary school practice is infinitely harder than what most first presume (Beeby, 

1980). A stage of development usually takes decades and cannot be hastily moved past 

(Beeby, 1966). This is because improving the quality of teaching is a very expensive and time-

consuming process (Beeby, 1980). However, Beeby perceived that many policymakers, 

politicians, educators, and educational researchers underestimate what is required to 

successfully implement system wide school improvement. Even the presence of a strong 

commitment, unlimited funding, and extensive support does not guarantee the success of 

educational improvement (Beeby, 1966). Teachers have a varied ability to cope with and 

manage change, but it is the below average teacher rather than the early adopters that 

determine how quickly a school system will progress (Beeby, 1988). Beeby (1980) concluded 

that the complex nature of education systems means that improving the quality of teachers’ 

practice always requires excessive time, funding, and resourcing for change to occur. Beeby’s 

observation of educational change as complex, slow, and expensive has implications for the 

current success we might expect of the implantation of FFL in New Zealand.  

 

(iii) Educators are central to school improvement:  

At the heart of Beeby’s views of educational improvement is the idea that teachers are central 

to change (Hugo, 2013). As outlined in Figure 7, Beeby recognised that education systems 

have or are still progressing through ‘the dame stage’ where the bulk of educators are ill-

educated and untrained, the ‘stage of formalisation’ where teachers are poorly-educated but 

trained, the ‘stage of transition’ where teachers have experienced a better education and are 

well trained, and the ‘stage of meaning’ where teachers are well educated and trained (Beeby, 

1966). The thesis of stages holds a fundamental belief that improving teachers’ level of 

education and training is key to improving the quality of an education system. In the long run, 

Beeby theorised that the health of a country’s economy and education system is reliant on 

the quality of teachers (Beeby, 1966; Hugo, 2013). Moving along the continuum of growth 

requires extensive levels of training and support (Beeby, 1962). However, Beeby regularly 

shared concern that educational reformists often neglect the importance and complexity of 

training teachers to implement proposed changes (Beeby, 1980; 1988; 1992).  

 



                                        The Impact of FFL on NZ Primary School Teachers: By Edward Pinel 

  42 

The theoretical tools developed by Bernstein and Beeby were used throughout this study in 

a way that complements the strengths and addresses the limitations of each theoretical 

perspective. Both Bernstein and Beeby are interested in similar issues of power and control 

in educational practice, social inequality, and the influence of curriculum and pedagogical 

reform (Hugo & Wedekind, 2013). On the one hand, Bernstein’s work is useful for stepping 

back and considering to overarching social, economic, and political influences on New 

Zealand’s education system. Thus, the pedagogic device and classification and framing are 

used in this study to zoom out and reflect upon the emergence of FFL and the power and 

control imbedded within future-focused discourse. However, Bernstein’s work is limited in its 

ability to consider the practical application of FFL. On the other hand, Beeby’s thesis of stages 

is unique in the way that it is informed by his first-hand experience of leading educational 

change across New Zealand’s education system. Therefore, Beeby’s work is well suited to 

considering and generalising from the case-study participants’ internal-perspective of 

experiencing future-focused change. For this reason the main hypothesis of the thesis of 

stages are returned to in Chapter Eleven as the primary theoretical tool for understanding 

the practical application of future-focused policies at a school and classroom level. 

 

Conclusion:  

In this chapter the wider research methodologies and rationale have been discussed. A 

qualitative case-study design has been proposed to examine FFL within New Zealand’s wider 

primary school context. The main aims and rationale of the research process were discussed 

so that they can be understood or even repeated by the reader. Across the next three 

chapters the theoretical perspectives of the pedagogic device, classification and framing, and 

the thesis of stages are used to organise the future-focused literature in a way that can 

support the reader to understand the contextual factors influencing New Zealand’s future-

focused developments at the time of this study. 

 

 



                                        The Impact of FFL on NZ Primary School Teachers: By Edward Pinel 

  43 

Part 2: The Literature Review 
Part Two of this thesis unpacks the literature associated with FFL across three chapters. 

Chapter Three uses Bernstein’s (2000) pedagogic device to support an investigation of the 

early-21st-century distribution, recontextualisation, and evaluation of FFL into New Zealand’s 

primary school context. The recontextualisation of FFL is discussed at the macro-level of 

international organisations, meso-level of New Zealand’s Ministry of Education, and the 

micro-level of New Zealand primary schools. Chapter Four uses Bernstein’s (2000) theories of 

classification and framing to examine the growing influence of FFL in New Zealand’s 

education system. The strong classification of future-focused and traditional learning is 

discussed before reflecting on the Ministry of Education’s 21st-century classification and 

framing of the future-focused narrative and the emphasis it places on a new future for New 

Zealand’s primary school system. Finally, Chapter Five uses Beeby’s (1966) thesis of stages to 

justify a historical review of the guiding myths that have shaped the 150 years of development 

in New Zealand’s primary school system as an important prerequisite to understanding the 

present introduction of FFL. The importance of reflecting on New Zealand’s educational 

history is argued as present developments build upon a slow process of improvement that 

first needs to be understood in order to plan for and implement an alternative vision for any 

education system (Beeby, 1966; Berry, 2011; Hood, 2015; Rata & Sullivan, 2009). 
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Chapter 3: The Distribution, Recontextualisation, and 

Evaluation of Future-Focused Learning into New Zealand’s 

Primary School Context 

Introduction:  

This chapter uses Bernstein’s (2000) theory of the pedagogic device to examine the growing 

influence and current interpretation of the future-focused narrative in New Zealand’s primary 

school context. The significance of the pedagogic device is briefly discussed, before its three 

rules are used to help organise the current literature in a way that demonstrates that FFL has 

been distributed internationally by a small number of organisations, recontextualised broadly 

at a macro, meso, and micro level before being implemented in New Zealand classrooms. 

Teachers’ interpretation of FFL is evaluated through several means by the Ministry of 

Education and global educational organisations. International organisations and the 

Ministry’s symbolic control of the pedagogic device has seen FFL emerge from a globally 

connected response to educational development to one with a significant influence across 

New Zealand’s education system. However, further research is required to fully determine 

how primary school teachers are recontextualising future-focused change.  

 

The Significance of the Pedagogic Device: 

The three rules of the pedagogic device first introduced in Chapter Two are recognised in this 

chapter as an important mechanism for analysing the way in which new knowledge, 

philosophies, and practices are introduced into organisations and schools (Bernstein, 2000; 

Singh, 2002). Any significant changes like those seen within the future-focused narrative are 

regulated by the distributive, recontextualisation, and evaluative rules of the device. The 

distributive rule indicates who has the power to pass on new ideas to schools and determine 

what knowledge is shared; the recontextualisation rule indicates the way in which new ideas 

may evolve as they are interpreted and adapted in the lead up to and during their 

implementation; and the evaluative rule indicates the regulatory processes surrounding the 

monitoring of the implementation of new ideals (Bernstein, 2000). Across the following 

sections in this chapter the concept of the pedagogic device is used to review the current 
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literature in regard to the distribution, recontextualisation, and evaluation of FFL into New 

Zealand’s primary school context.  

 

The International Distribution of the Future-Focused Narrative: 

New Zealand’s growing emphasis on FFL can be traced back to the distribution of the future-

focused narrative from a small number of global organisations including the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), United Nations Educational, Scientific, and 

Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), the World Bank, and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 

along with international educational firms including the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 

Education Fast Forward, Pearson Education, and McKinsey and Company (Robertson, 2016). 

When tracing the origin of FFL, international organisations could be considered the ‘field of 

production’ from which FFL has been distributed before being recontextualised into national 

policies and local schools. The following paragraphs discuss six political ideals underpinning 

international organisations educational philosophy that are presented in the top two tiers of 

Figure 8. Tier one illustrates that a neo-liberal knowledge economy has become the 

overarching emphasis of western politics, before tier two outlines that a subsequent focus on 

human capital theory, a digital revolution, globalisation, and a sense of precarity have come 

to influence international educational debates in both developing and developed nations.  

Firstly, Neo-liberal principles have come to influence education systems globally 

(Hoadley, 2018; Kertz-Welzel, 2018; St. George et al., 2014; Young, 2011). Neo-liberal reform 

has seen individual choice, responsibility, and greater local autonomy come to regulate school 

improvement (Mutch & Tatebe, 2017; Wylie, 2009). In turn, empowering individual choice 

and responsibility has become the main framework for the ongoing development of 

education systems because it is deemed fairer and more productive than government 

mandated change (Adams, Openshaw et al., 2005; Bates, 2009). This capitalist philosophy, 

that has been largely distributed by international economic organisations, began to strongly 

influence New Zealand’s politics in the 1980’s (Wells et al., 2018). At that point New Zealand 

became an example to the world of one of the first countries to adopt neo-liberal political 

and educational policies (McPhail & McNeill, in press). Neo-liberal ideas have since become 

engrained in the policies of all political parties to the point that it is currently hard for New 

Zealanders to imagine a future beyond free-market capitalism (Nairn et al., 2012).
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International Organisations, the Ministry of Education, and Local Schools Recontextualisation of Future-focused Learning: 

Future-Focused Learning 
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Note. Tier one and two outline the overarching influences over the global distribution of future-focused 
learning. This appears to be leading to a similar interpretation of future-focused learning with subtle 
nuances at the macro, meso, and micro-level contexts of international educational organisations, the 
Ministry of Education, and New Zealand primary schools. 
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Key Influences on the Distribution and Recontextualisation of Future-Focused Learning (Source: Author). 
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Secondly, neo-liberal principles have been distributed in such a way that western 

countries have transitioned to a knowledge economy that prioritises knowledge and 

innovation as the main emphasis of business and educational development (Benade, 2017; 

Delors, 2013; Gilbert, 2017; OECD, 1996). The OECD claim that the current epoch between 

the industrial and knowledge age is driving educational change (Charteris et al., 2018). Instead 

of industrial expansion, knowledge has become the main priority for economic improvement 

(Gilbert, 2005; Wood & Sheehan, 2012). Schools have subsequently come to be influenced by 

the idea that knowledge is no longer just something to be learnt but something to be 

continually worked with and developed to add further value (Bolstad et al., 2012). 

Thirdly, in moving to tier two human capital theorists have increasingly highlighted a 

link between educational investment and economic growth in the ongoing improvement of a 

knowledge economy (Beeby, 1966; Benade, 2017; Hoadley, 2018; Robertson & Sorensen, 

2018). It is believed that the time, effort, and resourcing put into educational improvement 

will lead to economic rewards (Delors, 1998; Hoadley, 2018). Since the late-20th-century, 

human capitalists have strongly framed the idea that economic competitiveness is reliant on 

instilling skills for continued learning and innovation (Gewirtz, 2008). In New Zealand the 

argument for continued learning has shaped emphasis on business innovation and lifelong 

learning (Cobb & Couch, 2018; Gilbert, 2005). As the future-focused narrative has 

subsequently picked up and emphasised the idea of preparing human capital with skills and 

competencies for lifelong-learning, FFL has become entwined with neo-liberal economic 

policies. This should not be surprising when we consider that the most influential educational 

policies are currently distributed from the OECD, an organisation whose mission is to 

stimulate economic progress and world trade.  

Fourthly, proponents for FFL point to the continued advancement of digital 

technologies as profoundly reshaping society and education (Doogan, 2009; Lam et al., 2021; 

OECD, 2017; Scott, 2015). It is argued that new technologies are changing the way that people 

work, learn, and interact (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2012; Delors, 1996; Schuck et al., 2018). 

Information has become more accessible than ever before and the potential for collaboration 

has emerged across borders (Illeris, 2018). Modern technologies are leading to new 

opportunities for collaboration, schooling, and knowledge sharing and expansion (Benade, 

2015; OECD, 2018b). The recent impact of Covid-19 has accelerated online-work, learning, 

and communication (Reimers, 2021). In response FFL promotes equitable access to 
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technology, digital literacy, and the facilitation of new pedagogical approaches (Gilbert, 2017; 

OECD, 2015; Scott, 2015c). In New Zealand the digital revolution has begun to fundamentally 

change education through the improved funding and integration of digital technologies to 

prepare students for the expectation that new ways of working and living will emerge (21st 

Century Learning Reference Group, 2014; Benade, 2015; Bolstad, 2017; Lourie, 2018). As a 

result, there has generally been a high uptake of digital learning across New Zealand schools 

(Lindsay, 2016).  

Fifthly, as the prevalence of technology has emerged, it has also contributed to 

globalisation as the world has become an increasingly interconnected village (Gerver, 2014; 

Wood & Sheehan, 2012). Globalisation has seen the world on the one hand become much 

smaller as knowledge and ideas are transferred across a much wider area, and on the other 

hand much larger as people are exposed to other cultures and ideas like never before (Dudar 

et al., 2017). The key point is that as a result, education has evolved from a national to an 

international endeavour (Delors, 1998; Kertz-Welzel, 2018; Sardar, 2010). This has seen the 

principles of FFL emerge as a strong focus for global educational improvement across 

developed and developing nations (Cobb & Couch, 2018; Hoadley, 2018; Kertz-Welzel, 2018).  

Sixthly, the future-focused narrative portrays a feeling of precarity. There is a sense, if 

education systems do not change now, they will quickly become irrelevant (Gilbert, 2005; 

Lewchuk, 2017). Precarity is used to refer to the increasing instability of 21st-century 

employment (Doogan, 2015) and an uncertainty towards future economic conditions that 

have contributed to an increased sense of urgency for educational reform (Benade, 2015; 

Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2012; Choo et al., 2017). Sardar (2010) describes the 21st-century as 

a post-normal time characterised by complexity, chaos, contradictions, and accelerated 

change. It is subsequently claimed that rapid reform is required in response to the precarious 

position that social, economic, political, and technological changes have put schooling under 

(Delors, 1998; Dudar et al., 2017; Gerver, 2014; Gilbert, 2005; Lam et al., 2021; OECD, 2018b). 

Proponents for FFL claim that if teachers do not look to new approaches that support the 

development of 21st-century competencies, then schooling will fail to provide the human 

resources required to support a competitive knowledge economy (OECD, 2015; Robertson & 

Sorensen, 2018). With this, Ministries and educational organisations are distributing an 

international argument for urgent educational reform that will help prepare lifelong learners 

that are adaptable to change (Bonal & Rambla, 2003; Delors, 1996; Dudar et al., 2017). 
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The strong influence of international organisations is seen in the similarity of 

educational philosophies around the world (Muller et al., 2004; Williams et al., 2013). The six 

political influences presented at the top of Figure 8 have come to be distributed across most 

countries. Despite many developed and most developing nations not adhering to the rhetoric 

of neo-liberalism or a knowledge economy, western countries and organisations have 

distributed FFL through multilateral agreements and aid packages that are largely framed 

from western perspectives (Hoadley, 2018). Therefore, a similar approach to education has 

emerged internationally (Williams et al., 2013). In New Zealand’s case this has led to a strong 

correlation between the global philosophy of international organisations and the Ministry of 

Education’s emphasis on FFL (Carvalho et al., 2020; Lourie, 2018; Matthewman & Morgan, 

2014; Wood & Sheehan, 2012). 

 

New Zealand’s Recontextualisation of Future-Focused Learning: 

Recontextualisation provides a means to investigate the way in which the future-focused 

narrative has been transferred from its distribution at the macro-level of international 

organisations, to the meso-level of the Ministry of Education, and on into the micro-level of 

teachers’ practice represented in the red, orange, and green bands of Figure 8. New ideas and 

practices are not transferred across fields unchallenged, instead, they are recontextualised 

through the beliefs of policymakers, politicians, leaders, and teachers (Bernstein, 2000; Scott, 

2008). During the recontextualisation of FFL its meaning can be altered at either the ‘Official 

Recontextualised Field’ of government policy, and the ‘Pedagogic Recontextualised Field’ of 

schools and teachers. In the next three sections the recontextualisation of FFL is summarised 

at each level to reveal that there are core themes that run across the macro, meso, and micro 

fields as well as subtle differences in emphasis at each level of recontextualisation. 

 

Global organisations macro-level development of future-focused learning: 

In the late-20th and early-21st-century, the distribution previously discussed of similar political 

and economic models across the western world and the strong influence of western policies 

on other nations has seen the world come to be shaped by comparable educational aims 

(Benade, 2015; Bonal & Rambla, 2003; Hoadley, 2018; Williams et al., 2013). Mindsets and 

values cross borders as technology has opened up new possibilities for travel and 
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interconnectivity (Kertz-Welzel, 2018; OECD, 2018a). Nations have in turn come to be 

exposed to similar information and perceptions that is leading to a homogenised global 

culture of analogous economic and educational philosophies (Adams, Openshaw et al., 2005).  

At the heart of the similar recontextualisation of FFL across the world is global 

educational organisations’ major emphasis on learners, learning, and generic skills and 

competencies as opposed to schooling’s traditional focus on the acquisition of curriculum 

knowledge. Biesta (2010) calls this shift ‘the learnification’ of education, which has seen 

education’s main function evolve from a predominant focus on content knowledge to the 

preparation of students for lifelong learning (Elfert, 2015; Gerver, 2014; Gilbert, 2005; OECD, 

2015). A powerful link has in turn been established between economic competitiveness and 

preparing students with skills for lifelong learning (Biesta, 2013; Patrix & Benade, 2018), that 

is leading to emphasis on education’s role in the development of global citizens with the skills 

to contribute to the improvement of a neo-liberal knowledge economy throughout the 

continually evolving times of the 21st-century (OECD, 2018a; Wells et al., 2018).  

In order to promote skills and competencies for lifelong learning, international 

organisations have promoted the integration of new technologies and ILEs in a way that can 

support progressive pedagogies (OECD, 2015; 2017; 2018a). The emphasis of schooling has 

expanded from ‘learning to know’ to a more holistic emphasis on also ‘learning to be, do, and 

live’ in the 21st-century (Delors, 1998; 2013). A growing emphasis has emerged on instilling 

21st-century skills and competencies (Silber-Varod et al., 2019; Stoll, 2020). However, a subtle 

distinction is noted between both terms. 21st-century skills are specific skills including 

collaboration, communication, critical thinking, and creativity that are taught to prepare 

students for lifelong learning (Guerriero, 2017; Scott, 2015; Silber-Varod et al., 2019). 

Conversely, 21st-century competencies are a broader set of capabilities that have a deeper 

intent than a mere focus on the teaching of skills to support students’ more dynamic 

understanding of living and working in the 21st-century (Hipkins, 2010). For example, the key 

competencies of the New Zealand Curriculum were adapted from the ‘Delors Report’ (Delors, 

1996) and their expansion in the ‘DeSeCo Project’ (OECD, 2005) in which they were presented 

as broad humanistic concepts to support people to live meaningful lives in the 21st-century 

(Hipkins et al., 2014; Reimers, 2021). In contrast to skills which are often presented as the 

main aim of the learning process, competencies draw on knowledge, attitudes, and values in 

a way which makes them one component of a complex curriculum (Hipkins, 2010). However, 
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it is often difficult to distinguish between skills and competencies in future-focused literature 

as they are both used to describe the preparation of students to live and work in the 21st-

century. 

 
The meso-level recontextualisation of future-focused learning in the ‘official 

recontextualised field’ of the Ministry of Education:  

New Zealand’s education system has traditionally been quick to adopt new advancements in 

international educational philosophy (Currie, 1962; Nairn et al., 2012; Openshaw & Rata, 

2009). It appears that FFL is no different. In Lourie’s (2018) work on the recontextualisation 

of global educational ideas into New Zealand’s context, she found that strong similarities have 

emerged between the Ministry of Education and the OECD’s future-focused philosophy. 

Ministry of Education documents (Ministry of Education, 2007; 2011; 2012; 2013; & 2016a) 

and the New Zealand Council for Educational Research (NZCER) publications (Bolstad, 2011b; 

Bolstad et al., 2012; Bull & Gilbert, 2014; Gilbert, 2005) have recontextualised FFL as a 

prominent aim for New Zealand’s education system.  

The Ministry of Education have recontextualised new technologies and learning 

environments as an important means to promote and enforce FFL (Bolstad, 2017; Byers, Imms 

et al., 2018; Cardno et al., 2017; Carvalho et al., 2020; Charteris et al., 2018; Lourie, 2020; 

Ministry of Education, 2013; Wells et al., 2018). The Ministry’s intention is that digital literacy 

will be increasingly taught across schools and all learning environments will be innovative in 

nature by 2030 (Hipkins, 2018). Advances in digital technologies are facilitating change and 

leading to new and more student-centred learning opportunities (Lam et al., 2021; Snape & 

Fox-Turnbull, 2011). Subsequently, ILEs (spaces that are open-plan, digitally rich, flexible to 

cater for a wide range of pedagogies, and designed to support collaboration) are being 

introduced to facilitate new pedagogical approaches across New Zealand schools (Benade, 

2017; Byers, Mahat et al., 2018; Charteris et al., 2018; Hipkins, 2018; Ministry of Education, 

2011). These changes in digital tools and environments look deeper than introducing modern 

facilities as they are intended to be a powerful catalyst for FFL (French et al., 2020; Lourie, 

2018; Ministry of Education, 2011; Smardon et al., 2015; Wells et al., 2018). 

Underpinning the similarities between the Ministry of Education and international 

organisation’s recontextualisation of FFL is their joint emphasis on promoting skills and 
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competencies for continued learning. Lifelong learning is the common theme that draws 

together all of the Ministry of Education’s recent policies (Benade, 2017). An emphasis on 

new technologies and collaborative learning environments, is intended to lead to student-

centred and constructivist pedagogies (21st Century Learning Reference Group, 2014; Bolstad 

et al., 2012; Hipkins, 2018; Lourie, 2020). Subsequently, new pedagogies emphasise 

entrepreneurship and 21st-century competencies designed to prepare all students as lifelong 

learners in a way that will lead to wider economic and societal benefits (Bolstad et al., 2012; 

Ministry of Education, 2019a; New Zealand Treasury, 1987). The Ministry believes that 

emphasis on FFL will support personalised learning approaches that can prepare all students 

with the global skills and competencies that they require to live, work, and contribute to social 

and economic improvement in the 21st-century (Ministry of Education, 2012).  

More specific to New Zealand’s context, the Ministry of Education has placed 

emphasis in their interpretation of the future-focused narrative on the importance of 

culturally responsive practice (Bolstad et al., 2012; ERO, 2013). As New Zealand’s society has 

become increasingly multi-cultural, students are more likely to work alongside colleagues 

from a different country, culture, or religion to their own (Adams, Openshaw et al., 2005; 

Delors, 2013; Wells et al., 2005). Therefore, the Ministry has encouraged cultural 

competencies, including values of equity and celebrating diversity (Ministry of Education, 

2007; 2016a). The Ministry has acknowledged New Zealand’s unique bi-cultural relationship 

by promoting Māori culture and language and mandating that schools address the historical 

underachievement of priority learners (ERO, 2013; Ministry of Education, 2018). This has led 

to the advocacy for student-centred and personalised practices that have been increasingly 

promoted as good practice for not just Māori, but all learners (Aitken & Sinnema, 2008). 

 

The micro-level recontextualisation of future-focused learning at the ‘pedagogic 

recontextualised field’ of schools and teachers: 

Since the implementation of Tomorrow’s Schools1 New Zealand schools have become self-

governing, which is considered radical from an international perspective as the Ministry of 

 
 
1 Tomorrow’s Schools (1989) ushered in the neo-liberal reform of New Zealand’s education system. The central 
control of the ‘Department of Education’ was disbanded to move autonomy to ‘school boards' that were 
impowered to govern their school with the support of the newly formed ‘Ministry of Education’.  
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Education does not hold direct control over schools or teachers (Wylie, 2009). This opens up 

the greater possibility for the varied recontextualisation of FFL across New Zealand’s 

education system. Nonetheless, the Ministry of Education’s policies and evaluative processes 

mean that they still withhold a significant level of influence over teachers’ practice (Benade, 

2017; Wylie, 2009). Current studies suggest that persistent Ministry of Education initiatives 

mean that FFL is influencing schools in ways that is slowly redefining what it means to be an 

effective primary school teacher (Bolstad, 2011b; Gilbert et al., 2015; Ministry of Education, 

2016a; Wells et al., 2018). However, further research is required to more fully understand the 

relationship between the Ministry of Education’s and teachers’ recontextualisation of FFL.  

 The current research suggests that FFL is being recontextualised in a variety of ways 

both within and across New Zealand schools. For example, Codd and colleagues’ (2002) 

review of future-focused literature found a myriad of perspectives towards FFL; Boyd and 

Hipkins (2012) highlighted teachers’ implementation of four different inquiry-based 

approaches; Benade and colleagues (2014) noted two principals’ distinct perspectives on FFL; 

Gilbert and colleagues (2015) were concerned that even after extensive professional learning 

only one third of educators developed the researchers’ ideal view of a future-focused 

mindset; Smardon and colleagues’ (2015) survey research unearthed a large variance in New 

Zealand teachers’ and leaders’ understanding of FFL; Cardno and colleagues (2017) observed 

teachers’ different understandings of personalised learning; Pountney and McPhail (2017) 

found that a trial and error approach is leading to different forms of curriculum integration; 

New Zealand’s ERO (2018) noted twelve schools’ different views of FFL; Jones (2018) observed 

educators varied knowledge of ILEs and FFL across three Auckland primary schools; Bradbeer 

and colleagues’ (2019) review of ILEs noted a variance in teachers’ mindsets across the age 

groups taught; Reinsfield (2019) discovered that even when teachers espoused value for FFL 

it did not necessarily translate into everyday practice; Carvalho and colleagues’ (2020) 

questionnaire placed 511 respondents across a continuum between using traditional 

practices and classrooms, and FFL and ILEs; and Fletcher and colleagues’ (2020) questionnaire 

of 335 educators noted a wide variance in future-focused professional learning experiences.  

Educators’ varied recontextualisation of FFL makes it difficult to determine how 

individual schools are currently influenced by future-focused change. However, it appears in 

recent studies that most schools are using a range of pedagogies with an increasing emphasis 

on the concept of lifelong learning and student-centred approaches (Boyd & Hipkins, 2012; 



 
  Edward Pinel: 1271232 

  54 

Gilbert, 2005; Patrix & Benade, 2018; Smardon et al., 2015). For example, the New Zealand 

Curriculum’s key competencies are reinforcing a shift in focus from knowledge to 

competencies as a means to developing 21st-century skills (Benade, 2015; Hipkins et al., 2014; 

Wood & Sheehan, 2012). This is leading to the increased use of collaborative practice amongst 

both teachers and students (Benade, 2017; Smardon et al., 2015); a range of inquiry-based, 

problem solving, and project based approaches (Boyd & Hipkins, 2012); learning through 

experience and play (Benade, 2017); the use of students’ strengths and interests to support 

learning, and learning experiences that acknowledge students’ cultural identity (ERO, 2018).  

 
The Evaluation of Future-Focused Learning in New Zealand Primary Schools: 

The evaluative rule examines the regulation of new discourses as they are introduced into 

schools, making it useful for considering the level of symbolic power and control that can be 

asserted over primary school teachers’ implementation of FFL (Bonal & Rambla, 2003). Within 

New Zealand’s context of self-governing schools, leaders and teachers maintain a high level 

of autonomy over classroom practice (Wylie, 2009). However, neo-liberal policies have been 

accompanied with accountability measures that somewhat undermine the autonomy 

associated with self-governance (Darling-Hammond, 2012). For example, each school is 

regularly evaluated by the Education Review Office (ERO) that appraises government 

specified criteria (ERO, 2018). In turn, the Ministry of Education’s policies have mandated 

clear requirements for the redesign of learning environments (Ministry of Education, 2011); 

the development of digital infrastructure (21st Century Learning Reference Group, 2014); and 

the introduction of future-focused pedagogies (Ministry of Education 2012; 2016). These 

ideas are further unpacked in Chapter Four’s review of the classification and framing of FFL.  

At an international level evaluative tools including the Programme for International 

Student Assessment (PISA), the Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS) and the 

Systems Approach to Better Education (SABER) have emerged to evaluate and compare the 

introduction of FFL across nations (OECD, 2018c; Robertson & Sorensen, 2018). This type of 

data predominantly collected by the OECD has helped them to become the leading influence 

in global educational development (Benade, 2017; Cobb & Couch, 2018; Kertz-Welzel, 2018). 

However, the OECD does not have the power to mandate change across countries, meaning 

that they predominantly provide guidance and support for philosophical development or 

‘symbolic control’ (Bernstein, 2000).  
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In New Zealand’s context of self-governing schools, the evaluative rule helps to 

illustrate that FFL is distributed by governing bodies but recontextualised by teachers 

themselves. Teachers play a central role in interpreting how practices will be implemented in 

the classroom (Blackmore et al., 2011; Mutch & Tatebe, 2017). It appears that the philosophy, 

beliefs, and attitudes of the average teacher ultimately determines the success of change 

(Beeby, 1988). Moreover, it is natural that teachers often hold a different perspective to 

politicians and policymakers (Beeby, 1962). It appears likely that teachers are justifying their 

recontextualisation of FFL in different ways to the strong economic imperative set by 

international organisations and the Ministry of Education. For example, McPhail and McNeill 

(in press) note that “teachers often selectively justify aspects of neoliberalism and 

recontextualize them as student-centred” (p. 7). The limited body of research suggests that 

FFL is being interpreted differently both between schools and across classrooms (Benade, 

2017; Gilbert et al., 2015; OECD, 2018b). However, it is yet to be determined how strong or 

weak the cohesion is between international organisations and teachers’ recontextualisation 

of FFL. Therefore, there is considerable need for further research into primary school 

teachers’ interpretation and implementation of FFL (Blackmore et al., 2011; Byers, Mahat et 

al., 2018; Gislason, 2010; Patrix & Benade, 2018).  

 
Conclusion: 

With the emergence of the future-focused narrative, New Zealand’s education system has 

moved into a unique period of change (Bolstad, 2011b). New educational ideas have been 

transferred through the macro, meso, and micro-fields into New Zealand’s education system. 

Bernstein’s (2000) pedagogic device is helpful for making visible the transfer of future-focused 

ideas into New Zealand’s primary school context. The distributive, recontextualisation, and 

evaluative rules provide a powerful lens to theorise the development of FFL, explore the way 

that new ideas have been interpreted, and determine the impact that new pedagogies are 

having across New Zealand schools (Bernstein, 2003). However, the self-governing nature of 

New Zealand’s education system and the limited body of future-focused research currently 

makes it difficult to determine how exactly FFL is being recontextualised or determine the 

impact these changes are having on the professional lives of New Zealand primary school 

teachers.  
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Chapter 4: The Classification and Framing of Primary School 

Teacher’s Role, Now and Into the Future 

Introduction: 

Throughout Chapter Four Bernstein’s (2000) theories of classification and framing are 

identified as important tools to understand the implementation of FFL across New Zealand’s 

education system. In the early-21st-century FFL has emerged to strongly classify future-

focused and traditional pedagogies as two contrasting visions for the future of New Zealand’s 

education system. In strongly classifying these two conflicting approaches to teaching and 

learning, international educational organisations and the Ministry of Education have framed 

the importance of moving away from traditional pedagogies to embrace FFL (Benade, 2015; 

Hipkins, 2018; OECD, 2015). Firstly, the strong classification of future-focused and traditional 

learning is discussed. Secondly, the level of framing asserted over teachers’ implementation 

of FFL is considered. Thirdly, reflection is given to the implications that the classification and 

framing of FFL may hold for the continued development of New Zealand’s education system. 

 
The Traditional and Future-focused Classification of Primary School Teacher’s 

Role: 

In the early-21st-century, proponents of FFL have strongly classified ‘traditional’ and ‘future-

focused’ practice as a rigid dichotomy presenting two contrasting futures for education (see 

Figure 9). Traditional approaches are the most commonly used and often taken for granted 

practices across educational history (Thomas, 2013; Zembylas, 2003). As proponents for FFL 

began to argue that traditional practices are no longer sufficient for meeting the needs of 

21st-century learners, traditional and FFL were classified as two distinct visions for the future. 

The strong classification of traditional and FFL encourages not just new pedagogies, but a 

complete rethinking of New Zealand’s education system (Fletcher et al., 2020; Gilbert, 2005; 

Jones, 2018). Most New Zealand schools regard themselves as transitioning from traditional 

to future-focused practices (Carvalho et al., 2020) and a pressure is building on both schools 

and teachers to approach their role in different ways (Bolstad, 2011; Wells et al., 2018). This 

section compares the contrasting classifications presented in Figure 9 by discussing the 

different curriculum foci, infrastructure, pedagogies, and values of each approach. 
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Traditional learning: 

Traditional learning predominantly refers to the teacher-centred and content driven practices 

that were embedded as the basis of western education systems in the 19th and 20th-century 

(Thomas, 2013). The 21st-century classification of traditional learning by proponents for 

change highlights the perceived deficiencies in traditional approaches not necessarily the 

realities. Throughout the 20th-century, elements of traditional teaching have been criticised 

by progressive educators (Bolstad, 2011b; Gilbert, 2005; OECD, 2018b; Stoll, 2020). However, 

21st-century proponents of FFL have added a powerful new voice to the need for educational 

reform. In doing so, they have strongly classified traditional learning as an outdated 

  Traditional Learning: 
 
 
Content-based curriculum 
Promotes knowledge acquisition 
Fixed curriculum focus 
A literacy and numeracy focus 
Segregated subject areas 
 
  
Single-cell environments 
Teachers work in isolation 
Individual learning process 
Isolated from the community 
Teacher-centred environment 
 
 
Teachers provide knowledge 
One-size-fits-all approach 
Teacher-directed pedagogies 
Short-term learning goals 
Assessment of learning 
 
 
A focus on learning to know 
Preparation for a stable world 
Extrinsic motivation 
Evasion of risk taking and failure 
Children are passive learners 

 Future-Focused Learning: 

 
Skills based curriculum 
Promotes learning to learn 
Personalised curriculum focus 
A holistic curriculum  
Integrated subject areas 
 

 
Innovative learning environments 
Teachers teach collaboratively 
Collaborative learning process  
Connected to the community 
Student-centred environment 

 
 

Teachers guide learners 
Individualised learning approach  
Student-directed pedagogies 
Long-term learning goals 
Assessment for learning 

 
 
A focus on learning to use 
Preparation for an unstable world 
Intrinsic motivation 
Failure is a part of learning 
Children are active learners 

Figure 9  

The Strong Classification of Traditional and Future-Focused Practice (Source: Author). 

 Curriculum foci: 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Educational Infrastructure: 
 
 
 
 

 
Teaching Approaches: 

 
 
 
 
 

Values: 
  

Note. Future-focused and traditional learning have become strongly classified as two 
distinct visons for the future of primary school systems. 
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educational approach in drastic need of improvement (Bolstad et al., 2012; Delors, 1996; 

OECD, 2015; Scott, 2015a).  

Traditional schooling was driven by a content-based curriculum that presents a linear 

progression of subject knowledge that is segregated into the key curriculum areas (Bolstad et 

al., 2012; Gerver, 2014; Gilbert, 2005; Guerriero, 2017). The content of some subject areas is 

considered more important than others, with special emphasis in primary schools placed on 

literacy and numeracy (Hood, 2015). In the traditional model each curriculum area consists 

of a clearly defined body of concepts and content is introduced to students through 

sequential steps that cumulatively provide a broad understanding of each discipline. Students 

are led through a continuous cycle of short-term goals that are regularly worked towards, 

assessed, and moved past as they are taught manageable pieces of information that come 

together to help students to build a wider understanding of the world (Ings, 2017). 

In a traditional system the procurement of subject knowledge is supported by 

infrastructure designed to facilitate teacher led instruction (OECD, 2013). Learning 

environments are partitioned into individual classrooms where groups of students are 

passively taught a prescribed curriculum (Campbell et al., 2013; OECD, 2018b). Commonly 

referred to as single-cell or traditional classrooms, these learning environments have been 

recently criticised for entrenching traditional approaches through their inflexible layout that 

was designed to support a limited number of pedagogies (Carvalho et al., 2020; Imms et al., 

2016; Patrix & Benade, 2018). Single-cell classes were first built to provide a stage for teachers 

to use teacher-directed pedagogies to present content knowledge to large classes of students 

(Zembylas, 2003). While traditional spaces can support innovative approaches, they have 

been criticised by proponents for change for entrenching a one-size-fits-all approach of 

teacher led instruction (Blackmore et al., 2011; OECD, 2013; Smardon et al., 2015). 

Traditional teaching approaches are closely associated with teacher-directed 

pedagogies (Prensky, 2010). It is teachers that hold sole responsibility for leading the learning 

process and providing subject knowledge to students (Biesta, 2010; Gilbert, 2005). The 

learning process is supported by content rich resources, including textbooks, maps, and charts 

(Illeris, 2018) and teachers use a small array of pedagogical approaches to lead instruction 

(OECD, 2018a; Prensky, 2010). Thus, it is the teacher’s role to use their resourcing and direct 

instruction to fill students’ minds with content knowledge that will equip them with an 

understanding of the world around them.  
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 Traditional teaching focuses have been criticised for the emphasis they place on 

instilling values of compliance, repetition, and the avoidance of mistakes (Gilbert, 2005; Hood, 

2015; Rshaid, 2011). Traditional teaching approaches are seen as reinforcing the social norms 

that will prepare students for life (Dewey, 1969). An argument has emerged that many of the 

values emphasised in traditional schooling are no longer relevant or maybe even 

counterproductive in preparing students for the 21st-century (Berger, 2007; Gerver, 2014; 

Rshaid, 2011). Traditional values do not encourage students to question the status quo or 

challenge social and cultural norms (Giddens & Sutton, 2014). Traditional practices therefore 

mirrored the cultural norms of New Zealand’s predominantly European led society, which 

rarely considered the views of marginalised learners or encouraged students to see issues 

from different perspectives (Adams, Openshaw et al., 2005; Santamaría & Santamaría, 2012).  

 

Future-focused learning:  

Future-focused practices contrast with traditional learning in almost every way as they have 

been classified in response to growing dissatisfaction with the capability of traditional 

learning to meet the needs of 21st-century learners (Choo et al., 2017; OECD, 2008; Thomas, 

2013). Instead of focusing on the teacher-directed acquisition of content knowledge, future-

focused practices emphasise the student-centred development of skills for lifelong learning 

(Bolstad et al., 2012; Gerver, 2014; Gilbert, 2005; OECD, 2018a). Students are placed at the 

centre of the learning process and given responsibility to take an active role in their education 

(Biesta, 2010; Bolstad, 2011; Scott, 2015b). 

A future-focused curriculum is intent on developing learning capacity (Bolstad et al., 

2012; Bull & Gilbert, 2014). The main emphasis is placed on helping students to learn how to 

learn (Gilbert, 2005). Instead of taking a traditional focus on subject knowledge acquisition, 

knowledge is seen as a tool to develop learning capacity (Bolstad et al., 2012). The clear 

boundaries between subject areas are weakened to shape the curriculum around the 

development of competencies including creativity, collaboration, communication, and critical 

thinking that are essential to continued learning (Christodoulou, 2014; Scott, 2015a). A broad 

focus sees the curriculum promote experiences that help students to develop skills and values 

for continually learning and adapting to the changes they will face in a 21st-century knowledge 

economy (Benade, 2017; Wheatley, 2015).  
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The longstanding views that have traditionally shaped school infrastructure have been 

challenged by FFL (Dovey & Fisher, 2014). Traditional classrooms that were strongly 

segregated are beginning to be replaced with open-plan and flexible learning environments 

(Blackmore et al., 2011; Byers, Mahat et al., 2018; Carvalho et al., 2020; Ministry of Education, 

2016b; OECD, 2013). These new spaces are commonly referred to as modern learning 

environments, flexible learning spaces, open-plan spaces, non-traditional classrooms, new 

generation learning spaces, or as in the case of this study ILEs (Bradbeer et al., 2019). In order 

to support diverse, student-centred, and engaging learning experiences, ILEs are designed to 

promote an array of pedagogical approaches, the integration of subject areas, and 

collaborative practice (Ministry of Education, 2016a; OECD, 2013). Alongside the building of 

ILEs a growing emphasis on digital infrastructure has been resourced as an important enabler 

of FFL (21st Century Learning Reference Group, 2014; Benade, 2017; Bolstad et al., 2012; 

Fletcher et al., 2020). 

The future-focused promotion of a new curriculum, classrooms, and technologies are 

all designed to encourage the use of student-centred pedagogies (Benade, 2017; Dovey & 

Fisher, 2014; Istance & Kools, 2013; Neill & Etheridge, 2008). By putting students at the heart 

of learning decisions and processes, teachers are better equipped to develop learning 

approaches that recognise and respond to student’s individual learning needs (Gerver, 2014; 

Ministry of Education, 2016b). In New Zealand, student-centred learning has come to 

encapsulate philosophies that promote ‘authentic’ learning experiences, project-based 

learning, culturally responsive practice, personalised learning, curriculum integration, and 

assessment for learning (Patrix & Benade, 2018). Primary school teacher’s growing emphasis 

on FFL is seen in the increasing implementation of a wider array of pedagogies including 

inquiry-learning, play-based learning, experiential learning, problem-solving, and 

collaborative practice that were discussed in Chapter Three (Bell, 2010; Benade, 2017; Boyd 

& Hipkins, 2012; Gilbert, 2017). 

In the 21st-century an educational focus has emerged on individually helping all 

students to develop the skills and values to live, work, and learn in a globalised world (Jean-

Marie et al., 2009). Values for lifelong learning including risk taking, curiosity, and increased 

learner autonomy are prioritised in FFL above all other aims (Biesta, 2010). A strong focus on 

celebrating cultural diversity and schooling’s benefit for the individual needs of every learner 

have emerged (OECD, 2013). In New Zealand this has seen greater value placed on addressing 
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the needs of priority learners and culturally responsive practice that honours the bi-cultural 

relationship celebrated in the Treaty of Waitangi (ERO, 2013; Ministry of Education, 2013a; 

Patrix & Benade, 2018; Robinson et al., 2009). The OECD has also promoted competencies for 

global citizenship that value the importance of seeing issues from multiple perspectives and 

engaging in relationships with peers from a different upbringing to oneself (OECD, 2018c).  

 

The Ministry of Education’s Framing of Future-Focused Learning: 

Bernstein’s (2000) work helps educators to consider the recent future-focused and traditional 

classification of primary school practice and raises questions about the level of framing of 

New Zealand teachers’ implementation of FFL. Framing refers to the level of control 

governing organisations, teachers, and students have over the promotion and 

implementation of new classifications or “the locus of control over the selection, sequencing, 

pacing and criteria of the knowledge to be acquired” (Bernstein, 2000, p. 99). The Ministry of 

Education’s strategic intentions help them to frame control of the introduction of FFL 

(Ministry of Education, 2011; 2012; 2016; 2018). Through reflecting upon the influence of 

policies that have prioritised digital technologies, ILEs, and improved outcomes for priority 

learners it is possible to consider the level of framing that the Ministry is currently asserting.  

As first introduced in Chapter Three, New Zealand’s education system has been 

shaped by the 1989 neo-liberal reform of Tomorrow’s Schools, a restructuring designed to 

weaken centralised framing and introduce a unique system of self-governance to all schools 

(Adams, Openshaw et al., 2005; Nairn et al., 2012). As a result, the majority of teaching and 

learning decisions have moved from a national to a local level in order to encourage decisions 

to be made as close as possible to the point of implementation (Bates, 2009; Wylie, 2009). 

The Department of Education was disbanded, relinquishing their authority to frame school 

practice through centralised governance to make way for the Ministry of Education to 

indirectly frame guidance through their policy initiatives, property funding, resourcing, and a 

generic national curriculum seen as a broad guiding document (Nairn et al., 2012). 

The introduction of Tomorrow’s Schools, as in many neo-liberal policies, has been 

followed by government accountability measures that have somewhat undermined the 

power of self-governance (Creasy, 2018; Wylie, 2009; Young, 2008). An area that the Ministry 

of Education has strongly framed material control is the funding of new buildings and digital 
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infrastructure, through which they have inferred the importance of new practices (Charteris 

et al., 2018; Imms et al., 2017; Lourie, 2018; Ministry of Education, 2011). It is compulsory 

that all new classroom facilities meet ILE criteria (Hipkins, 2018; Ministry of Education, 2011); 

and priority has been placed on introducing digital teaching tools, new devices, and ultrafast 

broadband to New Zealand schools (21st Century Learning Reference Group, 2014; Fletcher 

et al., 2020; Ministry of Education, 2013). However, ILEs look to deeper effects than physical 

changes as modern infrastructure is considered an important enabler of future-focused 

pedagogies (Benade, 2015; Istance & Kools, 2013; Smardon et al., 2015). 

Lourie (2018) explains that by examining New Zealand’s economic context it becomes 

clear why the Ministry of Education has promoted new ILEs and technologies that they believe 

will naturally lead to changes in teachers’ practice. Despite new infrastructure on its own not 

leading to future-focused pedagogies, both ILEs and modern technologies are seen as a 

powerful catalyst to facilitate change (French et al., 2020; Patrix & Benade, 2018; Woolner et 

al., 2007). More recently the development of ILEs has been accompanied with an increased 

focus on innovative teaching approaches, for example collaborative and inquiry-based 

learning (Lourie, 2020). For this reason, the Ministry’s infrastructure initiatives could be seen 

as a strategic push towards the introduction of FFL (Charteris et al., 2018; Lourie, 2018). 

The New Zealand Curriculum has become an important document for the Ministry of 

Education to frame the overarching vision for practice within New Zealand’s self-governing 

schools. In the Curriculum ‘future-focus’ is one of eight core principles (Benade, 2015; 

Bolstad, 2011a). The ‘front-half’ of the curriculum is underpinned by an overarching emphasis 

on lifelong learning that is an important feature of FFL (Benade, 2017; Ministry of Education, 

2012; Wood & Sheehan, 2012). This can be seen in the central position of lifelong learning in 

the New Zealand Curriculum’s vision statement and the strong emphasis placed on preparing 

students with five key competencies for living and learning in the 21st-century (Benade, 2015; 

Hipkins et al., 2014). The emphasis in the New Zealand Curriculum has shifted from what 

students should be taught to know, to knowing how to learn throughout life (Lourie, 2020). 

The curriculum is an overarching guide for the framing of practice across all schools but its 

broad and non-specific nature, well widely considered one of its greatest strengths by 

proponents for change, means that its content and pedagogical intention is weakly framed 

and left to the jurisdiction of local schools and teachers (Mutch & Tatebe, 2017). 
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 However, the Ministry of Education has honored its commitment to the Treaty of 

Waitangi by strongly framing the importance of new approaches to meeting the needs of 

priority learners (ERO, 2019; Ministry of Education, 2016a). Priority learners comprise of 

Māori, Pasifika, lower socio-economic, and students with special educational needs that are 

over-represented in New Zealand’s underachievement statistics (ERO, 2013). The Ministry 

has responded by encouraging teachers to reflect on the failings of traditional schooling and 

implement new approaches. Policies including the Iterative Best Evidence Synthesis 

Programme that released a series of documents to improve teaching practice and outcomes 

for Māori learners (Aitken & Sinnema, 2008; Robinson et al., 2009; Timperley & Alton-Lee, 

2008); Ka Hikitia that promotes new strategies for Māori learners (Ministry of Education, 

2013); and The Pasifika Strategy encouraging new approaches to improving Pasifka 

achievement (ERO, 2019). All three strategies align with future-focused philosophy in that 

they emphasise a student-centred approach, new pedagogies, and a greater emphasis on 

equipping students to succeed as culturally located lifelong learners. Through these initiatives 

the Ministry is encouraging FFL by taking the rare step of mandating change through Board 

of Trustee’s targets that are designed to reduce disparity and frame innovative approaches 

to improving academic achievement for priority learners (Ministry of Education, 2013).  

In looking at the Ministry of Education’s initiatives it is possible to see the influence of 

Tomorrow’s Schools as the Ministry has largely taken a subtle approach to guiding change 

rather than clearly mandating new approaches. None the less, their strategic interventions 

have framed the conditions for the implementation of FFL across New Zealand’s education 

system through the resourcing of infrastructure upgrades, the encouragement of FFL, a 

future-focused curriculum, and the mandating of tracking interventions to meet the needs of 

priority learners (Lourie, 2018; Ministry of Education, 2016a). Thus, even though New Zealand 

schools maintain a high degree of self-governance over their own practices, FFL has emerged 

in such a way that is hard for educators to ignore. This has left primary teachers grappling 

with FFL that appears to be emerging in a unique fashion across New Zealand schools.  

 

The Future-Focused Direction of New Zealand’s Education System:  

The classification of future-focused and traditional learning as two contrasting discourses has 

led to much discussion about the future of New Zealand’s education system. The major 
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emphasis in most debates has turned to the importance of updating schooling’s traditional 

and outdated past and implementing contemporary practices that will better prepare 

students for an unknown future (Bolstad et al., 2012; ERO, 2018; Hipkins, 2018; Ministry of 

Education, 2016a). A small body of literature has come to question the deficiencies in both 

future-focused and traditional learning (Howard, 2018; Lourie, 2020; McPhail & Rata, 2016; 

McPhail, 2020; Morgan, 2015; Young, 2008; Young & Muller, 2010). However, international 

organisations and the Ministry of Education have largely framed the widespread narrative 

that traditional practices are no longer relevant in New Zealand’s current economic climate 

and FFL should be accepted as an alternative approach for preparing students for the 21st-

century (Delors, 1996; Gerver, 2014; OECD, 2018a; Scott, 2015a). As a result, New Zealand 

has seen the emergence of an either-or dichotomy in current discussions about the best 

direction for New Zealand’s education system (McPhail, 2017b).  

 In Chapter Three the pedagogic device was used to examine the origins of FFL, in which 

it emerged that the future-focused narrative is underpinned by economic drivers that are 

designed to prepare students with competencies that are important for the continued 

expansion of a knowledge economy. In turn, the strong classification of future-focused and 

traditional learning has emerged to illustrate that some practices are deemed more important 

for a neo-liberal knowledge economy, while other longstanding pedagogies and values are no 

longer considered relevant or even seen as counterproductive (Gerver, 2014; Gilbert, 2005). 

This has led to a focus on a radical break from the past (Morgan, 2013). As represented in 

Figure 10, the future-focused narrative’s emphasis on severing education’s traditional roots 

has emerged to encourage a shift away from longstanding approaches to the transformation 

of every area of New Zealand’s education system. I have demonstrated how FFL is 

underpinned by more than educational imperatives and that the mostly OECD driven 

narrative aims for a largely uncontested view of education as the preparation of students to 

contribute to a neo-liberal knowledge economy.  

New Zealand teachers are currently faced with the prospect of implementing a future-

focused narrative that looks to cut ties with education’s traditional roots and adapt all areas 

of schooling with the aim of preparing students in alignment with a new vision for the future. 

In the widespread classification of FFL, New Zealand’s education system has been framed as 

an entire system in need of reform. As represented in Figure 10, every area of primary 

schooling is branching forward in ways that are designed to prepare students with the skills 
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and competencies required to thrive in a neo-liberal knowledge economy (Elfert, 2015; 

Gilbert, 2005; Lourie, 2020; Wells et al., 2018). Globally, these future-focused changes have 

been framed as an inherently positive way to address the deficiencies seen in traditional 

educational practice, in particular the need to prepare students for a precarious future (Young 

& Muller, 2010). However, less research has been conducted to examine the impact that 

these significant changes hold for the professional well-being of the primary school teachers 

that are expected to implement them or for the likely impact on students’ learning.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10  

A Vision for the Future of New Zealand’s Primary School System Framed by 

International Organisations and The Ministry of Education (Source: Author). 

Note. International Organisations and the Ministry of Education are framing educational 
change by looking to the severing of New Zealand’s educational roots in order to frame 
the future-focused adaptation of all areas of New Zealand’s education system towards 
the reinforcement of a neo-liberal knowledge economy.  
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Conclusion:  

In this chapter the main features of ‘future-focused’ and ‘traditional’ learning were 

introduced as two strong classifications that have been framed in present debates. 

Proponents for FFL have framed the future-focused narrative as an either-or decision 

between the implementation of two distinctly different futures. In the simplification of FFL to 

an either-or dichotomy, FFL has clearly been framed through the material and symbolic 

control of international organisation and the Ministry of Education as the best future for New 

Zealand’s education system. This has exposed teachers to new values, teaching approaches, 

infrastructure, and curriculum foci that promote the better preparation of students to 

succeed in a competitive knowledge economy. However, little is understood about the impact 

that these changes hold for the teachers that are expected to implement them or the students 

whose learning will be impacted.  
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Chapter 5: Looking Back in Order to Plan a Better Future 

 
Introduction:  

As the Ministry of Education emphasises any vision for the future, it is important to remember 

that New Zealand’s education system sits on the foundations of over 150 years of educational 

development. Beeby’s (1966) thesis of stages explains that the improvement of primary 

school systems is a continuum of growth that slowly evolves over time. Each stage is an 

important stepping-stone that cannot be skipped on route to the next (Beeby, 1980). In 

severing education’s traditional roots without considering the past, there is a danger that one 

misses the historical lessons that can inform present decisions (Hood, 2015; Rata & Sullivan, 

2009). This chapter explores the educational myths that have guided New Zealand’s 

education system throughout the 19th, 20th, and early-21st-century in order to understand the 

influence that historical lessons should hold in current debates about the future of education.  

 

Understanding the Historical Flow of New Zealand’s Education System:  

In order to look forward and establish a future-focus, it is important to understand the 

historical developments that have shaped present schooling (Beeby, 1992; Berry, 2011; Rata 

& Sullivan, 2009). It is necessary to consider the establishment of New Zealand’s primary 

school system before looking forward to a new future (Beeby, 1980). In looking back and 

considering New Zealand’s early educational development, Butcher (1930) described New 

Zealand schooling as a river that carries students forward to the ocean of life. In the beginning 

its waters ran in independent regional streams that were brought together by the 1877 

Education Act to form a great river of national education. Butcher’s analogy holds pertinence 

today as educators still work within the flow of historical influences (represented in Figure 

11) that have contributed to the present position of primary school practice.  

The meandering river in Figure 11 illustrates that New Zealand’s education system has 

flowed every couple of decades or so between significant political, economic, or social events 

that have either haltered, accelerated, or rearranged the trajectory of New Zealand’s 

education system. Tension between different economic or social aims has seen New Zealand’s 

educational river regularly change course. Beeby (1966) noted a link between education and 

the economy. Inequality is exaggerated throughout tough economic times and the purpose 
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of education comes under greater scrutiny when the economy is under performing (Rata & 

Sullivan, 2009). Therefore, the purpose of education tends to be most intensely debated 

around times of economic hardship, prompting politicians and educators to look critically at 

current practices, and making it easier to rally support behind new initiatives (Beeby, 1992). 

Figure 11  

The Historical Flow of New Zealand’s River of Primary School Education (Source: Author). 
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The following sections look back at ‘educational myths’ that have largely run between 

the regular downturns in New Zealand’s economy. At each stage of New Zealand’s 

educational development, Beeby (1988) explains that improvement has been guided by an 

educational myth. Beeby’s use of the term myth is different to its everyday use. Instead of a 

commonly held false belief, Beeby describes an educational myth as an overarching public 

aspiration that is broad enough that it is not currently attainable but specific enough to guide 

a period of educational development. An educational myth is an unattainable but 

approachable goal that guides educational planning for a time, it is not a short-term focus but 

a broad overarching aim that can sustain a generation of educational development (Beeby, 

1988; Clark, 2003). 

Throughout this chapter the five educational myths introduced in Figure 11 are 

discussed to enhance our understanding of New Zealand’s primary school history and the 

continued relevance ‘the myths’ have in considering the future-focused narrative. The first 

three myths of ‘the survival of the fittest’, ‘education of the whole child’, and ‘equality in 

opportunity’ were identified by Beeby (1988) as he reflected on the development of the first 

one-hundred years of New Zealand’s education system. Clark (2003) outlined a fourth myth 

of ‘education as a commodity’ to encapsulate the neo-liberal reform of New Zealand’s 

education system that occurred shortly after Beeby’s early writings. Finally, the educational 

myth of ‘preparation for lifelong learning’ represents my own reflections on the way in which 

New Zealand’s educational development has evolved since the turn of the century.  

 

 
Educational Myth One: The survival of the fittest (1870’s – 1920’s) 

New Zealand’s early educational development was guided by the myth of ‘survival of the 

fittest’ that emphasised the provision of every New Zealander with a basic primary education 

(Beeby, 1988). The myth guided politicians to prioritise a compulsory primary education for 

every child, in which all students at least in theory had equal opportunity to be identified as 

a small percentage of ‘the fittest’ that met the stringent entry requirements to continue onto 

post-primary education. Therefore, the 1877 Education Act for the first time supported a free, 

secular, and compulsory primary education for all New Zealanders (Openshaw et al., 1993). 

However, no provision was established for the support of post-primary education (Dakin, 

1973). It was instead presumed that in giving every New Zealander a rudimentary primary 
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education, pathways to further study would open up for the academically gifted, while the 

majority of students would leave primary school with skills and values for employment in the 

prevalent industrial or agricultural industries (Beeby, 1992; Butchers, 1930; Dakin, 1973).  

The survival of the fittest myth supported primary education to move on from its 

disjointed beginnings under regional education boards and the early influence of missionary 

schools to see the state’s influence expand for the first time (Currie, 1962; Dakin, 1973). In 

1867 the Natives School Act saw the state take control of Missionary Schools to address the 

dwindling Māori support that had resulted from the 1860’s land wars (Rata & Sullivan, 2009). 

Ten years later the 1877 Education Act was passed to regulate state governance of all primary 

schools that up unto that point had inconsistently provided an education for no more than 

half of New Zealand’s primary aged children (Currie, 1962; Dakin, 1973). The 1877 Education 

Act was an ambitious document underpinned by egalitarian principles, supporting a vision 

that everyone could work hard and get ahead (Mutch, 2013b). As in most emerging education 

systems there was a strong emphasis on the benefits that education holds for the wider social 

and economic development of New Zealand’s rapidly growing society (Beeby, 1992). 

However, slow economic improvement, limited funding, and poorly trained teachers meant 

that in the 19th-century the overall quality of schooling remained poor (Campbell, 1941).  

Following the 1877 Education Act the Long Depression lasted nearly 30 years 

impacting possible educational developments and improvement as funding was cut in 1880 

and again in 1887 (Campbell, 1941). Access to schooling was difficult, despite it being 

compulsory (Currie, 1962). New Zealand’s widespread rural populations found that weather, 

roading conditions, and farm work made regular attendance difficult or impossible (Campbell, 

1941). Huge class sizes of 80 to 100 students were common and teacher shortages 

undermined the quality of schooling. One industrious measure saw pupil-teachers paid 

meagerly to teach peers not much younger than themselves (May 2011). The lack of 

appropriate resources, large class sizes, and unqualified teachers meant that it was unviable 

for schools to look past a traditional model of direct instruction to rows of passive students 

(Campbell, 1941).  

In contrast to the late 1800’s, the early 1900’s was a prosperous time as refrigerated 

technology, a wealth of natural resources, and a guaranteed British market, saw New 

Zealand’s living standard rise to one of the best in the world (King, 2003). As New Zealand’s 

economy prospered, education was improved through enhanced teacher training and 
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increased resourcing. Concern for student’s educational experience was addressed through 

the promotion of a national curriculum, that was copied from English, Scottish, and American 

influences (Currie, 1962; Openshaw et al., 1993). This new approach was manifested in the 

1904 Syllabus that amalgamated the best of European and American thinking of the time 

(Beeby, 1966; Campbell, 1941; O'Neill et al., 2004). However, New Zealand’s values adopted 

from a British system controlled by the elite to pass on particular morals, economic 

dispositions, and work ethic did not go by uncriticised in public debates (Campbell, 1941; 

Openshaw & McKenzie, 1987). Therefore, egalitarian principles were also drawn from the 

Scottish system that remained far more democratic, with fewer notions of class distinction so 

that every New Zealander could in principle have equal opportunity to work hard and prove 

their capability to advance onto post-primary education (Beeby, 1992; Campbell, 1941).  

In the late-19th and early-20th-century the government took seriously its obligation to 

take primary schooling from its basic beginnings to incorporate the best educational thinking 

of the time as it seized more and more control from New Zealand’s regional education boards 

(Currie, 1962). Girl’s attendance rates were lifted to an equal rate with boys (Adams, 

Openshaw et al., 2005), the urban and rural divide was reduced (Campbell, 1941) and overall 

school attendance increased dramatically (May, 2011). For those students that excelled in 

primary school, post-primary opportunities expanded and in 1914 the Education Act was 

amended to include post-primary education (Dakin, 1973; Openshaw et al., 1993). However, 

expansion was soon interrupted by the First World War and the subsequent economic 

depression that followed (Couch, 2012). The turmoil of war fueled a growing concern that 

saw the survival of the fittest myth questioned and greater attention given to meeting the 

holistic needs of all students (Campbell, 1941). 

 
 
Educational Myth Two: Education of the whole child (1920’s - 1940’s) 

In moving past the basic beginnings of a one-size-fits-all primary school system, a second myth 

emerged concerned with looking to a more holistic focus on educating the whole child. New 

Zealand’s now established primary school system came to be shaped by the progressive 

philosophy of international educators including Rousseau, Pestalozzi, Froebel, Tolstoy, Piaget, 

Freud, Montessori, and Dewey that advocated for a more child-centred approach toward the 

holistic development of all students (Abbiss, 1998). Emphasis emerged on the benefits of 
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wider curriculum foci, personalised learning, student autonomy, creativity, and increased 

engagement (Mutch, 2013b). As a result, teacher training improved (Beeby, 1992), class sizes 

were reduced when funding allowed (Mutch, 2013b), and pathways to secondary schooling 

expanded with all entry requirements eventually abolished by 1936 (Rata & Sullivan, 2009).  

The second educational myth transpired between the world wars at a time defined by 

the devastation of World War One, the 1918 influenza pandemic, and the great depression 

where tens of thousands of New Zealanders lost their jobs and both exports and the national 

income fell by over 40% (Beeby, 1988; King, 2003). Every area of society was affected, 

including education. Educational cutbacks were achieved by excluding five-year-olds from 

school, preventing married woman from teaching, reducing wages, closing teacher training 

institutions, and rationalising larger class sizes (Mutch, 2013b). However, throughout this 

time a theme of ‘progressivism’ began to emerge. The 1904 Syllabus and the 1929 Red Book 

Curriculum introduced progressive ideals and the dream of a better future, but it was not until 

the great depression had passed that widespread capacity for change emerged (Beeby, 1992). 

In re-emerging from New Zealand’s toughest economic downturn and arguably the 

most difficult social period, increased resourcing allowed for a progressive approach to be 

realistically sought. A holistic focus on student well-being was introduced as old and unsafe 

buildings were redeveloped, class sizes reduced, health camps established, and nutrition and 

physical fitness introduced into the curriculum (Butchers, 1930; Campbell, 1941; Rata & 

Sullivan, 2009). Educational facilities expanded, pre-schools emerged, and secondary school 

opportunities opened up for all New Zealanders (Hood, 2015; Rata & Sullivan, 2009). The 1935 

election and fifteen-year reign of the first Labour Government brought with it a profound 

period of educational change (Mutch, 2013b). Prime Minister and Minister of Education Peter 

Fraser, and Clarence Beeby leading the newly formed NZCER, promised a new hope for all 

New Zealanders through progressive social and educational reform. They shared a dream that 

every New Zealander, from all backgrounds, should have the right to a free and individually 

tailored education and their vision harnessed strong public support that went on to guide the 

next fifty years of educational policies (Beeby, 1992; Currie, 1962).  

The momentum for progressive educational reform reached its peak with the 1937 

New Education Fellowship Conference that galvanised educators around a student-centred 

vision for education (Campbell, 1941; Couch, 2012; Currie, 1962). This pivotal time in New 

Zealand’s primary school history saw the arrival of some of the world’s leading progressive 
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educators from Britain, America, Canada, South Africa, Finland, and Austria (Couch, 2012; 

Mutch, 2013b). Over 5000 teachers attended the conferences and schools were closed to 

allow for week-long sessions to be held in Auckland, Wellington, Christchurch, and Dunedin 

(Abbiss, 1998). Teachers and the wider public engaged in debate over the best future for New 

Zealand schooling and the governments clear promotion of progressive ideals stopped just 

short of political or academic controversy (McDonald, 2002; Mutch, 2013b). 

When Beeby became the Assistant Director of Education in 1938, New Zealand 

entered a time of unprecedented educational change of the likes of which has never been 

repeated (Mutch, 2013b). The early progressive movement had a profound influence on early 

childhood and primary education (McDonald, 2002). Proficiency exams that focused 

predominantly on reading, writing, and arithmetic were abolished to make way for a broader 

curriculum (Beeby, 1992); class sizes were drastically reduced (Rata & Sullivan, 2009); the 

Education Gazette introduced progressive ideals, such as play-based methods and 

experiential learning (May, 2011); and government investment saw the development of new 

schools, classrooms, and better trained teachers (Mutch, 2013b). The accumulative effort of 

this work saw progressive ideals move past individual experimentation into mainstream 

acceptance. Teaching approaches began to evolve to better acknowledge the role of students 

as active participants in a more individualised learning process (Beeby, 1992; Currie, 1962). 

However, public interest in education soon moved to concern for World War Two that paved 

the way for a new myth of greater equality. 

 
Educational Myth Three: Equality in opportunity (1940’s – 1980’s) 

New Zealand’s third educational myth emerged following World War Two that galvanised the 

country around the hope and defence of a better future. War saw a maturing of a unique New 

Zealand identity separate from Britain that was well solidified by the end of the third great 

depression of the 1960’s and 1970’s (Beeby, 1992; Easton, 1980). World War Two and a short 

but difficult period of post-war economic adjustment highlighted the need to lessen the 

divide between rural and urban, Māori and Pakeha, and poor and middle-class students 

(Beeby, 1992). The growing momentum of progressive education continued but became 

caught up in a new myth of providing more consistent and equitable educational 

opportunities for all New Zealanders (Beeby, 1988). New Zealand’s bi-cultural relationship 
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began to be recognised and a view emerged in public policy that equity was required to 

provide all New Zealanders with a quality education (Currie, 1962; Openshaw & Rata, 2009).  

In the 1940’s the atrocities of war fortified Beeby and Fraser’s determination to 

improve the individual circumstances of every learner (Beeby, 1988; 1992). The maturing of 

progressive ideals was seen in educators’ successful deflection of the criticism beginning to 

fall on progressivism at the 1944 Conference on Education and the 1944 Thomas Report’s 

recontextualisation of progressive ideals into secondary schooling (Couch, 2012; Dakin, 1973). 

However, public concern arose around the significant funding required to sustain Labour’s 

social welfare policies (Easton, 1980). The 1949 election saw the appointment of New 

Zealand’s first National led Government (Wright, 2013). Under National, momentum for 

improving equitable opportunities endured, but the government’s purpose became closely 

aligned to realising under-utilised human capital, rather than social aims (Beeby, 1992).  

Educational improvement was hampered by the quality of teachers throughout the 

1950’s and 1960’s as teaching experience was lost to the war, the leaving age increased so 

that more students remained in school, and a baby-boom contributed to the need to teach 

an extra 10,000 students a year throughout the 1960’s (Couch, 2012; Ewing, 1972; May, 

2011). The shortage of quality teachers highlighted their importance and public concern 

meant it almost became fashionable for business leaders to be appalled at declining reading, 

writing, and arithmetic standards (Currie, 1962; Mutch, 2013b). The 1962 Currie Report was 

commissioned to inform the next stage of primary school development (Dakin, 1973). The 

report recommended primary schools amalgamate the best of progressive and traditional 

practices in order to reinstall public faith in education. It recognised that teacher training 

should ensure that progressive pedagogies complement a continued focus on students’ 

literacy and numeracy development (Currie, 1962). The focus on improved equity for all New 

Zealanders saw the establishment of special schools, the closing of segregated Māori schools, 

and extra funding for schools with a high proportion of Māori learners.  

Prior to World War Two most New Zealanders viewed themselves as British, but the 

devastation of war robbed New Zealand of its innocence and began the fortification of a 

unique identity separate from New Zealand’s colonial roots (Wright, 2013). New Zealand’s 

unique identity expanded in the 1960’s and 1970’s as television and jet travel opened up New 

Zealand to the world and the world to New Zealand (King, 2003). Demonstrations against the 

Vietnam War, American and French nuclear policies, and latter apartheid protests showed a 
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willingness to take an independent stand. Recognition of New Zealand’s Māori heritage grew, 

and the Treaty of Waitangi re-emerged as a document of use (Currie, 1962; Openshaw & Rata, 

2009). When Britain joined the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1973, economic 

independence was forced upon New Zealand (King, 2003; Wright, 2013). Easton (1980) 

labelled this time as New Zealand’s third great depression as the economy declined while the 

rest of the world thrived. Decline began with a sharp drop in farm profitability which resulted 

in a drastic rise in debt and unemployment. Things worsened after the 1973 oil crisis that 

caused the New Zealand dollar to fall by over 20%. 

As New Zealand’s economy began to rebound in 1975, the third National Government 

emerged. A strong future-focus developed alongside determination to improve New 

Zealand’s self-reliance (King, 2003; Morgan, 2013). National looked to increase New Zealand’s 

independence and reduce the threat of another economic crisis (Wright, 2013). The 

government’s ‘Think Big’ infrastructure strategies saw New Zealand look to a future 

independent of a guaranteed British market. National borrowed heavily to invest in large 

scale electricity, oil, and gas projects, which would see New Zealand less vulnerable to global 

pressures. Increasing student numbers saw the continued development of schools and the 

building of over 200 open-plan units that were designed to support progressive approaches 

and equitable learning opportunities (May, 2011; Mutch, 2013b). However, upon the National 

Government abruptly losing a 1984 snap election, Labour hastily emerged to lead a time of 

dramatic social, economic, and educational change, that instilled a new myth (Nairn et al., 

2012; Openshaw et al., 1993). That of education as a commodity (Clark, 2003). 

 
Educational Myth Four: Education as a commodity (1980’s - 2000’s) 

The 1984 election of the fourth Labour Government preceded a time of unprecedented social, 

cultural, and economic change that eventuated in the radical transformation of New 

Zealand’s education system (O'Neill et al., 2004). Momentum for the myth of social equality 

got caught up in a new myth that equity is best achieved by empowering students as 

consumers with individual rights and responsibilities (Clark, 2003; Mutch & Tatebe, 2017; 

Wylie, 2009). This neo-liberal view came to fruition when the 1989 Tomorrow’s Schools 

reform reenvisaged the 1877 Education Act and disbanded the national Department of 

Education that had led over a century of educational improvement (Adams, Openshaw et al., 

2005; Bendall, 2009). Parent run boards were appointed across all schools and the Ministry 
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of Education was established to empower independent approaches for improving student 

outcomes (Wylie, 2009). In localising educational control, it was intended that schools would 

become more accountable to their students’ needs in ways that could encourage healthy 

competition and fuel individual school improvement to cater for the needs of individual 

learners and communities (Easton, 1980; Openshaw et al., 1993). 

The new myth of education as a commodity emerged off the back of growing public 

dissatisfaction with the Muldoon led National Government that saw Labour hastily rise to 

power with an under-developed economic plan (Wright, 2013). This meant that Labour relied 

heavily on the New Zealand Treasury for economic advice (Adams, Openshaw et al., 2005). 

The Treasury’s advocacy for neo-liberal policies saw the new myth for education emerge 

through one of the most radical social, cultural, and economic adjustments ever seen in any 

democracy (Nairn et al., 2012; O'Neill et al., 2004). New Zealand’s finance minister Roger 

Douglas introduced neo-liberal reform that has since been termed ‘Rogernomics’. While the 

previous National Government had sought to increase New Zealand’s security by borrowing 

heavily for large scale public initiatives, neo-liberalism radically moved New Zealand’s political 

and economic policies in the opposite direction (McPhail & McNeill, in press; Wright, 2013). 

State assets were privatised, taxes slashed, and the power of unions diminished (Openshaw 

& Rata, 2009). State governance was replaced with consumer choice, empowering each 

person to look out for themselves (St. George et al., 2014). This was deemed fairer and more 

profitable than the inefficiencies of government mandated control and over-funding (Adams, 

Openshaw et al., 2005). Since its introduction neo-liberalism has received at least some 

degree of support from all major New Zealand political parties, meaning that it still stands 

relatively unquestioned in the early-21st-century as New Zealand’s sole economic direction 

(Nairn et al., 2012).  

Throughout the late 1980’s Labour quickly adapted economic and public policy to 

reflect their embrace of neo-liberal principles. New market liberalisation and the prospect of 

individual gain drove ordinary New Zealanders to invest heavily in the share market with 

many small fortunes quickly made (Adams, Openshaw et al., 2005). However, three months 

after Labour’s re-election, the 1987 Stock Market Crash saw a single-day share market decline 

of over 20% (King, 2003). Ordinary New Zealanders were hit the hardest, but the 

implementation of neo-liberal policies was only slowed and not halted. In many ways, the 

stock market crash achieved neo-liberalism’s aim of the market being the equaliser in reigning 
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in the early years of excessive gains. However, for many New Zealanders it meant the loss of 

their retirement savings, businesses, and homes (Wright, 2013). Despite increasing public 

concern, Labour and the New Zealand Treasury pressed on with New Zealand’s neo-

liberalisation of all public policy and in the late 1980’s the education system was next to face 

extensive reform. 

The 1988 Picot Report was a watershed moment in New Zealand’s educational history, 

paving the way for the neo-liberal transformation of the education system (Adams, Vossler et 

al., 2005). The Picot Report reflected the views of the New Zealand Treasury that was critical 

of the 1877 Education Act (Gilbert, 2005). Instead of state control, consumer choice was 

deemed a more efficient and fairer way to govern New Zealand’s education system (O'Neill 

et al., 2004). The 1877 Education Act’s emphasis on public good, contradicted neo-liberal 

principles that promoted individual responsibility above all other priorities (Adams, 

Openshaw et al., 2005). Instead of a state education system the Picot Report suggested that 

schools become self-managing (Ministry of Education, 2019b; Wylie, 2009). Seven weeks later 

Tomorrow’s Schools was announced and New Zealand’s educational system largely consistent 

since 1877 found itself completely revamped by the end of 1989 (Openshaw, Lee, & Lee, 

1993). Every aspect of the Picot Report has subsequently been implemented except for the 

suggestion of performance pay for teachers (O'Neill et al., 2004).  

 When National replaced Labour following the 1990 election, they continued support 

for neo-liberal reform (Adams, Vossler et al., 2005). National accepted that community 

control may be a fairer and more cost-effective way to improve educational opportunities, 

address the needs of Māori learners, utilise local expertise, and encourage flexibility and 

responsiveness within local schools (Wylie, 2009). However, there is no evidence that giving 

schools greater autonomy has led to gains in student performance, new educational 

approaches, or greater educational equality. In fact, neo-liberal policies have tended to 

increase inequality (Bates, 2009; Darling-Hammond, 2012; Harris & Jones, 2017). By the end 

of the millennium, it was noted that Tomorrow’s School had in fact led to more disparity than 

ever before (Wylie, 2009). Therefore, a new myth began to emerge intent on preparing all 

students for the 21st-century with competencies for lifelong learning.  
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Educational Myth Five: Preparation for lifelong learning (2000’s to Present Day) 

Tomorrow’s Schools continues to have a strong influence on the structure of New Zealand’s 

education system, but momentum waivered as it failed to meet its initial aims (Bates, 2009; 

McPhail & McNeill, in press; Mutch, 2013b; Wylie, 2009). New accountability measures meant 

that creativity and adaptability did not increase, the needs of Māori and other marginalised 

learners remained an ongoing concern, and overall academic results did not improve 

(Ministry of Education, 2019b). In the 1990’s schools became insular and increased 

competition led to unhealthy differences and further disparity (21st Century Learning 

Reference Group, 2014; Hipkins, 2018). Ironically the feeling that Tomorrow’s Schools would 

make schools more business-like, led to leaders and teachers complaining that they need 

more time to focus on teaching and learning (Bendall, 2009). As neo-liberal principles and the 

myth of education as a commodity came to be increasingly questioned, I believe that 

momentum has shifted to a new educational myth of students’ preparation with 

competencies for lifelong learning.  

The myth of students’ preparation for lifelong learning has emerged as a result of New 

Zealand’s transition to a knowledge economy in which schooling’s main emphasis has shifted 

from that of a general liberal or humanistic education to preparing students with skills for 

continued learning (Gilbert, 2005; Hirschman & Wood, 2018; OECD, 1996). While the 

discourse for lifelong learning is made up of a number of competing ideas (Gewirtz, 2008), in 

the early-21st-century the OECD has captured the symbolic control of international 

educational discourse (Robertson & Sorensen, 2018). Therefore, the New Zealand Ministry of 

Education’s recent interpretation of lifelong learning is closely aligned to the OECD’s 

philosophy (Lourie, 2018). The OECD emphasises a greater economic imperative in their 

rationale for lifelong learning than UNESCO’s more humanistic perspective that was very 

aspirational in the way it looked to shape a better society (Elfert, 2015; Gewirtz, 2008). This 

has seen the ideas of skills for lifelong learning become a main priority of the Ministry of 

Education as the government looks to educational improvement as part of a wider plan for 

21st-century economic competitiveness and improvement (Patrix & Benade, 2018).  

The Ministry of Education’s broad focus on competencies for lifelong learning first 

emerged as a strong theme in the 2007 New Zealand Curriculum. Lifelong learning has since 

become the common theme across all of the Ministry of Education’s documents (Benade, 
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2017). Leading to New Zealand’s educational development in the early-21st-century being 

guided by an educational myth for the preparation of all learners with competencies for 

continued learning within a complex and rapidly evolving global, neo-liberal, knowledge 

economy (Bolstad et al., 2012; Patrix & Benade, 2018). This myth is centred on an idea that 

Bernstein (2000) refers to as ‘trainability’, in which students’ ability to learn and respond to 

change is considered essential to helping them cope with the evolving requirements of the 

market. However, there is a concern that trainability is a socially empty term where people’s 

value may start to be primarily measured "by the materialities of consumption, by its 

distributions, by its absences” (Bernstein, 2000, p. 60). When trainability becomes the main 

focus of schools there is a danger that teaching becomes primarily an instrumental process. 

In the early-21st-century both National and Labour have released successive policies 

that support students’ trainability for lifelong learning as essential for their preparation for 

an uncertain social, political, and economic future (Hipkins, 2018; Kaye, 2012; McPhail & 

McNeill, in press). The fifth National Government first promoted pedagogical approaches that 

encourage lifelong learning through the funding of digital technologies, ILEs, and new 

pedagogical approaches with a strong emphasis on better meeting the needs of priority 

learners (Kaye, 2012; Lourie, 2018; Ministry of Education, 2013). The sixth Labour 

Government has continued the momentum for lifelong learning with the review of but 

general support for National’s future-focused policies (Hipkins, 2018; Ministry of Education, 

2019a). The latest statement of intent, "recognises the value of lifelong learning so people 

have the ability to adapt to change” (Ministry of Education, 2018. p. 22). This broad vision has 

been emphasised as especially important for meeting the needs of priority learners, over-

represented in New Zealand’s underachievement statistics (ERO, 2013; Ministry of Education, 

2016a; Robinson et al., 2009). 

The rationale for promoting skills and competencies for lifelong learning has emerged 

from the classification of the 21st-century as a period of rapid change and uncertainty 

(Benade, 2015; OECD, 2018c). Growing concern for an uncertain future was highlighted when 

New Zealand’s economic growth was interrupted by the 2007 Global Financial Crisis. The 

Global Financial Crisis threw economies into a downward spiral as a result of a breakdown of 

trust within businesses and stock markets internationally (Wright, 2013). Since 2007 the 

stable influence of banks, trusted organisations, and governments that had conventionally 

underwritten western economies have been increasingly brought into question (Lauder et al., 
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2012). More recently, Covid-19 has challenged New Zealanders’ perspectives of normal 

economic and educational models, including longstanding trade, travel, and business 

practices. The ongoing impact of Covid-19 is yet to be determined, but we can anticipate that 

it will leave a number of lingering challenges (Reimers, 2021). The accentuation on the 

unpredictability of social and economic change, may continue the momentum of educational 

discourse that emphasises the preparation of students for an uncertain future.  

 

Section 3: Looking Back in Order to Plan a Better Future 

In grappling with present concerns, most educators fail to look back to the educational myths 

and influences that shaped current school practices and beliefs (Thomas, 2013). However, 

Berry (2011) reminds educators that understanding educational history is an important first 

step in planning for the future. The struggles of the past have shaped present practices 

(O'Neill & Snook, 2015; Rata & Sullivan, 2009). This chapter has briefly explored primary 

school’s educational myths that have guided multiple stages of growth. It is clear that an array 

of social, cultural, political, and economic factors has had a strong influence in shaping 

education. As a new educational myth emerges it does not simply replace that which has gone 

before but it continues the evolution of current ideas in a new direction (Beeby, 1988). In 

looking back we can see how New Zealand’s education system has developed through stages 

of growth (Beeby, 1992). It is clear that New Zealand’s humble beginnings and incremental 

developments have come to shape primary schooling as it is known today.  

There are strong themes that have remained important throughout New Zealand’s 

educational history, including recognition of the link between education and the economy 

(Beeby, 1992); a strong focus on equity (Adams, Openshaw et al., 2005); an interest in the 

future (Morgan, 2013); and a reliance on international guidance to justify educational 

decisions (May, 2011). In turn, FFL upholds elements of each myth; the legacy of New 

Zealand’s 19th-century commitment to a free, secular, and quality educational experience 

(Mutch, 2013b); the early-20th-century investment in progressive ideals (Couch, 2012; May, 

2011); the mid-20th-century commitment to meeting the needs of all learners (Openshaw & 

Rata, 2009); and the 21st-century emphasis on skills for lifelong learning (Bolstad et al., 2012).  

Despite moving forward and building upon elements of New Zealand’s past, FFL has 

been recontextualised to New Zealand’s 21st-century social, cultural, political, and economic 



 
  Edward Pinel: 1271232 

  81 

context with a strong emphasis on the present myth of lifelong learning. The government’s 

priority on introducing competencies for continued learning is better aligned to an economic 

emphasis than the late-20th-century’s more humanistic aims (Elfert, 2015). For this reason, it 

is considered that there are subtle but important distinctions between current practices and 

the way they may have been interpreted in the past (Couch, 2018). For example, the presently 

unquestioned acceptance of neo-liberalism by all major New Zealand political parties has 

seen a strong economic imperative guide current educational development (Nairn et al., 

2012). Therefore, globalisation, capitalism, and the shift to a knowledge economy are 

influencing current educational foci, leading to subtle differences between the way they may 

have been previously interpreted (Hirschman & Wood, 2018; Ministry of Education, 2018).  

Historical patterns suggest that education’s focus swings like a pendulum not to the 

extremes but on a predictable path every generation or so between greater emphasis on 

social or economic aims (Beeby, 1992). It appears that the myth of lifelong learning will one 

day make way for a new focus. In fact, Covid-19 and any subsequent economic challenges 

could prove a catalyst for just such a shift. The future-focused narrative has been shaped 

internationally by the principles of economic organisations that mean education around the 

world is currently guided by a strong economic imperative (Kertz-Welzel, 2018; OECD, 2018b; 

Robertson & Sorensen, 2018). As globalisation, neo-liberalism, or students’ preparation for a 

knowledge economy come under greater scrutiny, history would suggest that the momentum 

will swing back towards a stronger social rather than economic imperative. As politicians and 

educators continue to look to the latter-half of 21st-century, it is important they stay open to 

the possibility of multiple futures, just as FFL has emerged from the varied influences of New 

Zealand’s past (Howard, 2018; Morgan, 2013; O'Neill & Snook, 2015). 

 

Conclusion: 

Beeby’s thesis of stages (1966) highlights the importance of looking back in order to plan for 

a better future. New Zealand’s history reminds educators that there have been regular 

changes in the overarching direction of New Zealand’s education system, that have 

collectively shaped schooling as we think of it today; an idiosyncratic mix of progressive ideals 

and neo-liberal imperatives. Without considering the past the future will be viewed as little 

more than an extrapolation from the present, as if the present itself had no history (Young & 
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Muller, 2010). Yet, New Zealand’s 150 years of educational development teaches educators 

that each stage of development is not an unquestioned continuation of existing practice, but 

it both challenges and builds upon the status quo. In looking back, history teaches us that 

when the economy falters, schooling struggles to maintain its rose-tinted allure, and present 

aims come under increased scrutiny (Rata & Sullivan, 2009). This history suggests that New 

Zealand’s educational river will continue to meander every decade or so, not to any extreme, 

but on a subtle trajectory between social and economic pressures (Beeby, 1992).  
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Table 1 

 An Overview of the Case-Study Participants (Source: Author). 

Part 3: The Case-Study Narratives 

 
In Part Three, Chapters Six to Nine introduce the reader to the four case-study schools and 

twelve primary school teachers that were the main participants of this study. Pseudonyms 

have been used to protect the case-study settings and the identity of the participants. In 

alignment with Stake’s (1995) recommendations for presenting case-study research, the first-

half of each chapter presents a narrative about each school’s experiences with FFL and 

introduces the reader to each of the case-study’s three main participants. An overview of the 

participants is presented in Table 1. The participants provide a sample that represents 

teachers of ever year-level from New Entrants to Year 8. The teachers’ experience varies from 

two to twenty-six years (with an average of just over thirteen years). Of the twelve key 

participants four held a responsibility for leading a team, and two were beginning teachers 

completing the final stages of their induction and mentoring programme. 

 
 
 

 
 

In the case-study chapters the teachers are introduced in the order of the age-group 

taught from oldest to youngest. A similar layout is used for each participant, in which my 

impression of the learning environment is first introduced, before discussing the teacher’s 

 Teacher: 
Team Leader (TL) 
Beginning Teacher (BT)  

Teaching 
Experience: 

Year-level 
taught: 

Teachers in 
environment: 

Planning 
Collaboratively: 

Taiwhenua 
School: 
 

Andrew (TL)  19 Years Year 7-8 2 ✓ 
Sarah (BT) 2 Years Year 5-6 4 ✓ 
Jessica (TL) 20 Years Year 3-4 4 ✓ 

Whakapata 
School: 
 

Sushma (TL) 18 Years Year 5-6 2 ✓ 
Janet (TL) 22 Years Year 3-4 3 ✓ 
Lisa (BT) 2 Years Year 3 2 ✓ 

Whakatairite 
School: 

Emily 6 Years Year 1-3 8 ✗ 
Alice 8 Years Year 1-3 8 ✗ 
Linda 9 years Year 0 1 ✗ 

Moroki 
School: 
 

Kim 9 Years Year 3-4 2 ✓ 
Nicole 19 Years Year 3-4 1 ✗ 
Kerry 26 Years Year 1 1 ✗ 
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view of FFL, a brief description of the learning programme, and the influence that FFL is having 

on their professional well-being. The second-half of each chapter then discusses the main 

findings in relation to each of the three sub-research questions that explore a different 

element of the main research question ‘In what ways is future-focused change influencing 

the professional lives of New Zealand primary school teachers?’.  

The same structure is used throughout the case-study chapters and cross-case analysis 

so that the sections can be read in chronological order, or the reader could choose to 

individually explore the questions across the case-study settings. Literature is referenced in 

the case-study chapters as important concepts emerge before being unpacked in greater 

detail in the subsequent chapters. In many instances similar findings were found across the 

four settings. Therefore, in order to avoid repetition each theme has been covered in more 

detail within the case-study narrative in which it appeared most prominently before being 

unpacked for its relevance to all of the case-study settings in the cross-case analysis.  

 
A Reminder of the Three Sub-Research Questions: 

The focus of this study was broken down into three sub-research questions that look at 

teachers’ interpretation, implementation, and the impact of FFL. The first question ‘In what 

ways is the future-focused narrative being interpreted by primary school teachers?’ explores 

the way in which teachers have understood New Zealand’s future-focused narrative. While 

teachers’ interpretation is close to the second question that explores the teachers’ 

implementation of FFL, this study teases out the differences between these two areas. 

Therefore, the data presented in relation to the first research question is largely drawn from 

the teachers’ interviews and informal-discussions that explore teachers’ philosophy around 

FFL. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the Ministry of Education’s focus on new technologies, ILEs, and 

21st-century skills appear prominently in the teachers’ interpretation of FFL.  

The second question ‘In what ways is future-focused learning being implemented by 

primary school teachers?’ refers to the teaching practices that were observed and discussed 

in each case-study setting. Exploring teachers’ theory in action, rather than just the practices 

espoused in their interviews. Some pedagogies were used widely across each teacher’s 

programme and others were represented during a small part of each day or week. A key 

theme is that teachers are adopting a broader range of approaches, some that focus on 
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teaching knowledge and others that introduce 21st-century competencies. Thus, a range of 

pedagogies were integrated to achieve both aims across the case-study settings. 

The third question ‘In what ways are future-focused developments impacting the 

professional well-being of primary school teachers?’ explores the influence of future-focused 

change. The question focuses on the way in which teachers have been impacted during the 

implementation of FFL. A number of both positive and negative influences were outlined 

across the case-study schools. On one hand, the impact of many influences was contested as 

different teachers discussed the same changes as having both positive and negative 

outcomes. On the other hand, other changes were unanimously deemed by the teachers as 

having a similar impact on teachers’ professional well-being.  

In the following case-study narratives and the cross-case analysis, the participants’ 

stories provide an insight into New Zealand’s interesting period of future-focused change. 

Observations and semi-structured and informal-discussions were used to document teachers’ 

stories and develop a description of each case. Where appropriate, quotes are retained to 

preserve for the reader the sentiment in teachers’ responses. The quotes are drawn directly 

from each teacher’s semi-structured interview that was first transcribed before being 

validated by the participants. The four case-study narratives support consideration of the way 

that teachers are interpreting, implementing, and being impacted by FFL, before these ideas 

are unpacked in further detail in the cross-case analysis and discussion of the findings.  
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Chapter 6: Case-Study One (Taiwhenua School) 

Taiwhenua School:  

Taiwhenua School has recently experienced a time of dramatic roll growth from 

approximately 270 to nearly 450 students. The school used to sit in the heart of a small rural 

community on the outskirts of Auckland, but as one teacher remarked, “it’s now rare to even 

find a child that lives on a lifestyle block”. Over the last decade housing developers have 

converted the surrounding farmland into one of Auckland’s new and ever-expanding fringe 

suburbs, which has seen the school rapidly transformed from its rural roots into an urban 

primary school. In response to its significant roll growth, the Ministry of Education has funded 

the rebuild of the school’s previously dated classrooms. Four years ago, most of the original 

buildings were removed and replaced with purpose built ILEs. The new facilities comprise of 

beautiful buildings and surrounds, that vary from learning area to learning area. Each space 

sits in stark contrast to the uniformity of a traditional single-cell classroom as the new facilities 

are configured uniquely to establish individualised learning areas that are designed to 

accommodate a different number of teachers and students. The new classroom blocks blend 

in comfortably with the large modern homes that characterise the growing decile nine, and 

predominantly Pakeha community Taiwhenua School serves.  

 The development of ILEs proved a catalyst for pedagogical change as the longstanding 

management team worked with an educational consultant to unpack their school vision 

against the philosophy underpinning ILEs. A key message encountered early on from staff was 

the belief that teaching and learning should evolve to meet the needs of 21st-century learners. 

However, instead of focusing primarily on a move from a traditional to a future-focused 

mindset, the management team has supported teachers to work collaboratively to find the 

practices that work best for their students. One adaption of practice has involved refining the 

Ministry of Education’s definitions of the key-competencies into child friendly vocabulary that 

is used to introduce students to 21st-century skills such as problem-solving, collaboration, 

creativity, and self-management. For example, contracts were developed with students to 

provide them with autonomy to manage some areas of their learning. A focus on developing 

21st-century skills has been introduced in addition to many traditional approaches and an 

overarching focus on literacy and numeracy.  
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As an early adopter of FFL and spaces, the staff at Taiwhenua School often regarded 

their work as pioneering. The philosophy underpinning ILEs was introduced by a prominent 

educational consultant, but besides this intervention the staff considered there to be a lack 

of other professional learning facilitators or schools to turn to for support in overcoming the 

practical challenges of transitioning to an ILE. The teachers are attuned to planning a fun and 

engaging programme that draws on teacher and student-centred approaches to respond to 

the needs, interests, and learning capability of every learner. As one teacher suggested, “I 

think that the key thing, and it probably has always been so, is finding out how the kids learn 

and catering your programme to suit that” (Andrew). In most cases the teachers’ main focus 

has remained on teaching traditional content, while introducing more student-centred 

pedagogical approaches to increase engagement in a way that the teachers inferred would 

also improve students’ retention of new knowledge and skills.  

 Transitioning to an ILE has affected teachers’ professional well-being in a number of 

ways, many of which the teachers had not anticipated. Both teachers and leaders discussed 

the challenge of understanding how to effectively introduce future-focused change. For most 

teachers the need to rethink practice, in particular, adopting a collaborative approach with 

their colleagues was seen as a major challenge. This was especially true for experienced 

teachers, as it was explained, “for all of those middle and senior career teachers that have 

been around a while, this is hard, this is a massive change” (Jessica). In some cases, the 

transition process was not aligned to teachers’ philosophy or simply became too difficult, 

“honestly, some [teachers] have gone by the wayside because it wasn’t for them, and that’s 

ok, that’s just how it was” (Andrew). 

 

Visiting Andrew’s Year 7-8 Two Teacher Learning Environment: 

Andrew’s learning environment has a unique layout within the school, split across two levels 

as shown in Figure 12. Andrew and his colleague appear to largely work downstairs where 

they each have a home area to teach from in the light, open, contemporarily furnished, and 

flexible space. When I visited, the bottom floor was filled with the buzz of small groups 

completing collaborative tasks. Conversely, the upstairs mezzanine floor provided a quiet 

area for students’ independent work, along with technology and art projects, as well as two 

breakout rooms that can be used by a small group or a teacher aide. At set times in the day 
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the 59 Year 7-8 students were given a level of autonomy in reading, writing, and mathematics 

to complete independent tasks where and in what order that they would like. However, 

increased autonomy is seen by Andrew as a privilege that is earnt by adhering to clear 

expectations for noise level and work ethic. Any students that required extra support or are 

yet to demonstrate their ability to work independently remained within the immediate 

vicinity of one of the two teachers. As a result, the space felt orderly, the students appeared 

to be on task, they knew that their progress was regularly monitored, and consequences were 

incurred if they failed to meet the teachers’ expectations. 

 

The belief that students are preparing for a different and fast changing world has 

shaped Andrew’s view of FFL. From Andrew’s perspective as an experienced teacher it has 

become more important throughout his career to provide students with the content 

knowledge and skills required to enter changing times. As a result, Andrew’s practice has 

become more student-centred, “that involves finding out what [students’] need and how they 

learn best” (Andrew). He believes that it is the teacher’s role to inquire into and implement 

pedagogies that are most appropriate for their learners. One of the needs that Andrew 

identified for his students is that of 21st-century skills. Andrew explained, “so we have 

developed what we call bumper capabilities aimed at [students’] agency and efficacy. They’re 

basically the key competencies in [children’s] speak and we constantly revisit them”. It is 

Figure 12  

Researcher’s Impression of Andrew’s Learning Environment (Source: Author). 



 
  Edward Pinel: 1271232 

  89 

important to Andrew to provide students with opportunities to exercise autonomy, and 

develop self-management skills, critical-thinking, and intrinsic-motivation that can help 

students to develop as lifelong learners.  

The design of Andrew and his colleagues’ programme acknowledges that their Year 7-

8 students can handle some responsibility and choice in managing parts of their learning, in 

fact this is a key component of the broader learning aims. However, the teachers scaffolded 

the development of students’ independence by using contracts. The weekly contracts in the 

core curriculum areas defined each lesson’s focus, when each student has to be with a 

teacher, compulsory and optional independent tasks that reinforce the learning aims for the 

week, and extra teacher guided workshops that the students may choose to attend. The 

contracts have helped teachers to find a balance between maintaining a clear direction for 

the learning trajectory as well as introducing independent learning capabilities.  

The ‘back-half’ of the New Zealand Curriculum remains an important guide for 

Andrew’s practice, but he has introduced pedagogies to deliver it in a more engaging way. As 

Andrew explained, “I still teach a traditional programme in regard to the content, but it’s how 

I deliver it that has changed”. Andrew’s programme remains consistent with the literacy and 

numeracy objectives that have been a predominant focus throughout his career. However, 

Andrew explained, “standing and delivering doesn’t cut it anymore…, so you have to have a 

relationship with the kids before you can think about content”. In considering pedagogy, 

Andrew analysed his students’ learning needs and asked them for feedback on improving the 

learning process. He gets to know his students before drawing on a wide range of teacher-

directed and student-centred pedagogical practices. This approach to learning acknowledges 

learners’ interests, utilises a range of assessment tools, and incorporates digital technologies 

in a way that his learners spoke of appreciably.  

Andrew indicated that he enjoyed incorporating FFL. Future-focused philosophy has 

allowed him to use an increased variety of teaching approaches, come into contact with a 

wider group of students, make learning more engaging, adapt his programme to cater for all 

learners needs, work more closely with his colleagues, and give special consideration to 

priority learners; “When you get into it, it’s actually pretty fun… when you see it be successful, 

you think ‘this is wicked!’”. Andrew also described his appreciation for his close relationship 

with his colleague, “with whom I talk all through the day, every day… ‘What does this kid 

need?’, ‘Ok, that didn’t work, so what should we try?’, ‘Did you notice such and such doing 
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this today?’”. However, Andrew was honest that despite the rewarding nature of 

implementing FFL it is also a challenging process; “it is a lot of work, especially the initial set 

up… initially we made lots of mistakes, and we still do”. Andrew explained that learning to 

collaborate with colleagues is difficult, with many challenges only emerging in the process of 

implementing FFL with larger groups of students. He noted, “it is more work. It has to be! 

Because you’re… allocating more time to kids”.  

 

Visiting Sarah’s Year 5-6 Four Teacher Learning Environment:  

Sarah’s learning environment represented in Figure 13 has a very different layout to 

Andrew’s. It consists of a large shared space in which three teachers each had an area they 

predominantly taught from, an adjoining smaller space with a home area for one teacher, a 

covered deck, and several smaller and larger breakout rooms. The ILE’s bright colours, shiny 

surfaces, modern furniture, and students’ access to a range of devices, gave the space a 

modern and functional feel. Across the different zones there were four teachers and 102 Year 

5-6 students. During my observation Sarah explained how the clever use of full height 

partitions, glass sliding doors, and the creative layout of furniture allowed the teachers 

flexibility to work collaboratively without feeling constrained by interrupting each other’s 

practice. However, by partitioning the larger space into smaller learning areas, it made it hard 

for the teachers to observe every learner, so clear behaviour expectations had to be 

established and reinforced to ensure the ILE remained orderly.  

Figure 13  

Researcher’s Impression of Sarah’s Learning Environment (Source: Author). 
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Sarah is in her second year of teaching and she is passionate about FFL. She believes 

in the value of new technologies and ILEs and appears to particularly appreciate the support 

she can access from colleagues in a shared space. In describing FFL, Sarah noted, 

“collaboration is a big part of it and technology as well”. However, she also discussed FFL as 

differentiating learning activities, making learning fun, and acknowledging that learning can 

be a social process. Sarah justifies FFL by arguing that, “in twenty years the jobs that we have 

now, may be completely different, so the skills that we teach [students] now, are really vital 

for coping with change”. Sarah also noted that her teaching role will continue to evolve, “so 

it is important I am a learner too”. Sarah believes that holding a future-focused mindset will 

help her to remain adaptable to the evolving pedagogical approaches and the differing needs 

of learners she will encounter throughout her career.  

Sarah plans her programme with her three colleagues. Similarly to Andrew’s students, 

the learners are organised into ability groups and given contracts for reading, writing, and 

mathematics. Sarah went on to explain: 

It is very independent at times. We have things called contracts, so they have specific 
tasks that they do when they are not in a teacher guided workshop. It is pretty much 
the same as in a traditional class where you have your different groups and you see 
them throughout the day, but you’re just not seeing the same kids all the time. 

The contracts are intended to increase students’ ownership of their learning and allow for the 

introduction of 21st-century skills such as collaboration and managing-self. The several high-

needs learners have their own contracts and teacher aide support when working on their 

independent programme. Across the space, students are given varying levels of autonomy, 

dependent on the maturity and ability that they demonstrated. For example, some students 

had to remain in a particular area to receive guidance throughout each lesson, while a handful 

of students largely completed their work independently. Despite the students regularly 

moving around the four teachers for literacy and numeracy, each student has a home teacher 

to whom they usually return to be taught the other subject areas, complete administrative 

tasks, or when extra support is required.  

 As a beginning teacher FFL is not a new phenomenon for Sarah, but rather all that she 

has known. Because of this, Sarah did not feel qualified to compare the challenges of teaching 

at Taiwhenua School to those associated with using traditional approaches in a single-cell 

classroom. However, she did reflect on the likely difficulty of “a traditional teacher who is 

used to doing what they’ve wanted to do for so many years, and then they come into a space 
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where they have to do what everyone else is doing. It is tricky!”. Sarah added, “the logistics 

can be difficult when you have 102 kids and four teachers”. However, Sarah was appreciative 

of the opportunity that working in an ILE has provided for her to learn from her more 

experienced colleagues. As she explained: 

I think that being in a future-focused space is less stressful… it’s not just you by yourself 
and you can get lots of energy from each other… your main planning, like your long term 
plans, your weekly plans, and all that kind of stuff are all done together, so it is not just 
you doing everything… I feel a lot more supported than some of my colleagues [in other 
schools] who are in single-cell classes, because they are doing it by themselves, and I 
have people to give their opinion or ideas. 

 

Visiting Jessica’s Year 3-4 Four Teacher Learning Environment:  

The entry into Jessica’s learning environment is through two double doors that open to a large 

space, naturally split in half by a central glass breakout room. The ILE represented in Figure 

14 is an open C shape shared by four Year 3-4 teachers and 108 students. Jessica explained, 

“it is a beautiful space, with beautiful furniture, good heating, good lighting and all those 

things that make learning more comfortable”. The openness of the space makes it feel busier 

and fuller than Andrew and Sarah’s more partitioned learning environments. When looking 

to conduct either noise generating or silent activities the teachers take turns to timetable the 

large central breakout room that can accommodate a whole class, while the rest of the 

learning environment remains open with a home area for each teacher. Jessica’s team find 

the close vicinity of which they are required to work with each other difficult and they are 

very conscious of the impact that their practice has on their colleagues. The teachers have 

responded by developing clear behaviour expectations to manage students’ movement and 

the overall noise level across the learning environment.  

In the year that I visited Taiwhenua School, Jessica was new to the school with no prior 

experience of working in an ILE in her 20 years of teaching. The process of learning to work in 

an ILE has encouraged Jessica to reflect on FFL. She has come to espouse similar views to 

Andrew that New Zealand’s education system needs to prepare students with a wider set of 

skills than those she believes are focused upon in more traditional schooling. Jessica 

explained, “for these children, the jobs that they might have in the future don’t exist… FFL is 

about teaching [students] how to learn and how to think”. In response, Jessica has adopted a 

more student-centred mindset than in her previous teaching positions, which sees her 
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acknowledge each students’ needs and encourage opportunities for them to manage their 

own learning. For Jessica, teacher-student relationships are key to leading learning in a way 

that can incorporate 21st-century skills, “if you don’t have a relationship with children, they 

are not going to learn, whatever learning environment they are in”. However, Jessica is 

worried that the increased student numbers of ILEs make it more difficult to manage teacher-

student relationships. In fact, Jessica explained that she felt that she could be more 

responsive to her students’ needs and interests in a single-cell classroom, in which she was 

not constantly distracted and constrained by the other teachers around her. 

 

 Nevertheless, Jessica’s enthusiasm for FFL is clear; “so our whole inquiry session days 

are amazing, noisy, but amazing! Because it’s what the children want to learn, and our role is 

to facilitate that and send them away to do the learning”. However, future-focused 

pedagogies do not dominate all areas of Jessica and her colleagues’ practice. Instead, Jessica 

noted: 

I would say that we are very much a mixed approach because we still see huge value in 
the traditional. You still need to be able to read, you still need to be able to do maths, 
and there is bucket loads of research about the best way to do all of that. We can’t just 
throw the baby out with the bath water, and just go to [students] deciding. 

Figure 14  

Researcher’s Impression of Jessica’s Learning Environment (Source: Author). 

Figure 3. Researcher’s impression of Jessica’s learning environment. 
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The teachers use a mixed approach to balance the tension between introducing 21st-century 

skills and competencies for lifelong learning, while still ensuring coverage of the basics in 

literacy, numeracy, and the other curriculum areas. Jessica described her team’s programme: 

In our case we have four teachers, and we each have our home rooms, but then the 
children merge for everything else. So, they might touch base with their home room 
teacher at the beginning of the day and after lunch when we do the roll. But the home 
room teacher is responsible for the safety of those children. 

Therefore, Jessica and her colleagues share responsibility for collectively planning and 

teaching their learners. Jessica’s team are currently trialling a rotation system that sees one 

teacher manage the independent workers as the other three teachers are freed up to focus 

on teaching reading, writing, and mathematics to small ability-based groups. 

Learning to manage FFL is tricky and Jessica regards it as more complex when 

combined with the transition to an ILE. For Jessica an ILE’s noise-level and increased 

distractions, the complexity of working collaboratively, and the difficulty of managing the 

demands of more learners are the biggest challenges that she has faced in her career. Jessica 

is critical that the Ministry of Education has pushed new spaces without spending time 

preparing teachers with the pedagogical and philosophical understanding to use them 

effectively. As Jessica explained, “recently transitioning to an ILE from a more traditional 

school... in week three I said I cannot do this! There are too many children, it’s too noisy, it’s 

unsafe, it was just too much”. Jessica elaborated, “it’s the pressure of being aware of so many 

children all of the time. As I said, I don’t carry 30 children in my head, I carry 108”, and “there 

are honestly days when I just want to walk into my classroom, shut the door and have 5-

minutes when nobody is there”. Jessica’s reflection on ILEs, shows that she was ultimately 

concerned about the contradictory demands of her view of effective teaching and learning 

and open-plan spaces:  

When you have a traditional focus to education, which is what we have in New 
Zealand’s curriculum and you try and slot it into a space like this, a beautiful space that 
it is, they’re constantly butting up against each other.  

 

Learning at Taiwhenua School:  

Urbanisation of Taiwhenua School’s local community and subsequent roll growth has led to 

an interesting period of change. It has seen the development of ILEs and the school’s 

partnership with an outside educational consultant to implement a professional learning 
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programme that are both important steps in framing a strongly classified future-focused 

vision for primary school practice. The leadership team and teachers are largely enthusiastic 

about the potential for new learning environments and pedagogies to integrate 21st-century 

skills and a more engaging learning process. The staff claim that their school’s commitment 

to FFL and ILEs is together having a transformational effect on their pedagogical practice 

resulting in an interesting time of not only changes to Taiwhenua School’s once traditional 

learning environments, but a shift in teachers’ practice. In the following sections of this 

chapter, the case-study data is discussed in relation to the three sub-research questions.  

 
Research Sub-Question One: In what ways is the future-focused narrative being 

interpreted by primary school teachers at Taiwhenua School? 

Andrew, Sarah, and Jessica were largely supportive of Taiwhenua School’s pedagogical 

changes and the future-focused evolution of New Zealand’s education system. The teachers 

reiterated almost word for word the future-focused argument that social and employment 

changes are demanding a shift in practice across New Zealand schools to better prepare 

students for an unknown future (Benade, 2017; Gilbert et al., 2015; Ministry of Education, 

2018; OECD, 2018c). However, I suggest that the teachers have interpreted FFL in a way that 

has primarily influenced their pedagogical practice rather than curriculum content. For 

example, Andrew said “I still teach a traditional programme in regard to the content, but it’s 

how I deliver it that has changed”. The teachers felt that new pedagogies should be used to 

integrate the key competencies including managing-self, critical-thinking, problem-solving, 

and collaboration that are seen as important for preparing students to cope with whatever 

changes their future may hold (21st Century Learning Reference Group, 2014; Hipkins et al., 

2014; O’Brien & Howard, 2016). As Sarah explained, “the skills that we teach [students] now, 

are really vital for coping with change”. 

 Another important way that the teachers have interpreted future-focused change is 

visible in the increased importance of a student-centred approach. Student-centred learning 

has been interpreted and recontextualised as getting to know and respond to students’ 

needs, which in turn may affect pedagogical practice and at times curriculum content. The 

teachers’ views support Boyd and Hipkins (2012) claim that most New Zealand teachers have 

not understood FFL as completely student-driven. Instead, New Zealand teachers have 
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tended to interpret student-centred learning as practices that examine and respond to 

students’ needs (Bolstad et al., 2012). Learning remains essentially teacher led, but an effort 

is made by teachers to differentiate and personalise tasks in a way that can make them more 

authentic, meaningful, and engaging for their students. It was acknowledged by the teachers 

that student-centred approaches may have always been a component of great teaching and 

learning. However, FFL has re-emphasised their importance in New Zealand schools (Lourie, 

2018; May, 2011; Mutch, 2013b; Wood & Sheehan, 2012).  

Increased access to digital technologies has been interpreted by the teachers as an 

important enabler of FFL and influential in the facilitation of digital learning at Taiwhenua 

School. Advancements in digital technologies are leading to new philosophies around 

effective primary school practice (Benade, 2015). The teachers regarded the importance of 

digital learning differently across the primary school year levels. Jane explained that fewer 

devices in the junior years reflect that they are used less frequently due to a greater priority 

being placed on developing younger learners’ reading, writing, communication, and 

researching skills that are important first steps to developing digital literacy. Andrew 

explained, in the seniors “it’s not so much a focus on digital tools but how to use them 

properly”. The value in digital technologies does not lie in substituting existing tasks but 

instead accessing information and promoting 21st-century skills in ways that were not 

previously possible (Lam et al., 2021; Silber-Varod et al., 2019). 

The teachers interviewed at Taiwhenua School believe that FFL has expanded their 

role to focus on a wider range of pedagogical approaches, while still remaining committed to 

leading a learning process that covers a traditional curriculum. One of the criticisms some 

authors have made of FFL is the overemphasis it places on 21st-century skills (Biesta, 2010). 

Several writers argue that emphasis on procedural skills has displaced a focus on conceptual 

knowledge and neglected important discussions about the curriculum content that students 

require (Hoadley, 2018; McPhail, 2017a; Young, 2008; Young & Muller, 2010). In New Zealand 

FFL has come to be seen in a growing focus on the ‘front-half’ of the curriculum that promotes 

skills for lifelong learning and the development of practice has focussed less on the learning 

outcomes found in the ‘back-half’ of the curriculum (Arrowsmith & Wood, 2015; Cowie et al., 

2011; Wood & Sheehan, 2012). Despite promoting many benefits in FFL, the educational 

consultant interviewed explained that teachers cannot simply stop their current practice, as 

it leads to change that is too disruptive for teachers to manage. Instead, teachers are slowly 
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transitioning to new approaches as they find a balance between traditional and future-

focused pedagogies (Carvalho et al., 2020). The teachers at Taiwhenua School claim that 

finding a balance between the skills and values at the front and the knowledge at the back of 

the New Zealand Curriculum is important for preparing students with the competencies and 

disciplinary knowledge that they require for success.  

 

Research Sub-Question Two: In what ways is future-focused learning being 

implemented by primary school teachers at Taiwhenua School?  

The first dimension that became evident when observing and discussing teacher’s 

implementation of FFL was their use of a greater variety of pedagogies. As Andrew said of his 

practice, “I think that you are just doing so much more”. Firstly, teachers have begun to 

consider approaches to teach both disciplinary knowledge and 21st-century skills of 

collaboration, innovation, self-management, and critical-thinking. Secondly, digital 

technologies have opened up new pedagogical possibilities (21st Century Learning Reference 

Group, 2014; Benade, 2017; Ministry of Education, 2019a); in the junior years iPads, laptops, 

and desktop computers were provided to students at a ratio of one device to every three or 

four students and the majority of senior students have access to their own device due to the 

school’s Bring Your Own Device (BYOD) policy. Thirdly, new environments and better 

resourcing have supported teachers to implement change (Charteris et al., 2018). Fourthly, 

teachers are drawing on a wider range of approaches that respond to students’ varied 

learning needs (Carvalho et al., 2020). The teachers combined teacher-directed approaches 

for focusing instruction and student-centred activities for reinforcing new skills and 

knowledge. Traditional and future-focused pedagogies were combined in a way that reinforce 

claims that new practices are often implemented in addition to rather than transformational 

of existing approaches (Bolstad et al., 2012; Ings, 2017).  

 The teachers at Taiwhenua School have come to see lifelong learning as an important 

part of their role. As Andrew explained, “we are now looking at teachers as developing and 

being open to learning, rather than just the kids”. For example, increased opportunities for 

learning can be seen in the way that all of the teachers at Taiwhenua School plan and teach 

collaboratively. The teachers perceived that benefits have resulted from increased 

collaboration that has improved professional learning opportunities. Even Jessica, who was 
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more cynical about her collaborative environment enjoyed working in a way that has helped 

her to learn from and influence others. Sarah was positive about the extra support she has 

received from her colleagues at an early point in her career, and new learning opportunities 

dependent on the collaborative learning environment were a recurring positive theme:  

Normally you would just carry on in your single-cell class and do your own thing, but 
now I get to work with other teachers. People that I would normally have no idea what 
their programme is or what they are actually doing (Andrew). 

Moreover, the educational consultant interviewed in this research described the importance 

of encouraging teachers to collect and use data to understand and respond to students’ 

academic and developmental needs. Therefore, the teachers’ role as learners went beyond 

working with each other to learning from and about their students (Bolstad et al., 2012; 

Ministry of Education, 2013). The teachers modelled an attentiveness to respond to their 

students’ needs and interests. Listening and responding to students’ needs and interests is 

considered an important starting point to expand teachers’ knowledge beyond their existing 

practice (Delors, 1996; Dewey, 1969; Spector et al., 2016).  

 While the focus in a 21st-century school is on change, the teachers have maintained a 

reliance on traditional types of group-work common in New Zealand schools for teaching 

reading, writing, and mathematics. In New Zealand primary schools, group-work was 

identified as an important pedagogy to teach these core subject areas as far back as the 

1920’s (May, 2011). Today, group-work is encouraged by the OECD and reinforced in the 

design of ILEs (Ministry of Education, 2016b; Robertson, 2016). The teachers have adjusted 

group-work to teaching in an ILE by forming groups across each cohort rather than from 

individual classes. In cross-grouping students across classes and year-levels the teachers have 

found that they can more regular meet with priority learners, and better cater for high-needs 

and gifted students. It appears that high-needs students require extra support to manage 

their learning and remain on task in an ILE (Everatt et al., 2019). Andrew and Sarah have 

provided each group with a contract to allow students some independence to manage their 

learning when not working with a teacher. While group work is not a new approach it appears 

that students’ independent activities at each year-level have evolved to give students’ greater 

autonomy, promote 21st-century skills, and incorporate digital technologies. 

Interestingly in Andrew, Sarah, and Jessica’s implementation of FFL the most 

significant curriculum focus remains literacy and numeracy. Primary schooling’s longstanding 
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emphasis on building students’ reading, writing, and mathematics competency, may have 

developed even greater importance for learners to manage the abundance of information 

accessible via digital technologies (Berry, 2011; OECD, 2018c). Thus, the teachers at 

Taiwhenua School implemented a wide range of pedagogical approaches to teach both 

literacy and numeracy understanding and adopt approaches emphasised in the future-

focused narrative by providing activities for students to develop 21st-century skills. 

 

Research Sub-Question Three: In what ways are future-focused developments 

impacting the professional well-being of primary school teachers at Taiwhenua 

School?  

The incorporation of FFL at Taiwhenua School has resulted in both positive and negative 

outcomes in relation to teachers’ professional well-being. Even when teachers are positive 

about change, they often face a number of challenges that can cause anxiety of even failure 

(Fink & Stoll, 2005; Le Fevre, 2014; Reinsfield, 2019). Enthusiasm was evident for the potential 

of FFL, but the teachers noted that it is difficult to implement change effectively (Bradbeer et 

al., 2019). Sarah’s lack of experience meant that she considered herself poorly positioned to 

discuss the differences between traditional and future-focused practice, but both Andrew and 

Jessica felt that their workload had increased markedly. It became clear that the process of 

investigating, developing, and implementing a new vision for teaching and learning takes a 

lot of time and effort (Biesta, 2010; Bolstad et al., 2012; Bradbeer et al., 2019). It is also 

understandable that teachers can find the move to an ILE, incorporating a wider variety of 

pedagogies, and dealing with a greater number of students a demanding process (Carvalho 

et al., 2020; OECD, 2018a). Jessica anecdotally discussed the increased demands of ILEs as a 

factor in experienced teachers leaving the profession. It is understandable that experienced 

teachers may find the transition process more difficult as they are more likely to question the 

evidence or lack thereof surrounding many new practices (Kirschner et al., 2006; Patrix & 

Benade, 2018). Andrew explained that Taiwhenua School has lost several experienced staff 

members that he mainly attributed to the schools new buildings and he elaborated “those 

[teachers] are going to be marginalised eventually, because they are going to run out of 

[school’s] that don’t have ILEs”. 
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 Despite all the planning and preparation that goes into either moving learning 

environments or adopting new practices, there are some challenges that only emerge during 

implementation (Mulcahy & Morrison, 2017). Educational changes are usually more difficult 

than first considered (Beeby, 1980; Fullan, 2016; Teo & Le Fevre, 2017) and many changes are 

viewed in isolation, making it hard to predict any ensuing challenges that may surface during 

their implementation (Delors, 1998). For example, it is difficult to know how to manage 

routines and noise levels across an ILE (OECD, 2013; Woolner et al., 2007) and positive 

collegial relationships can easily become strained in an open-plan environment (Jones, 2018; 

OECD, 2018c). Thus, teachers require ongoing support as they adopt FFL (Wedell & Grassick, 

2018). The teachers were each appreciative of the extra release time, resourcing, and ongoing 

professional learning that an educational consultant and their management team had 

provided. However, the teachers also noted that there appeared to be a lack of support from 

outside agencies and other schools. Since the introduction of self-governance New Zealand’s 

schools have become increasingly isolated (Robertson, 2016; Wylie, 2009). However, the 

Ministry of Education is aware that the segregation of schools is unhelpful for introducing 

change across New Zealand’s education system (Ministry of Education, 2019b).  

 ILEs have been deliberately designed to encourage teachers to work collaboratively 

and while the teachers spoke of some challenges associated with working closely with others, 

they were generally grateful for the supportive relationships they held with their colleagues. 

The teachers’ positive relationships encouraged them to have discussions to foster changes 

in practice (French et al., 2020; Gilbert et al., 2015; Woolner et al., 2012). Sarah noted, “it’s 

not just you running the whole programme, you are all in it together and you can bounce 

ideas off each other”. A sense of comraderie had emerged in the classes I observed through 

the way that the teachers collaboratively managed the students and any challenges that 

emerged. Andrew elaborated, “collaborating with others allows you to have fun and not feel 

that you’re on your own”. The teachers’ experiences reinforce that whilst a difficult process, 

teacher collaboration can increase accountability, improve confidence, encourage new 

learning opportunities, and support teachers to grow as professionals (Madden et al., 2012). 

 Despite the teachers agreeing that there are many challenges associated with 

adopting FFL, they also spoke of the satisfaction that comes from making learning more fun 

and relevant for their students. At Taiwhenua School students’ responses appeared a key 

motivator in helping teachers to have a positive attitude towards the challenges faced in 
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introducing FFL. Adopting new practices is a difficult and time-consuming process (Berger, 

2007; Konings et al., 2005; Robertson, 2016), but Robinson (2011) found that high achieving 

schools have a strong focus on teaching and learning and are attuned to the difference that 

their practice is making for their learners. Developing a student-centred mindset helps 

teachers to become more attentive to the difference that their practices is making for either 

students’ increased engagement, new skills, and academic improvement (Patrix & Benade, 

2018; Snape & Fox-Turnbull, 2011). As New Zealand schools continue to move towards FFL, 

focusing on the benefits that change is having for students may be important to guiding 

improvement and maintaining teachers’ professional well-being and ongoing motivation.  

 

Conclusion: 

The urbanisation of Taiwhenua School’s local community has been the precursor to a period 

of change that has seen the growth of the school, the development of ILEs, and the 

accompanying adoption of FFL. The changes are most visible in the student-centred 

pedagogies teachers have come to adopt, for example pedagogies that focus on student 

collaboration, self-management, and critical-thinking skills. However, the teacher’s role has 

maintained a strong focus on a traditional curriculum content in which teachers remain the 

leaders of the learning process. The undertaking of change at Taiwhenua School has thrown 

up many challenges such as an increased workload, learning to manage the complexity of an 

ILE, understanding new technologies and pedagogies, and finding a balance between the 

benefits of traditional and contemporary practices. Amongst the challenges faced, the 

teachers also spoke of being grateful for many opportunities to learn and grow professionally, 

as well as finding satisfaction in seeing new practices have perceived benefits on students’ 

engagement and enthusiasm to learn. Andrew, Jessica, and Sarah told their own stories of 

future-focused change and they were positive that their practice will continue to evolve into 

the 21st-century as future-focused ideas are incorporated in ways that will make learning 

more engaging, active, and relevant for their students. 
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Chapter 7: Case-Study Two (Whakapata School) 

Whakapata School:  

In the foyer of Whakapata School a large display celebrates the nearly 150-year legacy of 

educators, students, and community members that have shaped the medium sized urban 

school as it is known today. A war memorial honours past pupils and black and white photos 

stretch back over the school’s history. The photographs serve as a reminder of the school’s 

history and also mark the evolution of primary school facilities and practices throughout New 

Zealand’s educational history. Many of the original school buildings have reached the end of 

their functional life and have been replaced. Thus, the current buildings consist of an early-

20th-century small hall and library, mid and late-20th-century singe-cell classrooms, as well as 

the recent addition of several ILEs to cater for Whakapata School’s 350 students. The cultural 

and ethnic makeup of Whakapata School’s decile four community has also evolved 

throughout its history. Results of recent globalisation are evident in every classroom, as no 

more than 17% of any one ethnicity is represented across the school community.  

When the leadership team at Whakapata School found out that the Ministry of 

Education would replace several older buildings with ILEs they invested in establishing a 

school wide vision of FFL. An educational consultant was used to provide external expertise 

and run a professional learning programme that introduced the importance of 21st-century 

educational change, collaborative practice, and future-focused pedagogies. It was about 

“preparing students for their future, not our past” (Educational Consultant). Priority has been 

placed on moving away from the uniformity of what was described as a factory or industrial 

model of education, and the professional learning exposed the teachers to a simple narrative 

for the importance of FFL. As Jessica succinctly summarised:  

In Victorian England you were teaching students about how to work in factories, so they 
were sitting in rows, in single desks, and wrote learning stuff because that would be 
there job in the future. They would be sitting there doing a repetitive job in a factory 
for the industrial revolution. But that’s not what the future for these children is going 
to be. So, we don’t want them to sit in single desks doing all that sort of stuff because 
it is not going to help them in their futures. 

The schoolwide professional learning programme encouraged the teachers to 

examine current practices and develop an openness to incorporating a balance of traditional 

and future-focused pedagogies. Teachers’ practice has since expanded to include inquiry-

learning, culturally responsive practice, and differentiated learning. It is the teachers’ 
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intention that new approaches help students to learn and grow not only in their knowledge 

of certain topics, but in the development of 21st-century skills including collaboration, 

problem-solving, cultural responsiveness, and digital literacy. The teachers pointed to the 

preparation of students to live and work with people from other cultures as a key aim of FFL. 

In describing students’ preparation for the 21st-century, one teacher explained, “if we want 

to move forward successfully, we have to build our children up to be able to relate to others 

well, share their ideas, and take on the perspectives of other people” (Lisa). Each teacher said 

that their students will increasingly move into roles that require them to collaborate with 

colleagues from a different culture, and who may have a different first language and religion 

from their own. The teachers at Whakapata School, said that they have in turn introduced 

culturally responsive pedagogies, acknowledged students’ unique identity, and incorporated 

Mandarin as the world’s most commonly spoken language into the school curriculum.   

Each teacher spoke of the influence that opportunities to work with an outside 

consultant and visit other schools had in helping them to reflect on their current practice. It 

was explained, “after reading and getting professional learning my thinking has slowly 

changed” (Sushma). The educational consultant interviewed outlined:  

I generate a bit of dissonance in peoples’ heads about the past that they have come 
from, and the things that we have traditionally valued. I say that as someone who has 
been in education a long-time. Some of those things are going to be important, but 
some of them aren’t. 

At times this was described as a confronting and uncomfortable process. This was especially 

true as teachers faced the initial challenges of moving into an ILE, and of forming new 

relationships with the colleagues that they now had to work alongside. But the teachers’ 

comments show that the change process has helped them to reflect on new approaches, and 

work in a far more collaborative manner. It was explained, “initially coming into this open-

plan space it was a bit overwhelming… but I felt like I had had enough information to give it a 

really good go, and I’m glad that I did” (Janet).  

 

Visiting Sushma’s Year 5-6 Two Teacher Learning Environment: 

Sushma shares one of two adjoining single-cell classrooms with a colleague with whom she 

plans and teaches. The layout represented in Figure 15 is similar to that of any late-20th-

century single-cell classroom. Sushma’s home area consists of a large mat space defined by a 

whiteboard, projector screen, and small teaching station. However, upon observing the 
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students’ movement it is clear that the large mat space is designed to accommodate all 58 

Year 5-6 students and an adjoining doorway remains open so that the students can move 

between Sushma’s learning environment and the neighbouring classroom in order to work 

with both teachers. While the small doorway at first appears insignificant, it provides the 

flexibility required to collaborate across the spaces and teach as individual classes or a whole 

group dependent on the task at hand. Tables for individual or small group-work fill the rest of 

the space and the walls are adorned in learning resources and students’ work that bring 

colour to the overwise neutral tones. In talking of working with her colleague, Sushma noted, 

“I am more positive because of the set up that I have. It is two classrooms, not like a big space 

with three or four teachers. I would have drowned in that!”.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Despite initially being somewhat negative about Whakapata School’s development of 

ILEs and the subsequent focus on FFL that challenged her longstanding perception of effective 

practice, Sushma has developed a growing appreciation for FFL. Professional learning focused 

on the philosophy for ILEs and teaching collaboratively has helped her to develop an 

understanding of future-focused philosophy. She explained that a turning point in her 

attitude was a professional learning consultant’s explanation of the social changes that were 

leading to educational reform. With these wider changes in mind Sushma noted, “I am more 

positive because of the support that I have had”. Sushma has since begun to introduce 

student-centred change that involves listening and responding to learners’ interests, 

providing some choice in the learning process, and introducing independent activities such as 

 

Figure 15 

Researcher’s Impression of Sushma’s Learning Environment (Source: Author). 
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student-inquiry and problem-solving. Sushma explained that her practice is “not [future-

focused] and not traditional, it’s in between. For example, there are times where we guide 

them… and we do set up [opportunities] where students can choose what they need to do”. 

She maintains elements of a traditional programme, but she describes herself as on a learning 

journey as she investigates and introduces aspects of FFL. 

 Sushma and her colleague work to the same timetable as they plan and teach 

collaboratively. The students are divided into groups by ability for reading, writing, and 

mathematics and the learners move between the different classrooms dependent on which 

teacher the students are working with. Sushma also talks of being far more aware of and 

attentive to her students’ interests and she uses assessment procedures to develop a better 

understanding of their needs. She describes FFL as “learning that is planned in a way where 

students’ interests are being catered for”. Instead of rolling out similar topics each year, 

Sushma and her colleague talk to students about their learning goals, listen to their 

preferences, and select topics that are relevant to current community events and students’ 

passions. A balance is found between following the New Zealand Curriculum, considering the 

resourcing available, and selecting content that acknowledges students’ needs and interests.  

There are many challenges that Sushma has encountered in adopting FFL. She 

explained, “because I have taught for so many years, 18 or so in a single-cell classroom, it is 

really hard to change unless you are given a lot of support to prepare for the new changes”. 

In introducing FFL in a more collaborative learning environment, Sushma explained:  

To begin with I was quite negative about this sort of free space where learning is 
happening in a different way. First of all, I thought there was no structure. But then the 
structure does happen. It depends on the teacher, your practice, and your organisation.  

She was particularly worried that she would lose control of the learning process. However, 

systems have been maintained through clear behaviour and noise expectations, a focus on 

the quality of students’ work, a consistent timetable, and the teachers’ selection and 

facilitation of most learning activities. In particular, learning to work collaboratively has 

challenged Sushma as she explained, “if I’m working with another person, I need to work 

alongside them, with their timing and everything… this can become annoying because it holds 

you up”. Teaching collaboratively is very different to running one’s own class. However, 

Sushma felt that it has had some benefits for distributing the workload, utilising each 

teacher’s strengths, and making teaching less lonely. Therefore, Sushma concluded, “you 
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have to be a sharing person… I might need to be a bit more flexible, and maybe he needs to 

be a bit more flexible too”. 

 

Visiting Janet’s Year 3-4 Three Teacher Learning Environment:  

In comparison to Sushma’s enclosed single-cell classroom, Janet’s new ILE represented in 

Figure 16 felt expansive with its high ceilings, large glass windows, and outdoor flow onto a 

covered work area. The long rectangular footprint was split into a C shape by two breakout 

rooms and a central teacher workspace. The learning environment felt comfortable with 

three Year 3-4 classes, each working in their own home area. However, Janet explained: 

At the beginning of this year we started with four classes in here instead of three, mainly 
because the government has said that this space is designed for that, but in reality it 
was a nightmare… so we decided half way through Term 1 that one class would move 
back into a single-cell classroom. 

Janet appreciated the reconfiguration of the space to define three teaching home areas, each 

consisting of a large mat space, teacher workstation, whiteboard, smart television, and 

modern tables and chairs. However, the room remains flexible as she explained, “the 

furniture can be rejigged in different ways, things are on wheels, tables can be split up or 

pulled apart to change the way that you organise your groups, and the children know that 

they can do that”. In fact, the teachers said that it was easier to fit a large group of students 

into their ILE than the school hall. Janet was also appreciative of the easy access to kitchen, 

art, and digital learning facilities that opened up a range of new learning possibilities.  

Figure 16  

Researcher’s Impression of Janet’s Learning Environment (Source: Author). 
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With over 20 years teaching experience, Janet talked enthusiastically of the way in 

which FFL has encouraged her to think more carefully about motivating learners through 

exploring local community issues, introducing more relevant topics, and teaching 21st-century 

skills of creativity, problem-solving, and collaboration. At first Janet explained the need to 

overcome the misconception “that it was not just going back to open-plan from the 1970’s, 

that didn’t necessarily work”. But now she believes that schooling needs to evolve in response 

to new technologies and evolving employment conditions. Janet explained: 

[Students’] futures are going to be working collaboratively… doing things through the 
internet, problem-solving, addressing conservation concerns… Therefore, some of the 
things that they need to have are resilience, perseverance, collaborative practice, 
working with others anywhere to achieve what goals need to be achieved. 

These skills are not developed if students are passive recipients of content. Janet noted, “each 

class has begun Mandarin once a week because it is highly likely that all of our students will 

be either working with a Chinese-speaking person or do some kind of liaison with companies 

in China”. Therefore, Janet believes that FFL emphasises pedagogical practices and knowledge 

designed to prepare students for the 21st-century.  

Janet’s programme is flexible so she can respond to the needs and interests of her 

learners. She said that she, “makes sure that problem-solving is a way of teaching and 

cultivated in the classroom”. Janet gave the recent example of using an Auckland Council 

educator to engage the students in an environmental issue relevant to their community:  

We have been looking at the creek that runs past our school, finding out about the 
storm water system, and what we can do personally. They have planted trees and found 
out how pollution can affect eels. They know that we have an impact and the students 
understand that they can do something just by keeping our grounds clean. 

This experience was used to inspire each student to inquire into a native animal or 

environmental concern. Students were then given a choice to present their findings as either 

an information report, small book, brochure, or PowerPoint. As I visited Janet’s class, I noted 

that students’ enthusiasm meant that they eagerly vied for my time to share their learning. 

Janet explained that the cohort on the year that I visited “has lots of students’ with increased 

learning and behaviour needs”. Unlike the previous cohort in which the teachers cross-

grouped their students for the core curriculum areas, current students found it unsettling to 

regularly move to different teachers. Thus, the teachers largely maintained their own class 

for literacy and numeracy that dominated most of each day, while occasionally working 
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together as all three classes in in the afternoons so that “children have the benefit of not just 

forming a relationship with one adult” (Janet).  

The process of moving to an ILE has helped Janet to reflect deeply on her practice and 

challenged her in ways that initially left her feeling stretched. She described it as “quite a huge 

change, quite a dramatic change initially, because it meant that we had to really rethink our 

systems”. The teachers had to learn to lead learning collaboratively, manage greater numbers 

of students, and understand what practices to maintain and which to adapt. Janet elaborated 

that seemingly simple changes needed to be thought through in greater detail:  

For example, in the first year we did a lot of cross-grouping, so we had to think how we 
were going to store and share resources and how this is going to impact the other 
teachers if my group went to sports, or the library, or other out-of-class situations. So, 
our writing groups did that, and the other teachers could continue their programme 
without half of their group suddenly disappearing.  

In learning to manage their ILE, Janet’s team increased their number of meetings and 

collaborated more frequently. As Janet explained, “we collaborate all through the day… by 

changing our approaches and reflecting or debriefing anytime that we want… it was very 

helpful”. As Janet has adapted to working in an ILE, she has come to enjoy the fact it allows 

her to work with a wider number of students, share the responsibility for planning and 

learning decisions, use her colleagues’ strengths, and draw on a larger array of pedagogies. 

Therefore, despite initial trepidation, Janet noted, “so I now feel that I wouldn’t want to go 

back to a single-cell classroom, I wouldn’t be able to handle it, [Janet laughs]”.  

 

Visiting Lisa’s Year 2-3 Two Teacher Learning Environment: 

Lisa shared an L shaped ILE two thirds the size of Janet’s space with a Year 2-3 colleague. It 

comprised a breakout room, two teacher home areas, outdoor space, kitchen facilities, and 

art zone that all spilled off the shared area to easily support an array of learning opportunities. 

The space was finished with bright colours, modern furniture, and large windows that are 

now synonymous with ILEs. As represented in Figure 17, each arm of the space was set up as 

one teacher’s home area with a mat space and teaching table for group-work at the end that 

had fewer distractions. The rest of the environment felt open and it was set up with tables, 

games, books, craft equipment, outside equipment, iPads, and other teaching resources. Both 

teachers could easily monitor 70% of the shared space and they trusted each other to manage 

the students only their colleague could observe. Lisa spoke appreciably of being able to easily 
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provide students with a range of fun and engaging junior learning activities that would have 

been far more difficult to achieve in a traditional classroom environment.  

 
In her second year of teaching Lisa does not view FFL as a new phenomenon, but instead 

an approach that was evident in her own primary schooling twenty-five years earlier. Lisa 

described FFL as “collaboration between colleagues and also between students, a focus on 

social and emotional development, and integrating technology into everyday learning”. Lisa 

believes that collaboration has driven future-focused change and she explained “we have to 

build our children up to be able to relate to others well, share, take on the ideas of other 

people, and work together in a creative way”. Lisa noted, “I think that the biggest future-focus 

in my master’s course was addressing the historic learning gap between Māori and Pasifika, 

and other ethnic groups”. Therefore, Lisa has been deliberate in bringing Māori and Pasifika 

concepts, students’ home language, and cultural experiences into the classroom. Lisa 

explained how using concepts of tuakana-teina, talanoa, or the tapasā cultural competencies, 

is important to introducing 21st-century skills that may be foreign in many cultures. Lisa 

elaborated: 

In many cultures the adult is the person that you listen to, and in some cultures, it is not 
ok to challenge this, make your own decisions, do your own thing, and make mistakes. 
So, you have to build up the expectation in the classroom that this is ok. 

Lisa believes that future-focused teachers need to become hyper-aware of both their 

students’ cultural, learning, and social needs and the impact of their practice on students. She 

Figure 17 

Researcher’s Impression of Lisa’s Learning Environment (Source: Author). 
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said, “FFL is really looking at what you are teaching, why you are teaching, how you are 

teaching, and becoming aware of your own biases”. Through doing this, teachers are better 

positioned to respond to the different needs that emerge within each cohort of learners.  

Lisa and her colleague plan collaboratively to establish a balance between the benefits 

of teaching their own class and sharing their 58 Year 3 learners. Lisa has implemented a 

creative programme that recognises that students enjoy problem-solving and working 

together. For example, in my visit she had set up a language experience based on constructing 

and testing boats in a water trough that transitioned into a writing activity that was only 

possible by first having the hands on experience aimed at building students’ vocabulary in 

both Samoan and English. Lisa describes the first step of the learning process as “I’m going to 

take you back to the basics, a real kind of dictating, showing, or modelling and then you can 

get to the exploring later because you have something to stand on”. Frontloading key 

information is seen as important to scaffolding students’ success. Lisa described her practice 

as a healthy mix of traditional and future-focused philosophies, “because either way only 

works for some children and you need to go with what works best for the individual. If it’s not 

working for one child, then you must try something different”. 

At the start of the year I visited, Lisa had moved from a single-cell classroom to an ILE. 

When I inquired into the resulting changes to Lisa’s practice she noted, “it was similar because 

even though we were in a single-cell class we still collaborated across the team”. However, 

she elaborated, “the positives are that moving into an ILE takes a bit of pressure off in that I 

don’t feel alone… I can share planning and draw on other’s strengths… I don’t feel so 

overwhelmed as trying to do everything myself”. She also explained:  

I’m finding that I’m more accountable to use technology. Last year I noticed that I didn’t 
tend to use it because I’m not confident. So, when there is another teacher there and I 
can see and observe how she is using it, we keep each other accountable. 

Overall, Lisa is positive that her ILE provides better resourcing, more pedagogical freedom, 

and greater opportunities to collaborate with her colleagues. However, concern was raised:  

I really valued in my own primary schooling that each teacher had different strengths. 
So, one year you might do a lot of singing because that teacher was a singer or a guitar 
player and another year you might do a lot of sport because that teacher was a 
sportsman. I worry that in an ILE it gets a bit homogenised. Instead, I want to keep 
developing my own practice and I don’t want to become meshed with somebody else. 

Lisa was also honest that it is difficult learning to work collaboratively when teachers hold 

differing philosophies. She explained, “it can be hard sometimes to really negotiate and 
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collaborate well if you don’t see eye to eye on something, or you want to change something, 

and the other person doesn’t”. Challenges can be heightened when there is a power 

imbalance. As a teacher early in her career, Lisa explained, “at times I felt strongly about 

something, but because I was new to the team, I felt that I had to toe the line a little bit”. It 

has taken Lisa time to develop a relationship where she feels comfortable questioning 

decisions or discussing improvements of her colleagues’ and team-leader’s practice.  

 

Learning at Whakapata School: 

Whakapata School’s entrance way of black and white pictures highlights the way in which FFL 

has brought a new wave of changes that stand on the shoulders of others that have gone 

before. However, the recent funding for the replacement of several dilapidated classroom 

blocks has proved a powerful catalyst to help teachers to consider the ways that their practice 

may need to continue evolving into the 21st-century. The subsequent implementation of a 

school wide professional learning programme has supported the teachers to look back at the 

practices associated with their original school buildings and develop an understanding of the 

way in which teaching approaches need to evolve into the 21st-century. In the following 

sections, the case-study data is discussed in relation to the three sub-research questions. 

 

Research Sub-Question One: In what ways is the future-focused narrative being 

interpreted by primary school teachers at Whakapata School? 

The teachers at Whakapata School were at first apprehensive about introducing FFL. The 

leadership team responded by providing professional learning and time for teachers to 

interpret future-focused change. The educational consultant interviewed presented the 

future-focused narrative and explained “it’s about preparing students for a dynamic, 

unknown future… helping students to develop deep knowledge… and also the skills to use 

that knowledge effectively”. The teachers could clearly articulate the common narrative that 

society has changed, and that schooling needs to follow. Working with an educational 

consultant was described by the teachers interviewed as a turning point in developing an 

openness to new practices; “really good professional learning with [an educational 

consultant] helped me to make the mental shift about how I needed to change my practice” 

(Janet). The teachers in turn articulated the argument that 21st-century social, cultural, and 
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technological developments mean that it has become increasingly common for employees to 

work alongside colleagues that hold a different culture, first-language, or religion to 

themselves (Bolstad, 2011a; Delors, 1998; Ministry of Education, 2018; OECD, 2018c). 

Moreover, the multiculturalism evident at Whakapata School was given as an example for the 

importance of preparing students for an increasingly evolving and diverse world. 

Sushma, Janet, and Lisa’s professional learning presented the argument that FFL is 

required to move New Zealand’s education system away from an outdated industrial model 

to new approaches. The teachers have in turn interpreted that students require different 

values and skills to those promoted in traditional schooling. For example, the teachers 

articulated the common future-focused argument that industrial learning was inspired by an 

assembly line, promoting values of piety, reliability, repetition, punctuality, and respect for 

authority that may be less important and even counterproductive to the employment 

conditions of the 21st-century (Gilbert, 2005; Senge et al., 2005; Snape & Fox-Turnbull, 2011). 

The teachers felt that FFL promotes an alternative approach of introducing values of 

managing-self, lifelong learning, and responsible global citizenship that can support students 

to remain adaptable in an uncertain future (Darling-Hammond, 2012; Williams et al., 2013).  

A major part of moving away from an industrial model of education has been shifting 

from a one-size-fits-all model to a personalised learning process. The teachers believed in the 

importance of embracing approaches that value students’ cultural identity, celebrate 

difference, and cater particularly to the needs of priority learners. An industrial system is 

criticised as an impersonal approach that gives little consideration to student’s unique needs 

(Gerver, 2014; Ings, 2017; Schrittesser et al., 2014). On the other hand, FFL, digital 

technologies, and ILEs promote learning that is increasingly personalised (Abbiss, 2015; 

Cardno et al., 2017; Charteris et al., 2018; Lam et al., 2021). At Whakapata School the teachers 

encouraged an individualised learning process that recognises that students learn best when 

motivated and engaged (Gerver, 2014; OECD, 2018a); assessment for learning sees teachers 

regularly identify and respond to students’ needs (Spector et al., 2016); students’ cultural 

identity is valued in the classroom (Ministry of Education, 2019a; OECD, 2018c); and New 

Zealand’s unique bi-cultural partnership is acknowledged and valued (Smardon et al., 2015).  

Teacher collaboration was another strong theme in Whakapata School’s 

interpretation of FFL. Lisa described one of the most significant features of FFL as 

“collaboration, between colleagues”. The leadership team has partnered every teacher 
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whether in a single-cell classroom or ILE with at least one colleague to plan and teach 

alongside. The teachers were then given professional learning into planning and teaching 

collaboratively, understanding ILEs, and managing relationships. Teaching collaboratively has 

become strongly associated with ILEs and FFL (Jones, 2018; OECD, 2017; Patrix & Benade, 

2018). However, the way that all the teachers at Whakapata School plan and teach 

collaboratively, whether in an ILE or single-cell classroom, suggests that collaboration can be 

successfully implemented across all learning environments. Thus, FFL could be seen as a way 

of thinking supported by but not limited by a school’s physical design (Smardon et al., 2015).  

 

Research Sub-Question Two: In what ways is future-focused learning being 

implemented by primary school teachers at Whakapata School?  

At Whakapata School it appears that teachers have become more reflective as they have 

implemented FFL. As the teachers have worked with an educational consultant and visited 

other schools, it has helped them to reflect on their own practice. The educational consultant 

interviewed explained that teachers have been encouraged to reflect on their current values, 

empowered to use data to examine existing practice, and exposed to appropriate research in 

an easy to consume format that is helping them to introduce FFL. Throughout this 

development the teachers have been encouraged to work collaboratively to question 

traditionally ingrained practices and consider new approaches. Working collaboratively has 

increased opportunities for teachers to reflect on their practice in a way that is an important 

enabler of future-focused change (Benade, 2017; Rytivaara, 2012). Janet explained, 

“collaboration has improved our level of reflection… because, when we meet to plan, we can 

say ‘This idea didn’t work’, or ‘This was too hard for my group’ and discuss how to adapt it”.  

 The differentiation of learning is an important concept observed in the teachers’ 

implementation of FFL. Differentiation is largely viewed in New Zealand as providing multiple 

avenues for learning that responds to students’ needs, interests, and cultural identity in a way 

that increases students’ opportunities for choice or agency (Benade, 2017). Instead of taking 

a one-size-fits-all approach, teachers are encouraged to find different ways to celebrate 

diversity and inclusivity in the classroom (Bolstad et al., 2012). The nature of Whakapata 

School’s composite classrooms and its ethnically diverse community mean that every class 

represents a broad spectrum of identities, needs, and interests. Across the interviews and 
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observations, I noted that teachers are responding enthusiastically to their students’ needs 

by using topics learners were intently interested in, developing authentic learning activities, 

fostering the use of students’ first and second language, and celebrating students’ cultural 

identity in the classroom. Through differentiation teachers identify what is unique in each 

learner and respond by altering their practice accordingly (Benade, 2017; Reinsfield, 2019). 

 In the 21st-century culturally responsive practice has been promoted by the Ministry 

of Education as essential for shaping New Zealand’s educational future (ERO, 2013; Ministry 

of Education, 2013a; 2018). Lisa explained, “I think that the biggest future-focus in my 

[training] was addressing the historic learning gap between Māori and Pasifika, and other 

ethnic groups”. Teachers have responded to this concern by celebrating different cultures and 

languages, integrating cultural resources into learning, and developing stronger connections 

with students’ families. The teachers were especially attuned to implementing strategies 

designed for Māori and Pasifika learners and they used the Ka Hikatia and Tapasā Cultural 

Competency Frameworks for working with priority learners that represent approximately half 

the school roll. For example, “we have a korero in the morning so there is space to talk, there 

is space to settle, there is space to set the vibe for the day that is class-led” (Lisa). It is claimed 

that culturally responsive practice helps students to develop connections between learners 

and their cultural experiences (Ministry of Education, 2013; Robinson et al., 2009), which is 

especially important in New Zealand’s diverse communities (Reinsfield, 2019; Timperley & 

Alton-Lee, 2008). 

In implementing elements of FFL, the teachers also recognised the value of 

maintaining many existing practices, values, and structures that organise the learning process 

in an orderly fashion. As the educational consultant interviewed explained:  

I ask what is the bedrock of why this organisation exists, and how do you make sure that 
in the face or rapid change you don’t lose sight of that? Because if the baby goes out 
with the bath water, and you think that you need to change for changes sake, then 
you’ve got a major problem. You are just adrift!  

The teachers agreed that adapting practice should be a measured process. There is a danger 

that in hastily integrating FFL that teachers can easily lose control of their students’ learning 

(Carvalho et al., 2020). Therefore, the teachers have preserved clear routines and behaviour 

expectations, the selection of most content knowledge, and a largely consistent timetable for 

each week. There is a feeling that failing to do so could undermine the success of any change 

(Fink & Stoll, 2005). Lisa explained, “I think that you need structure first and then you can 
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build [FFL] in”. Janet also mentioned that working with a cohort of more difficult learners the 

year that I visited had seen her team respond with more teacher-direction and clearer 

boundaries. The teachers considered it as their role to introduce change in an appropriate 

way to each cohort of students, maintaining the structures that are essential to managing a 

class, and ensuring coverage of the skills and disciplinary knowledge that all students require.  

 

Research Sub-Question Three: In what ways is future-focused change impacting 

the professional well-being of primary school teachers at Whakapata School? 

The leadership team at Whakapata School recognise that educational change takes time and 

effort if it is to be implemented successfully. It is argued that FFL requires a transformation in 

thinking that is difficult for teachers to achieve (ERO, 2018; Fink & Stoll, 2005; OECD, 2018a). 

It can challenge one’s professional identity and what it means to be an effective teacher 

(Vähäsantanen, 2015; Woolner et al., 2014). Designing a future-focused programme, 

collaborating with outside experts, or learning to use new tools and pedagogies always takes 

time and effort for teachers to implement (Imms et al., 2016; OECD, 2008). Even when 

teachers are positive about new initiatives, change is challenging and often remains 

unsuccessful (Le Fevre, 2014; Reinsfield, 2019; Senge et al., 2005). Leaders at Whakapata 

School have responded to these concerns by providing extra professional learning, time, and 

resourcing to support FFL in a way that has helped to ease teachers’ anxiety towards change. 

 One of the dimensions of FFL that the teachers found most difficult was learning to 

work in an ILE. New systems need to be established and it initially takes time for teachers to 

learn to manage noise levels, distractions, and working more closely with their colleagues 

(Madden et al., 2012; OECD, 2015). The teachers discovered that at least initially the 

importance and regularity of meetings increased, they became more reliant on the 

competency of their colleagues, and learning to collaborate effectively took extensive time 

and effort. As the teachers moved to a shared timetable resources were regularly required at 

the same time. Subsequently, further resourcing is required to support new approaches (21st 

Century Learning Reference Group, 2014; Baskerville, 2012; Beeby, 1966). However, current 

resourcing at Whakapata School restricted the topics that could be explored; and a limited 

number of digital devices made it hard to naturally integrate digital learning. Woolner and 

colleagues (2012) also highlighted that there is often a disconnect between designers and 
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teachers’ understanding of new spaces. This was true for Janet’s team which soon discovered 

that the number of students that the architect had designed their ILE for were not, from their 

perspective, manageable. 

 The teachers found that learning to work more collaboratively was a process that 

involved compromise. The literature suggests that it can be difficult for teachers to manage 

the lost autonomy that accompanies the move to a collaborative learning environment 

(Blackmore et al., 2011; Gislason, 2010). In an ILE, a team of teachers needs to develop a 

consensus on the use of their space, and this is very tricky to manage when teachers hold 

different perspectives about effective practice (Carvalho et al., 2020; Rytivaara, 2012). 

Additionally, teachers need to respect the way that others work, “it is challenging working 

alongside someone… I like things done on time but if this doesn’t happen it holds you up” 

(Sushma). It can be difficult when there is a power imbalance. For example, as a beginning 

teacher new to her team, Lisa described the challenge of sharing her opinion. One 

characteristic Lisa appreciated from her own primary schooling was the way that teacher’s 

passions influenced their programme. However, as teachers come to work more 

collaboratively, Lisa is concerned that it is leading to a homogenising of teachers’ practice: 

My team leader… wanted everything to look the same and be the same, but he couldn’t 
give me a good reason why. It clarified the feeling that this is my major negative with 
FFL. I want to keep developing my own practice, and I don’t want to become meshed 
with somebody else. It’s very hard to find the line, because you want to have a 
successful partnership, but you don’t want to lose your own identity 

Lisa’s comments highlight a possible tension that teachers may face when suddenly becoming 

more reliant on others, having to be more considerate of their colleagues’ views, and needing 

to negotiate differences of opinion that inevitably arise (Campbell et al., 2013).  

 Deeper collegial relationships can be supported in ILEs, and collaboration is identified 

as a catalyst to improve teachers’ practice and students’ learning outcomes (Blackmore et al., 

2011; French et al., 2020; Lee & Ward, 2013; Woolner et al., 2012). The teachers mentioned 

many challenges associated with coming to collaborate more closely, but they were 

appreciative of the increased opportunities for learning, sharing their workload, and 

recognising when others need extra support. Increased collaboration was described as 

beneficial for all teachers, but as a beginning teacher, Lisa mentioned, “moving to an ILE takes 

a bit of pressure off…, I can share responsibility if something goes wrong…, I can share 

planning and draw on other’s strengths”. Janet elaborated: 
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I feel it has been really good for beginning teachers, because if you’re in a single-cell 
classroom you’re not even sure if you’re on the right track. But here with three teachers 
in one space, [early career teachers] are hearing and seeing experienced teachers’ 
practice all day, every day.  

 

Conclusion:  

The recent development of Whakapata School’s first block of ILEs has been a catalyst for the 

leadership team to run a school-wide professional learning programme that has exposed their 

teachers to the future-focused narrative. The leadership team has subsequently expected all 

teachers to plan collaboratively with at least one other colleague. Collaboration has helped 

each teacher to develop new ways of thinking, encouraged new pedagogies, and provided 

someone to problem-solve with. The teachers have in turn interpreted FFL as the introduction 

of personalised, culturally responsive, and differentiated learning that can prepare students 

to live and work in a changing world. At first the teachers were apprehensive about FFL and 

somewhat overwhelmed by the many challenges that came with implementing new 

practices. However, a schoolwide vision for the importance of future-focused change and 

ongoing support from their leadership team has helped the teachers to consider FFL, work 

collaboratively, and transition to an ILE in a way that is influencing their teaching practice. 
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Chapter 8: Case-Study Three (Whakatairite School) 

Whakatairite School: 

Whakatairite School is a Year 0-8 primary school of approximately 550 students that was 

developed in response to the post-war baby boom of the 1950’s and 1960’s. It now sits at the 

heart of decile three community comprising of one third Māori learners and a relatively even 

mix of Pakeha, Pasifika, Asian, and other ethnicities. The school’s facilities are indicative of 

those that were built in the mid-20th-century, with several blocks of single-cell classrooms 

that incorporate a cloak bay, central mat space, wooden desks, north facing wooden 

windows, high louvers, and little indoor-outdoor flow. The school buildings are now in need 

of extensive maintenance. Whakatairite School has responded with a first phase of 

redevelopment that has seen the conversion of a junior classroom block into an ILE for eight 

teachers and over 200 students. The environment is similar in design to a wharenui (Māori 

meeting house), without the glass sliders, breakout rooms, and teacher work areas that have 

become indicative of purpose built ILEs. The sheer openness of the space means that it could 

be contested whether it meets current ILE criteria of a flexible learning space that can be 

easily reconfigured to support a range of pedagogies for small and large groups (Ministry of 

Education, 2011; OECD, 2013). However, the term ILE is used to describe the environment 

throughout this chapter in alignment with the teachers’ description of their space. 

The leadership team at Whakatairite School are supportive of FFL and they agree with 

the sentiment that advances in digital technologies have changed society to the point that 

schooling needs to follow (Lindsay, 2016). The leadership team feels that ILEs will help their 

teachers in developing confident, critical, adaptable, and creative lifelong learners. However, 

they had not appeared to engage critically with the future-focused narrative, in order to 

recontextualise FFL from a broad set of ideas to the practical implementation of new 

pedagogies within their school community. The teachers that I spoke to share a similar 

enthusiasm to their leaders for incorporating digital technologies, 21st-century skills, and new 

approaches to engaging students in the curriculum but they were less certain that their new 

learning environment had an important part to play in achieving these aims. Instead, the 

teachers perceived that either maintaining the existing school layout or developing smaller 

purpose built ILEs was a better approach. In fact, the teachers said that their new junior 

learning environment made it difficult to introduce FFL because of the increased distractions 
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of over 200 students working together, a lack of space for groups to work independently 

without disturbing or being disturbed by others, and the restriction of teachers needing to 

continually consider the impact of their practice on those around them. 

There did not appear to be a consistent vision of effective pedagogical practice 

amongst the teachers at Whakatairite School. As each teacher held autonomy to plan and 

implement their own programme there was a continuum of approaches from traditional to 

more innovative and everything in between. Some teachers have introduced inquiry-based 

approaches, adapted their programme to acknowledge their students’ interests and learning 

preferences, or are embracing new technologies, while others maintain pedagogies that are 

more teacher-directed. In talking of the practices across the eight teachers in the junior 

learning environment, it was explained, “in a space like this you absolutely have to be on the 

same page [as your colleagues], so hold the same ideas about pedagogy and the same 

willingness to be flexible and adaptive… but we’re not at this current time” (Emily). Instead, 

it appeared that each teacher held a ‘single-cell mindset’ and were planning and working 

independently in their own corner of the environment. 

The move to such an open environment was described as having a detrimental 

influence on teachers’ professional well-being, especially in managing increased noise levels 

and distractions. During the build of the new environment a school wide professional learning 

programme was presented by an educational consultant that introduced the teachers to 

principles of FFL and placed a demand on teachers to experiment with new practices. 

However, one teacher commented, “it is difficult when [professional learning] is done across 

the board for primary teachers, as the way that you deal with Year 7-8’s and the way that you 

deal with New Entrants has to be different” (Linda). Instead, a more differentiated model was 

recommended for each team of teachers. The teachers that were transitioning to the ILE 

received their own more extensive professional learning programme, leading a transitioning 

teacher to comment, “so I feel like we were prepared to come into this new space” (Emily). 

But the need for ongoing professional learning has been exacerbated now that half of the 

transitioning teachers have left, and replacement teachers have in turn been expected to 

move into the ILE without similar levels of professional learning. In this case, a new teacher 

to the ILE described the transition process as “very difficult” (Alice). 
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Visiting Emily and Alice’s Year 1-3 Eight Teacher Learning Environment: 

Emily and Alice work as two of the eight teachers in Whakatairite School’s recently modified 

learning environment represented in Figure 18. The teachers described their ILE as one of the 

most open in the country as it allows them to survey what all 200 Year 1-3 students are doing 

from anywhere around the room. The openness of the space is accentuated through the 

absence of any sliders, purpose-built furniture installations, or small breakout rooms that 

have become synonymous with purpose built ILEs. However, the strategic layout of the 

furniture, the recent addition of a central library and storage area, and changes in the patterns 

across the carpet have worked to break the ILE into eight distinct zones for each teacher and 

their students. Alice explained, “we have recently put up some partitions down the middle to 

help stop the sound coming from the other side and we have tried to make a few little corners 

and spaces where we can have a separate group working”. However, the only partitioning 

above shoulder height are two walls that protrude several metres out of one side of the 

learning environment. 

 

Emily is in her sixth year of teaching, all at Whakatairite School. She has spent most of 

that time receiving professional learning to prepare for or teaching in the school’s new junior 

learning area. She explained, “I’m really lucky… I have learnt so much and been exposed to so 

much awesome [professional learning]”. Emily has done extra training to become the Science, 

Technology, Engineering, the Arts, and Mathematics (STEAM) leader for the school. The 

Ministry of Education has endorsed STEAM as a programme that encourages learning 

activities that are designed to promote 21st-century skills, utilise modern technologies, and 

f 

Figure 18  

Researcher’s Impression of Emily and Alice’s Learning Environment (Source: Author). 
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engage and motivate students to think in new ways. The aims of STEAM sit at the heart of 

Emily’s future-focused philosophy; “we are wanting to promote 21st-century competencies 

and prepare our kids for jobs that do not exist”. Emily elaborated, “I find a balance between 

front-loading the content first, and then thinking of ways to bring in digital technologies to 

enhance the learning experience, or STEAM problem-solving in a way that helps students’ 

make real-world connections”. For Emily, the main benefit of FFL is delivering content in a fun 

way, “learning has become so engaging for the kids. I’ve seen such a shift in participation and 

motivation to students actually wanting to get involved in learning”. 

In the year I visited, Alice was new to Whakatairite School. She has prior experience in 

a high decile Auckland school and South African primary schools where she worked in single-

cell classrooms, therefore, it is understandable that Alice has a limited view of FFL in 

comparison to Emily. In describing the importance of FFL, she explained, “I think that it is 

mostly because there has been such an increase in digital technology… that there is a need 

for children to know how to use these technologies”. Alice continually referred to FFL as the 

use of digital technologies to enhance her programme and she alluded to the importance of 

making learning more engaging. In talking of the transition process, Alice noted: 

While in the beginning, honestly it was a really big shock for me. I had never worked in 
this kind of an environment and I was used to a single-cell classroom. So, never mind 
one or two classes, now there is eight, and it’s all open, and they are moving all of the 
time. I found that very difficult! 

Alice elaborated that she did not initially feel very well supported, found it hard to fit into the 

environment and feel part of the team, and she has struggled to understand how to use the 

space effectively. However, Alice explained that she is open to learning and forming new 

relationships, which means things are improving. 

The teaching programme in the ILE, “takes a stage not age approach, as [students] are 

grouped based on their ability and then each teacher is assigned to a level” (Emily). The 

teachers plan independently for reading, writing, and mathematics groups that consist of 

students of a similar ability from Years 1 to 3. In order to run a programme across the 

environment, the students move every day at the same time between their reading, writing, 

or mathematics teacher. Every lesson begins with a 10 to 15-minute whole group focus and 

the students stay in the same space for independent or small group activities for the rest of 

the lesson. Both steps were introduced to mitigate the problems of one teacher working with 

a whole group next to another busily involved in noisier activities and to reduce the 
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distraction of 200 students continually moving across the environment. At the start of each 

day and in the afternoons the students return to a home teacher who manages their 

administrative requirements and the other subject areas. In a similar nature to a single-cell 

classroom, each teacher’s philosophy governs their teaching practice. Some teachers 

collaborate with a buddy class, use STEAM principles, or an inquiry-approach, while others 

maintain more traditional approaches. Emily explained, “we are not all on the same page”. 

However, I noted Emily and Alice’s intent to make learning as fun and relevant as possible. 

Emily explained, “if we do something awesome and then we write about it, students are much 

more inclined to get involved”; and Alice elaborated, “why not tap into technologies that they 

know, technologies that they enjoy, and use it to convey learning?”. 

Learning to work with seven colleagues in an ILE has had a significant influence on 

Emily’s and Alice’s professional well-being. In talking of their environment Emily noted, “I feel 

that eight is too big! I would love to be in a hub of two to four, that’s kind of the ideal number”. 

Emily is excited by the potential of an ILE, but she has found the logistics of implementing 

future-focused change with eight teachers frustrating. It has been difficult for so many 

teachers to plan collaboratively and develop a consensus on how FFL should be implemented, 

instead, each teacher has defaulted to teaching in their corner of the space. Teacher turnover 

has also made it difficult, as Emily explained: 

Not having the [professional learning] in place to support new teachers that are coming 
into an environment like this, is a major negative. It’s the old saying that you don’t know 
what you don’t know. So, if they don’t know how to use the technology, they don’t 
know what 21st-century learning looks like, or if they don’t know how to adapt and 
change their practice to suit an ILE, then we are not going to see any shifts. 

Alice described her experience of transitioning into Whakatairite School’s new learning 

environment as an overwhelming process: 

So, I have to say that coming here initially I wanted to run for the hills because we had 
to work so closely together and yet I didn’t feel a part of the environment. I can chat to 
anybody and I’m very open, but I found that it took me a while to adjust. Now it’s getting 
a bit better but there are still some things to navigate. 

Alice also noted, “our environment makes it challenging to use FFL, as we first need to think 

of ways around the distractions in the room”. Somewhat ironically both Emily and Alice felt 

that their new environment had actually reduced flexibility. Emily believed that she could 

maintain a more future-focused programme if she was not held back by the colleagues around 
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her, and Alice perceived that it would be easier to introduce FFL without the rigid timetable, 

distractions, and complex relationships required to manage such an open space. 

 

Visiting Linda’s New Entrants One Teacher Learning Environment: 

Linda spent a year teaching in the junior ILE before moving into one of the school’s original 

New Entrants’ single-cell classrooms represented in Figure 19. Linda feels New Entrants are 

better suited to a more closed environment as they are still learning school routines, have a 

constantly evolving programme, and are easily overwhelmed. The classroom has been set up 

with different zones consisting of a big mat space defined by a smart television and 

whiteboard, a play corner, art area, library snug, teacher workstation, and tables for small 

group and independent work. The original high louvers provide cross ventilation in the 

warmer months and Linda is lucky that the large windows afford light and are open to an 

expansive view. The classroom walls are brought to life with students’ work, early reading 

and mathematics resources, and a timetable system that Linda regularly refers to when 

working with her small groups to guide them to the right area and activity. Across the space 

there is a mixture of resources, games, and devices that you would expect to see in most New 

Entrants’ classrooms across New Zealand. 

 

Linda believes that FFL has emerged as an important focus, “because change is 

happening so fast and we need to have citizens that are able to make decisions, reason for 

themselves, problem-solve, be self-managing… and be confident using current technologies 

cc 

Figure 19  

Researcher’s Impression of Linda’s Learning Environment (Source: Author). 
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so they can cope with whatever comes their way”. Working at Whakatairite School has been 

Linda’s first job since immigrating from South Africa. Instead of taking a teacher-directed 

approach, she is learning to be more flexible and responsive to students’ interests and their 

ideas as they emerge across a lesson. Linda spoke of her primary-aged son who thinks outside 

the box, “this would have been traditionally frowned upon because we thought ‘Why can’t 

he do it the right way and follow the rules?’, whereas in the New Zealand Curriculum that is 

now being celebrated”. It is very important for her to make learning more relevant and 

engaging; “with that students want to learn, so they are going to delve deeper into it, so they 

develop a love for learning. Which is something that was seriously lacking in the old system”. 

Linda also explains, “New Entrants teachers need to teach the basics, as [students] don’t know 

what they don’t know”. Thus, her practice has evolved to use a wider array of engaging 

pedagogies to ensure continued coverage of basic skills including counting, social-skills, 

handwriting, simple school routines, and number, letter, and sight word identification. 

Throughout the day Linda’s programme continually evolves to acknowledge the short 

attention span that is indicative of her five-year-old learners. The students can be found doing 

mathematics, reading, or writing in short lessons with the teacher, or practising their basic 

skills and subject knowledge through many activities that include worksheets, games, digital 

learning programmes, art and craft, or exploration and play time. However, Linda regularly 

calls her students back to the mat so she can reinforce the overarching learning goals for the 

week, introduce a whole class song, book, poem, or other activity, and then send the students 

off onto their next independent task. Therefore, she not only uses a large array of pedagogies 

throughout each day but across every lesson. Linda is looking to expand her practice next year 

through an appraisal goal that will see her conduct professional learning into play-based 

methods that can help her to develop strategies to foster students’ social-skills and introduce 

21st-century competencies of critical-thinking and managing-self. 

Linda is enthusiastic about FFL and spoke from a parent’s perspective about the way 

in which she can see the importance for her own children. However, Linda commented that 

learning about FFL “is interesting but extremely time-consuming. It opens up a whole new 

can of worms for everybody to use something different”. New practice is tricky to introduce 

alongside the constant demand of running a New Entrants’ classroom. She also added: 

If you let each child choose their own inquiry or passion project, then you also need to 
follow that with as many different students as you have. Whereas, if learning is more 
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teacher-focused, then you’ve decided this is the content that you are going to teach 
now and that makes your planning a bit easier. 

However, Linda was largely enthusiastic about her future-focused professional learning 

opportunities. She articulated that she could see “students have moved from not wanting to 

go to school to actually wanting to know more”. Improved engagement and reduced boredom 

appeared to be a powerful motivator in encouraging Linda to implement FFL. 

 
Learning at Whakatairite School: 

Teachers at Whakatairite School hold a wide range of perspectives about effective teaching 

and learning. The teachers’ practice has been influenced by the recent upgrade of a large new 

learning block. Throughout the establishment of their ILE the transitioning staff were exposed 

to a wide range of professional learning opportunities that they would not have otherwise 

been exposed to. The other teachers across the school have also taken part in professional 

learning opportunities that have helped them to develop a basic understanding of the 

philosophy underpinning FFL and ILEs even though they are not teaching in shared spaces. 

The teachers interviewed each spoke of their own journey of grappling with ILE philosophy 

and implementing FFL that is discussed in the subsequent sections that relate to the three 

sub-research questions. 

 
Research Sub-Question One: In what ways is the future-focused narrative being 

interpreted by primary school teachers at Whakatairite School? 

The leadership team at Whakatairite School were enthusiastic about the recent opportunity 

to upgrade one of their old classroom blocks, as ILEs are designed to support teachers to 

implement future-focused pedagogies (Abbiss, 2015; Wells et al., 2018). However, the 

teachers had been exposed to different levels of professional learning and there did not 

appear to be a consistent interpretation of FFL across the school. The teachers had responded 

in a variety of ways that varied from an enthusiasm for student-centred practices, to valuing 

more traditional pedagogies, and everything in between. It is common for teachers to have a 

variety of responses to FFL and ILEs (Carvalho et al., 2020). A change that is viewed as an 

exciting new opportunity by one teacher, can just as easily be perceived with trepidation by 

another (Schrittesser et al., 2014; Woolner et al., 2014). As the educational consultant 

interviewed explained, “in embarking on a radical reimagining of their curriculum, some 
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people in a school will be ready for that, and for others that is too big a jump and they will 

need careful support”. 

 The teachers articulated the common argument that advances in digital technologies 

have facilitated rapid change that has made the future more uncertain than ever before (Lam 

et al., 2021; Schuck et al., 2018). Linda noted, “we don’t know how the world is going to look 

in twenty years. It’s all changing so fast and we need to have citizens that are able to make 

decisions, reason for themselves, problem-solve, and be self-managing”. The teachers felt 

that the uncertainty that surrounds the future is influencing their practice; “our role has 

changed from being the author of all knowledge to the facilitator of learning… it’s helping the 

kids to come up with ways of solving things and to find a solution as they need those self-help 

skills” (Linda). Emily elaborated, “it’s taking a step back and letting the kids have more voice 

and ownership over learning”. Content is introduced in a way that facilitates opportunities to 

develop problem-solving and critical-thinking skills that can help students remain adaptable 

in an uncertain future (Bell, 2010; Bolstad et al., 2012; OECD, 2018c).  

 Emily, Alice, and Linda regarded the integration of digital-technologies as an important 

element of FFL. Emily explained, “our kids have grown up in technology dominated lives, so 

[teachers] need to use what [students] have grown up with and require for their future”. The 

Ministry of Education has put significant resourcing into digital infrastructure across New 

Zealand schools (Lourie, 2018). In the year that I visited Whakatairite School, staff had applied 

for extra funding through the ‘Teacher Led Innovation Fund’ that was used to provide 

professional learning and supply new technologies. Alice explained, “these technologies are 

opening up new ways of learning for [students]”. However, the teachers were cautious that 

technologies should not be blindly embraced at the expense of fine-motor, handwriting, and 

social-skills that they considered as equally important for preparing students for the 21st-

century but they felt could be lost in an entirely digital programme.  

The teachers have interpreted FFL as an important solution to ensuring that learning 

is an exciting process. The major criticism that Alice and Linda had of traditional schooling is 

that learning was boring, and students struggled to see its relevance for real-life situations. 

Alice commented, “I like to give [students] hands-on things to do, so learning is not so boring”; 

and Linda said, “the positives of FFL are that the children are enthusiastic, and boredom is 

limited as much as possible”. Interestingly, Alice and Linda were both trained in South Africa 

that still maintains a largely traditional system (Hoadley, 2018). Byers, Mahat and colleagues 
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(2018) suggest that ILEs support improvement in students’ attitudes, the integration of 

technology, a more active learning experience, and increased engagement. Future-focused 

pedagogies are associated with making learning a more exciting, engaging, and hands on 

process (Madden et al., 2012; Patrix & Benade, 2018; Scott, 2015c); “The advice that I would 

give to schools is to make sure that kids are engaged… in authentic real world experiences 

that connect with them and who they are” (Educational Consultant). The teachers suggested 

rather than students becoming disengaged and pushed out of school, school should be a place 

where children want to learn (Gilbert, 2005; Illeris, 2018; Scott, 2015a). It was inferred that 

increasing student engagement can help students to view learning as a positive process that 

is more likely to continue throughout their lives.  

   

 
Research Sub-Question Two: In what ways is future-focused learning being 

implemented by primary school teachers at Whakatairite School?  

At Whakatairite School FFL was implemented in a way that acknowledged the importance of 

both skills and content knowledge. As junior teachers, Emily, Alice, and Linda feel that it is 

very important for them to teach new skills as well as the basics of the core subject areas. 

Without explicit support the teachers believe that students will not learn essential number 

and letter recognition, phonetic awareness, or number knowledge that they consider equally 

important as future-focused skills and competencies for equipping students for the 21st-

century. There was a feeling that students require a combination of 21st-century skills and 

foundational knowledge in order for success. The educational consultant interviewed 

explained that good teaching is about teaching students a combination of curriculum 

knowledge, 21st-century skills, and dispositions to use their knowledge and skills effectively. 

The future-focused narrative emphasises that students need to be taught skills including 

collaboration, critical-thinking, communication, and creativity in order to develop as lifelong 

learners (Guerriero, 2017; Hood, 2015). Conversely, it is argued that students require core 

disciplinary knowledge within each subject area (Wood & Sheehan, 2012). Together, both 

subject knowledge and skills contribute to students’ holistic development for the 21st-

century.  
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 In introducing 21st-century skills, the participants said they implement an approach 

that sees the teaching of traditional content knowledge and foundational skills usually 

dominate the early stages of each day, while time is set aside in the afternoons for future-

focused activities. However, the educational consultant interviewed explained, “it’s much 

easier to combine knowledge, skills, and competencies because, if people mistakenly think 

that skill and competency development is separate from knowledge development, you have 

immediately tripled the amount of time that you need for learning”. Emily as a classroom 

teacher and STEAM co-ordinator agreed; “teachers think that STEAM is an extra thing that 

needs to be planned into their busy timetable… but it can be used to enhance programmes, 

not be an add on”. Therefore, the teachers were exploring ways to integrate 21st-century skills 

and competencies into students’ independent activities throughout the day, rather than 

thinking these skills need to be developed in one off lessons. For example, Emily noted that 

her class had recently used STEAM and the school’s new robotics equipment to solve real-

world problems; Alice shared the current inquiry-topic her students were exploring into 

different fairy tales; and Linda explained that she is introducing simple science and technology 

concepts by helping students to solve real-world problems through an inquiry project.  

Alongside 21st-century skills the teachers felt that it was important to maintain a focus 

on traditional developmental-skills that are less commonly referred to in the future-focused 

narrative. The teachers have noted that when time is not spent teaching skills including letter 

formation, setting out work, or following simple routines, they are quickly lost. Linda added, 

“in FFL there aren’t always those fixed structures. For example, teaching letter formation, 

handwriting, and other basic skills, so you end up with writing that is weird and random”. 

Alice agreed, “lots of our kids can’t write on a line or form their letters properly. So, before 

they start writing I like to do some modelling on the whiteboard that I get them to copy, 

because that’s still important”. It appears that teaching simple skills and routines including 

writing, listening, hand-eye co-ordination, putting one’s hand up, or understanding when and 

how to ask for help remains important to a junior teacher’s role (May, 2011). However, as 

less emphasis is placed on these particular skills there is a danger they could be lost. Thus, the 

teachers considered it important to instil a sound foundation of developmental skills and 

competencies that the students will carry through the rest of their lives. 

 Moving into an ILE is one of the most profound influences FFL has had on Emily and 

Alice’s practice. A teacher’s role changes significantly through moving from working in one’s 
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own class to learning to implement FFL in a collaborative environment (Mulcahy & Morrison, 

2017; OECD, 2013; Wells et al., 2018). Teachers’ practice is deprivatised, new relationships 

are required, teachers must learn to manage larger groups of students, and new routines and 

behaviour management strategies need to be developed (Carvalho et al., 2020; OECD, 2013; 

Rytivaara, 2012). The teachers found the constant need to be aware of the impact of their 

practice on those around them, extremely difficult. They have looked to reduce distractions 

by timetabling slots for quieter and noisier activities and set clear boundaries for the way that 

students must work and move around the space.  

 
Research Sub-Question Three: In what ways are future-focused developments 

impacting the professional well-being of primary school teachers at 

Whakatairite School?  

The building of a new and very open learning environment at Whakatairite School has had a 

profound influence on the teachers’ professional well-being. Moving into an ILE can be a very 

difficult process (Byers, Mahat et al., 2018; Cardno et al., 2017; Dovey & Fisher, 2014). In Emily 

and Alice’s case, the challenges associated with transitioning to an ILE have been 

compounded by the very open nature of their converted classroom block. In turn, they have 

been required to work alongside seven colleagues and over 200 students, rather than two or 

three teachers and 50 to 70 students as in most newly built ILEs. Alice described her recent 

transition to the junior ILE as a “big shock” as the space contrasts significantly with any 

environment she has ever taught in. Emily was concerned that new teachers are expected to 

transition overnight into an ILE without any extra professional learning. It takes time for 

teachers to understand change (Beeby, 1980; Hall et al., 2009), yet Alice was expected to 

concurrently learn about ILEs and FFL, build new relationships with her colleagues, and 

manage her teaching responsibilities. In contrast, Emily felt prepared for the transition to an 

ILE with almost two years of professional learning and a pre-established relationship with her 

colleagues. Nevertheless, she still found it challenging to manage a positive relationship with 

seven colleagues and collaboratively develop a programme for over 200 students.  

 Increased noise levels and distractions were one of the greatest challenges identified 

by principals and teachers in Cardno and colleagues (2017), Jones (2018), and Fletcher and 

colleagues (2020) study of New Zealand ILEs. Difficulties in managing more students and the 
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associated increase in noise and distractions has also been a common theme mentioned 

across this study. It appears that very open designs reduce rather than increase flexibility 

(Dovey & Fisher, 2014). Alice noted, “I don’t like the distractions and the noise… if students 

have things they need to be able to really concentrate on, when there’s a lot of noise then it’s 

hard to do that”. In my discussions across a number of teachers in the staffroom, noise level 

and managing so many students consistently came up as the most significant challenges 

associated with working in the junior ILE. Research confirms that it is not just teachers but 

students themselves that battle with the increased noise levels and further distractions of an 

ILE (Blackmore et al., 2011; Everatt et al., 2019; Fletcher et al., 2020; Madden et al., 2012; 

Page & Davis, 2016; Patrix & Benade, 2018; Woolner et al., 2007). Emily and Alice explained 

how the management team had recently allowed them to use partitions to develop a library 

area at the centre of the ILE that provided more segregation. Alice noted:  

I do reading in that middle section right against the new partitions. I used to have classes 
on every side, so there was a lot of noise. At least the partitions lessen it a bit and the 
visual distractions are reduced.  

At least initially there appeared to be a disconnect between the leadership team’s desire to 

maintain the openness of their new ILE and the teachers’ reality of trying to manage students’ 

learning amongst the distractions of a very large and open space. 

Learning to work collaboratively was another of the most commonly mentioned 

negative influences on teachers’ professional well-being. Interestingly, collaboration was also 

mentioned just as often as one of the most positive aspects. Jones (2018) identified a similar 

finding that collegial relationships can be one of the most significant positives or negatives 

whilst transitioning to an ILE. The teachers at Whakatairite School found it especially difficult 

to manage relationships across so many colleagues. Positive relationships are essential to 

collaboration and relationships can quickly become strained when teachers struggle with 

differing views and lost autonomy, that leads to tension (Blackmore et al., 2011; Patrix & 

Benade, 2018). Emily said, “some [teachers] use a mixed approach and others are very 

traditional, so within our space there is a whole mixture of philosophies”. Alice also explained, 

“while some teachers are good at sharing, some are not”. A deep level of trust and a certain 

vulnerability is needed for teachers to collaborate effectively (French et al., 2020; Rytivaara, 

2012). The teachers did not feel effective collaboration was evident across their space, 



 
  Edward Pinel: 1271232 

  131 

instead, it appeared that managing so many relationships was too hard and alternatively most 

teachers were working alongside one or two colleagues with a similar philosophy.  

 The teachers identified challenges in introducing FFL that are unique to their 

lower socio-economic community. In implementing any change, it is important to consider 

the unique needs of each school community (OECD, 2018c; Reimers, 2021). For example, 

Emily explained that providing the extra resourcing and technologies that can enhance FFL is 

more difficult when your community finds it harder to fundraise for them. In recently 

transitioning to Whakatairite School from a private school in a high socio-economic 

community, Alice described the contrast she has seen in students’ needs: 

In lower decile areas lots of kids are battling with things other than specific learning 
needs, as well as those with learning needs. You have so many in a class that it’s difficult 
to have the time to help them all. The ones that are battling or going through hard times 
really need that one-on-one help that’s easier to provide in a single-cell classroom. 

Alice’s comments show that primary school teachers’ implementation of new practices is 

often influenced by concerns that are far wider than academic achievement. Hugo and 

Wedekind (2013) and Reimers (2021) highlight the differing needs of higher and lower socio-

economic communities as an important reason why what works with one set of learners 

cannot be simply transferred to a wider set of circumstances. Concerningly, Everatt and 

colleagues (2019) noted that already struggling students tend to face even greater challenges 

in an ILE. Managing the higher needs of priority learners and the ongoing influence of social 

issues adds another dimension to teachers’ practice that makes it more difficult to introduce 

FFL (ERO, 2013).  

 

Conclusion:  

The need to renovate the dated school buildings at Whakatairite School has proved a catalyst 

to help teachers explore FFL. The teachers have taken on a key message of the future-focused 

narrative that society is changing and schooling needs to evolve to prepare students with new 

skills for the 21st-century. Some teachers, therefore, have developed a growing interest in 

future-focused pedagogies. Others were more skeptical. Nevertheless, all the teachers I 

interviewed in this study were positive about the potential of new pedagogies to prepare 

their students to enter an uncertain future, but they were concerned that placing eight 

teachers in a collaborative environment was not their envisioning of the best way to outwork 
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future-focused change. It has proved challenging for the teachers to understand how to use 

their ILE, manage increased noise and distractions, and learn to work collaboratively. Further 

concern was raised that some challenges have been compounded by the extra difficulties that 

their students face coming from lower socio-economic homes. 
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Chapter 9: Case-Study Four (Moroki School) 

Moroki School: 

Unlike the story of re-development evident in the other three case-study schools, Moroki 

School’s modern facilities were purpose built in the early-21st-century to service a new decile 

ten suburb. The school opened just before ILEs became a compulsory focus of the Ministry of 

Education (Ministry of Education, 2011). However, the contemporary buildings and gardens, 

whilst less open than many recently built ILEs represent a clear break in design from a 

traditional school layout. There are a number of similar classroom blocks that each consist of 

two smaller learning areas ideally designed for one teacher, an ILE for two teachers, a large 

shared space, and four breakout rooms. Since opening a little over ten years ago, Moroki 

School’s population has steadily grown by over 400% to reach current capacity of 

approximately 500 students. The school community is represented by more than 50% Asian 

students, about 35% Pakeha learners, and around 10% other nationalities. 

Most teachers have recently joined the staff, resulting in the leadership team working 

to bring together the teachers’ views from different perspectives to develop Moroki School’s 

vision of effective teaching and learning. In this process, the teachers have worked with an 

educational consultant to unpack the philosophy underpinning FFL and ILEs. Value has been 

placed on the holistic development of 21st-century skills in students, as well as instilling values 

of respect for themselves, others, and the environment. Central to the school philosophy is 

recognition that students hold individual strengths and interests that effective teachers can 

utilise to build upon students’ initial understandings. Instead of a top-down approach, a 

differentiated model of leadership has seen decision making shared with teachers. Each team 

has been empowered with the autonomy to interpret the future-focused narrative and 

develop a programme that acknowledges the developmental age and needs of their learners. 

Future-focused change is implemented differently across the school. The teachers 

described their practice as a mixed approach that draws on pedagogies that have long been 

an important part of primary schooling, as well as new approaches that have the potential to 

enhance longstanding aims and practices. It appears that the teachers are primarily motivated 

by asking what is best for their learners, rather than following a pre-determined philosophy 

or one way of doing things. Across the learning environments this is managed differently as 

in each classroom block two teachers plan and teach collaboratively, while another two 
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teachers work in their own environment. However, one pedagogical tool used consistently 

across the school is ‘The Structure of Observed Learning Outcomes (SOLO)-Taxonomy’ (Biggs 

& Collis, 1982). A teacher explained that SOLO-Taxonomy is used to consider students current 

understanding and “then we look at where learning can go from there” (Kerry). In the junior 

years, teachers may draw together students’ initial ideas around a topic, while in the senior 

years, students can be encouraged to build a more complex understanding of a topic as they 

make connections between ideas. The example was given that in the junior years, teachers 

may focus on instilling a basic understanding of airplanes, and as students advance this can 

be expanded to principles of flight and travel.  

The teachers support a slow and measured change process and they were aware that 

without carefully managing the implications that result, change is unlikely to be successful. It 

was also noted that “leaders have a responsibility to ask if this is right for our school and 

community [rather than accept it] just because it’s government driven” (Nicole). There was a 

sense that ideas should not be transferred unquestioned into schools. The teachers 

interviewed indicated that it takes time to learn about and implement new practices, and 

they were concerned that appropriate release time, professional learning, and resourcing is 

not necessarily provided. For example, several of the teachers interviewed perceived that the 

Ministry of Education’s ideals do not always match the reality required to implement practice 

in New Zealand schools. Instead, the teachers noted that “the government sits in Wellington 

and makes a lot of global decisions” (Nicole); but they do not always acknowledge what is 

involved for teachers to implement them. In managing successful change, “considering 

teachers’ well-being is something that is… imperative for [schools and governments] to 

consider” (Kerry).  

 

Visiting Kim’s Year 3-4 Two Teacher Learning Environment:  

Kim works with 56 Year 3-4 students in one of the two teacher ILEs in each classroom block. 

With a C shaped open-plan layout the space is naturally suited to Kim and her colleague 

planning and teaching collaboratively. The students move across the space while the teachers 

predominantly remain in their own half of the ILE (see Figure 20). The classroom has the 

flexibility to be divided into two spaces with large concertina folding doors, but Kim told me 

that the doors are not utilised and remain open unless there is a very unique learning 
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situation. Branching off the ILE are two breakout rooms, an outdoor learning area, and a large 

shared space that can easily accommodate a whole class. Students have access to a broad 

range of computers, portable devices, smart TV’s, and robotics equipment. The ILE’s 

flexibility, contemporary finish, high ceilings, abundant light, large windows, and indoor-

outdoor flow makes the space an appealing place in which to work and learn. 

 

Kim is in her ninth year of teaching and she noted that she has recently spent time 

developing an understanding of FFL through her involvement in a Masters of Contemporary 

Education. Study has “helped me to feel a lot more on to it with what’s happening in the 

[education] profession” (Kim). Kim’s qualifications might help to explain why she articulated 

a link between FFL and the philosophy of the New Zealand business sector that many of the 

other teachers did not discuss. Kim’s ideas clearly reflected the philosophy of proponents for 

FFL as she was able to almost recite many of their key tenants. Kim articulated that the 

internet means that New Zealand is no longer geographically isolated from the international 

business sector and she used the example of Rocket Lab and other tech startup companies to 

illustrate how employment conditions have evolved in ways that would have been 

unthinkable only ten years ago. Kim elaborated, “the jobs that [students] are going to get into 

are so different to what we have traditionally prepared our kids for in this colonial system 

that we are still pushing”. The world has changed, and students require different skills to 

those valued in traditional schooling; “for me I think that FFL is about critical-thinking, 

creative-thinking, collaborative practice…, and digital literacy”. Kim argues that these skills 

Figure 20 

Researcher’s Impression of Kim’s Learning Environment (Source: Author). 
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are developed by providing opportunities for students to have autonomy over certain areas 

of their learning. 

In developing a collaborative learning programme, Kim and her colleague have had to 

work through different philosophies about FFL and negotiate how to use their space. At times 

compromise has meant that Kim’s practice is more traditional than she would like, and at 

other times they have introduced more future-focused approaches. For example, Kim noted, 

“I would say that I am definitely dragging, pushing, pulling [my colleague] towards FFL”. She 

explained that this element of compromise required when working so closely with someone 

has proved frustrating at times, but she also acknowledged that it has been a powerful 

learning process for both teachers. Kim has an understanding that change takes time and she 

is thankful to have maintained a largely positive relationship with her colleague in which they 

can both learn from each other. While Kim felt that her programme should be more future-

focused, she also saw value in a balanced approach that recognises the importance of 

teaching basic skills and knowledge that scaffold students towards 21st-century 

competencies. As she explained, “so you’ve got to get through some of that basic learning 

before you can really move on. I think that there is almost a basic reading-level that you have 

to reach before [students] can really jump”. As a result, their programme balances more 

traditional aspects with the introduction of digital technologies, an inquiry-time, and other 

student-led opportunities. The learning process is also becoming more ‘active’; “I think about 

how long I keep children on the mat now. I try and get them through stuff and then off to 

actually doing things themselves, rather than listening to me for too long”. Kim has the aim 

of integrating traditional and future-focused approaches in a way that moves beyond just 

building students’ traditional content knowledge to lead to new skills, as she explained:  

It is all very well having kids learning how to read, write, and add. That is great and I 
know that there is definitely a place for that, but at a certain point you need to jump off 
a ledge and say, “now let’s use it”. 

Through Kim’s study and experience with future-focused change at several schools, 

she raised the concern that change is very difficult to introduce in an effective and sustainable 

manner. Kim explained that leaders are very important to the successful introduction of FFL. 

She spoke of the difficult tension that leaders face between the consequences of resistance 

associated with simply telling someone what to do, and the inefficiency that can come with 

providing too much freedom. Kim elaborated: 
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I think that you have to be really careful introducing [FFL]. Especially because you have 
such a variety of people in schools. So, you will have your ‘early adopters’… and [more 
‘resistant staff’] and you don’t want to make it sound like their knowledge is not 
important. But you do want to make them think about the kids in front of them and 
where they are going to be when they leave school. 

Another relationship Kim described as difficult to manage is working with parents to 

understand FFL: 

I think that one of the negatives is getting parents on board can be really tricky, because 
we have a lot of parents at our school here that are really results orientated and they 
still want to know where their kids are at against a leveling system. 

Kim believes that many parents’ negative views need to be overcome in implementing FFL. 

She feels that it is important to work with parents to understand why ILEs and FFL are 

facilitating learning opportunities that are different to when they were at school. Kim 

reflected that there are lots of challenges to be considered before FFL can be successfully 

introduced both within a classroom and across a school that she is learning to manage.  

 

Visiting Nicole’s Year 3-4 One Teacher Learning Environment: 

Nicole is an experienced teacher who works in one of the two less open learning 

environments that are found in each of Moroki School’s classroom blocks. Her Year 3-4 space 

represented in Figure 21 and 22 felt similar in layout to a traditional single-cell classroom. The 

learning environment was set up with a central mat space, teacher workstation, and a seating 

area for each student. However, in contrast to a traditional classroom the space has high 

ceilings, large glass windows, and a contemporary finish and furnishings. Connecting 

doorways to the neighbouring learning environment, an outside learning area, and a large 

shared space could be accessed when required. Nicole said the large projector screen at the 

centre of the room was regularly utilised, and the students had access to a range of portable 

devices and desktop computers. She greatly appreciated that her space was enclosed but still 

provided flexibility for a range of tasks: 

I prefer a single-cell classroom because I feel like it is more intimate, as I can observe 
my children more readily… and there is less scope for silliness and being off task… I think 
in an open-plan space it is too easy for children to get lost. 
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Nicole is an experienced teacher who sees the Ministry of Education’s future-focus as 

emerging from the prediction of the competencies that students require to be competitive 

on a global stage. But she is sceptical that the future is very hard to predict and respond to. 

She explained, “FFL seems to be very technology based and emphasises open-plan spaces 

under the broad terms of modern learning environments, ILEs, and innovative spaces”. Nicole 

also mentioned that she can see value in new pedagogies and technologies, but she does not 

believe that this should be the main focus of 21st-century schooling. Instead, she said, “I think 

that we are forgetting the core business of teaching and learning is reading, writing, maths, 

and relationships”. Nicole is not convinced by the Ministry of Education’s push towards ILEs. 

She does not believe that ILEs acknowledge that many students have unique learning needs 

for which open-plan learning environments are poorly suited; it is trickier to manage strong 

teacher-student relationships; the transition process is very unsettling for most teachers; and 

collaboration can and does occur across single-cell classrooms. Nicole mentioned that FFL 

represents the Ministry of Education making wholesale changes without consulting teachers 

to introduce them in a sustainable manner for either teachers or students: 

So, in terms of my negative consequences, I think there is too much focus on ICT and 
ILE spaces without a lot of robust research. I think that it disadvantages a lot of our 
students, especially those who have specific learning difficulties, it is totally impractical 
for them to be in those spaces. 

Figure 21  

Researcher’s impression of Nicole and Kerry’s similar learning environments (Source: Author). 
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As the sole teacher of her class, Nicole holds responsibility for leading the learning 

process. Nicole appreciates that her space is more closed in nature than what may be 

expected in the recent development of ILEs, because it has made it easier for her to maintain 

autonomy over the noise level, distractions, and wider learning process. Nicole guided her 

students through a variety of tasks from those that were completed silently to others that 

were noisier and more collaborative. Nicole said, “I feel like maybe I am a little old fashioned”. 

While some elements of Nicole’s programme including the teacher-directed literacy and 

numeracy focuses may be considered more traditional, she was open to introducing times of 

inquiry where learners could follow their own passions or interests. Nicole was also excited 

about opportunities that digital technologies can have in engaging and motivating students. 

As she explained, “I love Seesaw2 for showing parents what their children are doing, and I love 

Kahoot3 for introducing stuff or as a nice fun little assessment”. Throughout all learning 

processes she considered that knowing your learners and understanding how to make 

learning fun and engaging has always been important to great teaching.  

Poor consultation and little time to understand and implement change was a concern 

for Nicole. She explained, for some teachers: 

We are being pushed into scenarios that we’re not actually comfortable with. I really 
respect and value this school. It’s kept the option that some classes can be closed off as 
single-cell classrooms or they can be used as ILEs. 

Nicole is concerned that wholesale changes often come with unintended consequences that 

teachers are left to manage. She gave the examples that research and her own experience 

show that too much time on computers is bad for developing brains, traditional skills including 

handwriting or fine motor skills are being lost, and ILEs do not suit all students. Therefore, she 

asks “that the government thinks more carefully about what they are wanting from education 

and teachers”. Nicole believes that a more considered process for change is essential because 

educational improvement is complex. As Nicole concluded:  

While again I think that teachers are constantly having to learn something new while 
they are trying to deliver it… No other profession is learning on the job in front of an 
audience and we are constantly having to do that as teachers. 

 

 
 
2 Seesaw is an app for sharing students work and information with parents.  
3 Kahoot is a website used to share multiple choice quizzes with students that check their content knowledge.  
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Visiting Kerry’s One Teacher Learning Environment: 

Similar to Nicole, Kerry works in one of the more closed spaces found in each classroom block. 

The learning environment had an identical layout to Nicole’s represented in Figure 21 and 22, 

but the classroom was set up slightly differently to reflect the younger nature of her Year 1 

students. Kerry’s interest in art was captured in the abundance of students’ colourful work, 

displayed around the room. However, Kerry’s space retained most of the features of a 

traditional junior classroom with a large mat space, teacher workstation, tables for group-

work, and areas set up for play and exploration. The classroom also has access to a large 

shared area, an outside learning space, and a small breakout room that can be utilised for 

small group activities or when students are working with a teacher aide. However, most of 

the learning tasks were held in the main classroom, as Kerry mentioned it was adaptable to 

accommodate activities that varied from more traditional phonics, reading, writing, letter 

formation, counting, and simple mathematics tasks, to more future-focused inquiry and 

student-led activities. 

 

Kerry said that she has over twenty-five years of experience using student-centered 

pedagogies to cater for students with special education needs and recent experience in other 

innovative schools that have shaped her understanding of FFL; “FFL has become an important 

Figure 22 

Researcher’s Impression of Nicole and Kerry’s Similar Outdoor Learning Areas (Source: Author). 
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focus of New Zealand’s education [system] because all children should feel that they have 

succeeded, they shouldn’t feel daunted about their learning”. In describing FFL, Kerry noted: 

I believe that 21st-century learning is really child-led learning, where you embark on 
student voice and they can have a choice. In the 21st-century schools that I have worked 
in… basically the children could choose the activities they wanted to do, how they 
wanted to do them, and maybe the topics. The teacher really is the coach or the mentor, 
rather than being the head person telling students what to do. 

Kerry felt that it is very positive that “each individual child has their own goals for learning 

achievement, rather than a set plan that they should be up to this level”. Kerry believes that 

FFL can work well with adults or senior students, but she is concerned that junior learners do 

not have the maturity or prior-knowledge to guide learning without clear directives: 

With juniors it is a bit more difficult because they might just put down [a topic] and go 
for it. Whereas I feel those particular children need guidance. If we are looking at [a 
topic] then we need to have a model. So, I believe that children still need guidelines, 
even if it’s just something on the wall that might be a learning chart that they can read, 
or a Discovery Centre that they can go to for ideas. I feel as an older and more 
experienced teacher that children still need this. 

However, Kerry did not dismiss the value of FFL. Instead, she explained, “I think that it is 

important to have time that’s free and child-led, but I still believe that junior children need to 

learn basic skills like how to form their letters correctly or how to read”. For Kerry, effective 

learning is about finding a balance between teacher-directed and future-focused pedagogies. 

As she explained, “I think that the key word is being ‘creative’, so thinking of inspirational 

ways that can engage the children”.  

 Kerry described her school day; “[for] a good chunk of it I try and get through the 3R’s 

(reading, writing, and arithmetic), but at the same time balancing out the afternoon with 

dance, drama, music, plays, health, and the active developmental things”. Learning was not 

guided by a set philosophy, but instead Kerry draws on a wide range of pedagogies as she 

responds to her students’ needs and interests. Kerry explained that responding to children’s 

needs has been a consistent guiding philosophy throughout her twenty-six years of teaching 

and something that was strongly emphasised when working with students with special 

education needs. Overall, Kerry felt that the student-centred nature of her longstanding 

philosophy has meant that as a student-centred approach has been emphasised in the future-

focused narrative it has not led to a drastic shift in her practice: 
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I don’t think [FFL] has changed me… the children are at the heart of all this really. 
Regardless of what the philosophy is, I think that it is important that we are teaching 
them well, their manners, their well-being, and obviously their educational needs. 

I observed Kerry’s desire to engage her learners when she gave her students musical 

instruments so that they could learn how different sounds complement each other. Before 

handing out the instruments Kerry introduced their names, history, and proper use before 

setting students on a collaborative exploration time to experiment with their differing sounds. 

Kerry finally drew the students back together to answer their questions, reinforce what they 

had learnt, and finish with a whole class performance. Kerry admired her students’ curiosity:  

These children, even at six will research their own question, in their current topic of 
plants it could be as way out as ‘What does future-farming look like on Mars?’, or it could 
be as basic as ‘If I plant two seeds together what is going to happen to them?’. 

However, even students’ independent learning remains a process that is closely monitored 

by Kerry as she makes sure that students have clear learning goals, regularly refers back to 

the learning objectives, and corrects any misconceptions that can easily emerge.  

Through working in a number of innovative schools, Kerry has had more professional 

learning into FFL then her colleagues. However, she still holds many questions. Kerry believes 

that apprehension surrounding FFL has stemmed from the fact that the implementation of 

new practices has not been clearly outlined for teachers. She explained that teachers’ 

professional well-being has been impacted through the extensive amount of time and effort 

it takes teachers to interpret and implement new ideas; “if New Zealand is going to go forward 

particularly retraining teachers for the future... I think that they need to make things simple 

and less confusing”. Kerry raised the concern that leaders must recognise that planning and 

initiating future-focused activities generally takes more time and resourcing than traditional 

approaches. She has observed that teachers consistently go above and beyond their job-

description and self-fund new learning opportunities, and she was concerned “burn-out is 

very easy... so schools need to focus on well-being. I think that’s paramount!”.  

 
Learning at Moroki Primary School: 

The contemporary design of Moroki School is indicative of the way that schools have been 

built in the 21st-century; “Flexible learning environments, can be generally typified by the 

increased use of internal glazing, and flexible walls (sliding doors, and partitions that be easily 

reconfigured)” (Educational Consultant). The buildings’ modern finish, varied classroom 
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spaces, and well cared for gardens are likely to give a different first impression to parents’ 

then what they remember of their own school settings. The new school environment is also 

a powerful catalyst in encouraging teachers to reflect on the way that practices are evolving 

alongside primary school design. In the following sections, teachers’ experiences are 

discussed in relation to the three sub-research questions. 

 
Research Sub-Question One: In what ways is the future-focused narrative being 

interpreted by primary school teachers at Moroki School? 

In discussing why FFL has developed as an important focus of the Ministry of Education the 

teachers at Moroki School believe that it is aligned with the way that job markets have 

evolved in the 21st-century. Kim noted, “employers now want [students] to be able to work 

in a team, create new things, and problem-solve”. Nicole elaborated, “I think that we are a 

small country trying to compete in a global world”. Therefore, innovation has become an 

important aim of New Zealand’s business sector and schools (Gilbert, 2017; OECD, 2017). 

Building a competitive and productive economy is also articulated as a key priority of the 

Ministry of Education (Ministry of Education, 2016a). The Ministry has in turn accepted the 

OECD’s philosophy that digital technologies, ILEs, and FFL are important for 21st-century 

employment (Lourie, 2018; OECD, 2015). The teachers perceived that instilling competencies 

for lifelong learning has become a strong theme of New Zealand’s future-focused narrative 

(21st Century Learning Reference Group, 2014; Gilbert, 2005; Ministry of Education, 2018).  

 The Ministry of Education’s development of ILEs was interpreted by each teacher as a 

significant element of New Zealand’s future-focused narrative. It has become compulsory that 

all new buildings and the renovation of existing classroom spaces meet the Ministry of 

Education’s criteria of a flexible learning space (Ministry of Education, 2011; 2016). In turn, 

ILEs have come to focus on “the whole socio-cultural environment comprising of the physical 

environment, and also the curriculum, the climate, the culture, etc” (Education Consultant). 

Kim explained that a strong focus on collaborative spaces has emerged that is designed to 

change the culture and practice of primary schools. Kerry noted, “FFL includes open-plan 

areas for children to learn in a variety of different ways”. It appears that the development of 

ILEs is ultimately about changes in pedagogical practice that may or may not occur (Carvalho 

et al., 2020; Charteris et al., 2018; Woolner et al., 2012). Nicole was more sceptical and said, 
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“it ultimately seems to be about good old fashioned open-plan classrooms”, and she felt that 

she could receive all the benefits of an ILE in a less open environment, without having to deal 

the negative consequences of having so many teachers and students placed in one space.  

 The teachers felt that the future-focused narrative goes deeper than new learning 

environments to ultimately challenge what it means to be an effective primary school teacher 

(Benade, 2017; Bradbeer et al., 2019; Vähäsantanen, 2015). Kerry explained that she has 

worked in several very innovative schools where learning has become student-driven. Under 

a very student-focused model the teacher becomes a coach or guide as students themselves 

are empowered to make their own learning decisions (Ally, 2019; Boyd & Hipkins, 2012; Wells 

et al., 2018). However, an entirely student-directed approach did not sit comfortably with the 

teachers’ philosophy as Nicole and Kerry questioned whether primary aged learners have the 

maturity to handle this level of responsibility. Instead, all of the teachers viewed it as their 

role to lead learning, while providing some opportunities for students to develop 21st-century 

skills by managing elements of the learning process. Kim noted, “I have moved more from the 

person talking at the front of the classroom, to the person that says to [students] do you 

understand what we’re doing today, now let’s go and do it”. Using a teacher-guided approach, 

Kim provided students with the overarching lesson focus before giving students’ 

opportunities to apply their new knowledge or skills for themselves. 

 The teachers at Moroki School believed that students’ benefit from both traditional 

and future-focused pedagogies. Beeby (1966) describes a tension that teachers often face 

between different educational perspectives, and Carvalho and colleagues (2020) noted that 

schools are moving carefully to ILEs in a way that acknowledges the importance of future-

focused and traditional approaches. Teachers appear to be walking a fine line between 

accepting the perceived benefits of FFL in increasing student engagement and preparing 

students with competencies for a changing world, without neglecting the successful history 

of longstanding pedagogies, developmental skills, and curriculum content. Blindly accepting 

FFL can lead to the challenge that “people don’t always evaluate what they are currently 

doing carefully, and don’t understand what they need to hold onto and what they need to 

discard” (Educational Consultant). Nicole and Kerry have a combined teaching experience of 

over 45 years, which led them to note that they have seen many initiatives come and go. They 

believe that it is important to question the relevance of any new philosophy against the needs 

of learners before blindly implementing it. Nicole and Kerry were not closed to change and 
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valued the integration of digital technologies and the promotion of 21st-century skills, but 

they were sceptical of uncritically accepting every element of the future-focused narrative 

when many areas remain contested and under-researched (Byers, Imms et al., 2018; Couch, 

2018; Gislason, 2010; McPhail, 2017b; Mutch, 2012; Smardon, Charteris, & Nelson, 2015). 

 

 
Research Sub-Question Two: In what ways is future-focused learning being 

implemented by primary school teachers at Moroki School?  

Responding to students as individuals remains the key focus in teachers’ implementation of 

FFL at Moroki School; “Teachers have become mindful that all students are different, and we 

are supposed to cater for that” (Nicole). When teaching students with additional learning 

needs, Kerry discovered that some students need different levels of encouragement and ways 

to access learning; “no children should feel daunted that they can’t succeed” (Kerry). New 

Zealand’s education system needs to be more adaptable to cater for the needs of priority 

learners that have traditionally been over-represented in New Zealand’s underachievement 

statistics (ERO, 2013; Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008). The teachers perceived that as diversity 

increases and more students with special education needs are mainstreamed into New 

Zealand schools, it is increasingly important to differentiate classroom programmes to meet 

the cultural, social, and academic needs of all students.  

Differentiated learning was implemented by the teachers in a number of practical 

ways. Firstly, in each of my observations I noted that the teachers scheduled a time that was 

set aside for conferencing with students. Secondly, the teachers used assessment for learning 

and self-assessment procedures to better understand each student’s needs. Thirdly, SOLO-

taxonomy was used schoolwide to acknowledge students’ different prior-knowledge and to 

help students to reflect on their current learning goals and next steps. Fourthly, times of 

student choice and inquiry were planned to allow students to follow their passions and use 

their individual strengths. These strategies have been promoted as particularly important for 

priority learners (ERO, 2013; Robinson et al., 2009). However, this is not just good practice for 

some but all learners, as the teachers explained it is their role to ensure that all students’ 

passions, culture, and needs are catered for and celebrated in the classroom. 
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 In order to implement a differentiated programme, the teachers discussed the 

importance of strong relationships with their learners. The educational consultant 

interviewed explained, “one thing that I believe should endure is the importance of 

relationships, community, and togetherness. Those things have always been at the heart of 

teaching and learning”. The teachers agreed; “what is the core business of teaching and 

learning? At the heart of that is relationships” (Nicole). It is important that children feel safe 

and cared for at school (Everatt et al., 2019; Hattie et al., 2016; Scott, 2015c). The teachers 

prioritised the maintenance of relationships where students feel safe to make mistakes, ask 

questions, and enjoy learning. Time was invested in establishing a welcoming school 

community, conferencing individually with students, and meeting each student’s individual 

needs. Wells and colleagues (2018) found that ILEs can strengthen teacher-student 

relationships. Conversely, Smardon and colleagues (2015) identified the danger that 

relationships become secondary in ILEs and students can easily slip through the cracks. Nicole 

specifically discussed her major concern with ILEs being that single-cell classrooms are better 

suited to teachers maintaining positive relationships and closely engaging with every learner.  

 Through the process of implementing FFL, staff at Moroki School have prioritised 

relationships not just with students but with families and the wider community itself. Parents 

are naturally conservative (Beeby, 1988; Fink & Stoll, 2005; Smardon et al., 2015), and under 

Tomorrow’s Schools parents have tended to become even more suspicious of change 

(Bendall, 2009). Therefore, Kim described parents’ misconceptions or lack of understanding 

of FFL as a barrier to implementing future-focused change; “parents at a higher socio-

economic school are articulate and not afraid to question teachers”. For example, Moroki 

School has almost 100% attendance at teacher-parent interviews and it is common for 

parents to question new practices. Therefore, Moroki School has partnered with parents to 

educate them about the future-focused changes they are implementing. The teachers also 

valued the use of new technologies to regularly communicate learning with parents; “learning 

is [considered] a three-way process of looking at children, their parents, and ourselves as 

teachers, working together to ensure that they feel success” (Kerry). Therefore, FFL has been 

implemented in a way that recognises that it is important that schools and parents are no 

longer siloed (Bolstad et al., 2012; Lee & Ward, 2013); in fact, parents may currently be an 

untapped resource to promote improved learning (Gerver, 2014). 
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Research Sub-Question Three: In what ways is future-focused change impacting 

the professional well-being of primary school teachers at Moroki School? 

Kim, Nicole, and Kerry recognised that teaching has always been a demanding job; “teaching 

is a very rewarding occupation, but teachers’ well-being is something that is really important 

to consider” (Kerry). The teachers were concerned that FFL is adding to the pressures that 

teachers already face in their day to day role. Nicole explained: 

There is a lot of stress around the time it takes to learn something. I think that it’s 
unrealistic how much time and effort is expected of teachers out of school hours… all 
of that greatly impacts on our emotional and mental well-being.  

Learning takes time and support that teachers are not always given. Teaching is already a 

profession where we readily see teacher burn out (Berry, 2011). Kerry said, “generally 

teachers need to watch themselves, burn out is very easy. I think that schools need to… focus 

on well-being”. All three teachers discussed the challenges they face being a teacher and a 

parent. The teachers feel guilty when their role cuts into family time and they believe that if 

teaching is to remain a sustainable profession that promoting a work-life balance needs to be 

a priority for schools and teachers.  

 A concern was raised by Kim that in the business of full-time teaching, teachers simply 

do not get time to reflect on FFL, therefore, she was very grateful for her opportunity to do a 

Postgraduate Diploma and Masters of Contemporary Education. The educational consultant 

interviewed explained, “I know that most classroom teachers don’t have that luxury to read 

research, so one of my key roles is to bring appropriate research to them, in an easy to 

consume format”. In elaborating on the difficulty of learning on the job, Nicole stated:  

We are constantly having to learn on the hop as teachers because there has not been 
enough time dedicated to upskilling us… In true Ministry of Education style, they go, 
this is what we want you to do, now go forth and make it happen. But where is my time 
for meaningful and relevant professional development that would help me do that 
within my classroom more successfully? 

Nicole was referring to the fact that primary school teachers are given limited release time of 

ten hours per term, in which professional learning is only one of many things that must be 

completed. Educational change is unique in that teachers do not get time to stop, reflect, and 

develop as you may see in many other professions, instead, teachers are expected to innovate 

while still maintaining the smooth running of a school (Beeby, 1966; Fullan, 2016; Imms et al., 
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2016). For this reason, Beeby (1980) describes educational changes as more complex and 

infinitely harder than most presume.  

The teachers explained that there is too often a disconnect between the philosophy 

and actions of the Ministry of Education, or the practice of leaders, and the realities of 

teaching in New Zealand schools. Kim explained, “leadership has to be a big thing to take into 

consideration”. The practice of leaders is essential to teachers’ success with implementing 

change (Lee & Ward, 2013; Robertson, 2016; Shirley, 2017). Kim described the tricky line that 

leaders need to walk between leading change too quickly that results in teacher push back 

and resentment, and not leading change at all so little improvement is made. Kim gave 

examples where she has seen both of these failings undermine the implementation of FFL. 

Nicole was concerned, “that the government should think more carefully about what they are 

wanting from education and teachers and maybe they should come into the classroom more 

often themselves”. Moreover, Kerry explained, “I think the Ministry of Education needs to 

stop making change confusing for [teachers]. There are a lot of changes; suddenly there is the 

numeracy project and now that’s not the right way, so let’s do it this way”. The teachers were 

concerned that any educational change needs to be very carefully thought through and 

implemented. Rather than expecting teachers to simply give something a go, it needs to be 

clear how change will benefit learners.  

 Despite the challenges that these teachers discussed with FFL, there was a feeling that 

advances in digital technologies in particular have opened up many possibilities that have 

made teaching easier. The Ministry of Education has placed priority on introducing digital 

infrastructure (21st Century Learning Reference Group, 2014; Kaye, 2012; Lourie, 2018), thus, 

Moroki School was well resourced with a range of digital technologies and each teacher spoke 

of the benefits that new technologies have had in improving learning opportunities. For 

example, using google documents has changed the way that teachers plan and made it much 

easier for teachers and students to share information and the possibility and affordability of 

new technologies continues to evolve (Benade, 2017; OECD, 2019). For Kim, digital 

technologies have made it possible for her to conduct online study alongside her role, 

enhanced communication with parents, fostered connections with teachers from other 

schools, and greatly supported planning through online resource websites. Kerry reflected: 

I think that modern technologies to some degree have made [teaching] easier. There 
was a time that I would have to sit down with all the journals and read through them to 
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make up my own comprehension questions. So, it is great that we can now share on 
google docs and things like that. 

 

Conclusion: 

Moroki School is typical of many New Zealand schools that have been built as a response to 

population growth in the early-21st-century. The range of learning environments allows staff 

to use a variety of approaches that align to the school’s philosophy of developing a balanced 

programme. The teachers have autonomy to draw on what they perceive to be the best of 

traditional and future-focused practices to respond to the needs of their learners. The 

leadership team have differentiated leadership in a way that places trust in the staff to 

develop programmes that the teachers consider to be best for their students. Teachers at 

Moroki School hold a high level of autonomy in this regard. Instead of following a pre-

determined philosophy or set way of doing things, each teacher spoke of being able to 

develop approaches responsive to the individual needs and interests of their learners.  
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Table 2 

The Nine Main Themes and Three Selective Codes (Source: Author). 

Chapter 10: Cross-Case Analysis 

Introduction: 

The aim of the cross-case analysis is to discuss the most significant themes that have emerged 

across the four school settings. Following the recommendations of Stake (2006) what is 

common and unique about each case is discussed by comparing and contrasting the themes 

across the schools. Through thematic analysis nine themes were drawn directly from the data 

(see Table 2). Using a process suggested by Corbin & Strauss (2015) the initial identification 

of a wider array of open-codes was organised into broader themes using axial-coding. Each 

theme was checked by triangulating and confirming each participant’s data, before carefully 

considering the themes against the supporting and contradictory evidence across the cases.  

 
 
 

The sub-research questions, main themes, and selective codes: Number of 
Participants 
(n=12): 

Number 
of 
Codes: 

1) In what ways is the future-focused narrative being interpreted by primary school teachers? 

 

Theme 1: The 21st-century is an evolving and uncertain time 11 23 
Theme 2: Students require 21st-century competencies  12 44 
Theme 3: Future-focused change has contributed to the importance of new 
                  technologies, learning environments, and pedagogies 

11 31 

Selective-Code: Primary school teachers’ pedagogic recontextualisation of future-focused learning is similar 
to its distribution from the official recontextualised field of the Ministry of Education 
 

2) In what ways is future-focused learning being implemented by primary school teachers?  
 
 

Theme 4: Introducing pedagogies to teach the front-half of the curriculum 12 61 
Theme 5: Maintaining pedagogies to teach the back-half of the curriculum 12 42 
Theme 6: Fostering a student-centred approach 12 92 
Selective-Code: Teachers are introducing new approaches, while maintaining longstanding practices 
 

3) In what ways are future-focused change impacting the professional well-being of primary school 
teachers?  
 

Theme 7: Contested effects on teachers’ professional well-being 12 146 
Theme 8: Negative effects on teachers’ professional well-being 11 79 
Theme 9: Positive effects on teachers’ professional well-being 12 64 
Selective-Code: Future-focused change is a complex process influencing teachers’ professional well-being in 
individual ways 
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As described in greater detail in the methodology chapter, the first task was to 

categorise the data through open and selective-coding. This involved repeatedly reading each 

transcript to assign codes to the most prominent and recurring information. Secondly, axial-

coding saw the codes amalgamated into three broad themes that provide an overview of the 

main findings in relation to each sub-research question. The transcripts were them re-read a 

number of times to ensure that no important data was missed, and the data extracts for each 

code were checked to ensure that all the assigned data was apposite to the code description. 

Moreover, Corbin and Strauss (2015) recommend refining themes further into one selective-

code to assist in establishing a single storyline around which a theoretical discussion is 

shaped. Therefore, the three axial-codes were finally refined to a selective-code that 

summarises the main findings in relation to each sub-research question.  

Using a similar layout to the case-study narratives, the three sub-research questions 

are used to organise the discussion of the data analysis below. For each sub-research question 

three axial-codes and a selective-code are discussed alongside the number of associated 

respondents and open-codes in a way that can help the reader to interpret their prominence 

across the cases. During the theoretical discussion of each question the selective-code is 

considered alongside a theoretical explanation that can help the reader to understand the 

participants’ response to each question. Subsequently, a ‘theoretical generalisation’ is 

established from the case-study schools that can then be extrapolated to New Zealand’s 

wider primary school context (de Vaus, 2001; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2014). 

 
 
Research Sub-Question One: In what ways is the future-focused narrative 

being interpreted by primary school teachers? 

In analysing the data across the case-study settings three overarching themes eventually 

emerged in relation to teachers’ interpretation of FFL. Firstly, teachers repeatedly stated that 

future-focused change is a response to the rapidly evolving and uncertain nature of the 21st-

century (Theme 1). Secondly, it was explained that students require new skills and 

competencies for continued learning within the 21st-century context of change and 

uncertainty (Theme 2). Thirdly, the teachers identified that the competencies associated with 

the future-focused narrative are facilitated through the introduction of new technologies, 

learning environments, and pedagogical approaches (Theme 3). As represented in Figure 23, 
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the three themes build on each other in a logical sequence indicative of the way that FFL is 

distributed by the Ministry of Education. The three themes are introduced and discussed for 

their relevance across the case-study settings. I then use Bernstein’s (2000) concept of the 

pedagogic device to unpack the emergence of the future-focused narrative from its 

distribution outside of schools to its recontextualisation and evaluation within the primary 

school system. In condensing primary school teachers’ recontextualisation of FFL to a 

selective code I assert that the teachers’ recontextualisation of FFL is similar to its distribution 

by the Ministry of Education.  

 
Theme 1: The 21st-century is an evolving and uncertain time 

The 21st-century’s complex and evolving times were described as the main driver of future-

focused change (in 23 codes) by all but one participant. Eleven teachers reiterated that there 

is a view that the world is fast-changing, and that education needs to respond as well (Benade, 

2017; Berger, 2012; Gilbert, 2005; OECD, 2018b). This was summarised by Linda: 

Our future is uncertain, we don’t know where we are going, we don’t know how the 
world is going to look in twenty years. It’s all changing so fast and we need to have 
citizens that are able to make decisions, reason for themselves, problem-solve, and be 
self-managing. 

The future-focused narrative portrays the 21st-century as a complex, rapidly evolving, and 

uncertain time that is demanding change of traditional education systems (Bolstad et al., 

2012; OECD, 2017; Tawil & Cougoureux, 2013); “Change is happening so quickly that students 

need to be prepared to adapt and problem solve” (Anonymous Online-Questionnaire 

Theme 1: The 21st-century is an evolving and uncertain time 

Theme 2: Students require 21st-century skills and competencies 

Theme 3: Future-focused change has  
contributed to the importance of new technologies,  

learning environments, and pedagogies 

Figure 23 

Teachers’ Interpretation of Future-Focused Learning (Source: Author). 

Note. Three themes make up the foundations of teachers’ interpretation of future-focused learning, 
each building on each other in a logical sequence similar to the Ministry of Education’s distribution.  
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Response). In explaining an uncertain future, eight teachers mentioned that new technologies 

are rapidly changing society and schooling, six teachers said they are preparing students for 

jobs that may not even exist yet, and Andrew felt that students’ needs are evolving alongside 

societal changes including fewer full-time parents and an increasing number of students from 

split or blended families.  

 The view that FFL is required for students to respond to the rapidly evolving times of 

the 21st-century has appeared to emerge relatively unchallenged. The educational consultant 

interviewed explained, “future-focused education is preparing students for their future, and 

that future is dynamic, changing, and unpredictable”. While an anonymous online-

questionnaire response explained, “FFL means preparing students for a future with more 

uncertainty than ever before”, Nicole was the only teacher to question whether an uncertain 

future should drive change. As she explained, “but the future is so unclear as any future has 

been for any learners”. She shared similar questions to Doogan (2015) asking whether 

employment and social changes are as radical as the future-focused narrative suggests. No 

other teacher questioned whether the narrative of uncertainty and change may in fact be an 

accurate description, which could warrant further reflection (Doogan, 2009). Instead, most 

teachers uncritically accepted the Ministry of Education’s view that schooling should evolve 

to prepare students to manage increased uncertainty (Hipkins, 2018; Ministry of Education, 

2016). At Whakapata School the teachers discussed preparing students to work as global 

citizens across borders, and it was explained that employers are looking for different 

competencies in 21st-century workers. In turn, preparing students for a changing world has 

become embedded as an important aim of FFL (Ministry of Education, 2019b).  

In distinguishing between the Ministry of Education and teachers’ interpretation of 

preparing students for a changing future, the teachers’ perspectives appear to be in closer 

alignment to social aims, rather than the economic imperative embedded in international 

perspectives. For example, none of the teachers referred to the political concepts of a 

knowledge economy, capitalism, human capital theory, or globalisation that are embedded 

in international perspectives (Bolstad et al., 2012; Wells et al., 2018). It is understandable that 

instead of asking what is best for global competitiveness, the New Zealand economy, or the 

continued expansion and solidification of current economic and political models, teachers’ 

position in the classroom sees their perspective guided by what they consider is best for the 

students in front of them (Clement, 2014; Mutch, 2012). The teachers have focused on what 
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Howard (2018) describes as the life-goods of education, aims that make social rather than 

economic sense. For example, it was believed “teaching is about giving students’ skills to 

become healthy, well-adjusted, functioning adults” (Nicole).  

 

Theme 2: Students require 21st-century skills and competencies 

The future-focused narrative argues that as the 21st-century has become increasingly 

uncertain, new skills and competencies are required for students to thrive in these changing 

times (Gilbert, 2005; Hipkins, 2018; OECD, 2017). Every teacher made reference to the 

importance of 21st-century skills (in 44 codes). For example, Sarah said “the jobs that we have 

now may be completely different, so the skills that we teach [students] are really vital for 

coping with change”. The importance of teaching a similar set of 21st-century skills was 

evident across each case-study setting. A range of cognitive skills including critical-thinking, 

creativity, digital-literacy, creative-thinking, problem-solving, and development skills 

including communication, self-management, fine-motor, self-help, presentation, character-

development, and social-skills were identified. Most of these skills align with the Ministry of 

Education’s emphasis on FFL (Bolstad et al., 2012; Ministry of Education, 2018).  

 A growing emphasis on 21st-century skills and competencies are in turn leading to the 

introduction of new pedagogical approaches (Bolstad et al., 2012; Howard, 2018; Silber-Varod 

et al., 2019; Stoll, 2020). Seven teachers interpreted FFL as increasing the importance of 

student agency and choice; six teachers discussed the value of inquiry-learning, that has 

become a common pedagogical approach in New Zealand schools (Boyd & Hipkins, 2012); and 

four teachers felt that problem-solving should be used as a strategy to develop students’ 

reflection and thinking skills. The importance of teaching 21st-century skills was 

acknowledged in Moroki School’s interpretation of SOLO-Taxonomy as a tool to help students 

reflect on their understanding of concepts within a topic; and Whakatairite School’s use of 

STEAM to teach 21st-century skills. The teachers believed that “FFL is about teaching 

[students] metacognition, how to learn, and how to think” (Jessica). However, 21st-century 

skills were not interpreted as the sole or main purpose of schooling. Instead, value was given, 

especially in the junior years (New Entrants to Year 2), to instilling traditional content 

knowledge and developmental skills including number and letter recognition, phonics, hand-

writing, fine-motor, and social-skills. Whereas in the middle and senior primary school years, 
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teachers could slowly introduce opportunities to practise 21st-century skills as their students’ 

basic learning ability and literacy and numeracy knowledge increased. Jessica elaborated: 

There are the basics that students need to know. In the junior school you need to know 
how to read, write, and do maths. But as children move further up the school, then they 
can be given more opportunities to lead their own learning. 

 Future-focused change towards a greater emphasis on 21st-century skills is claimed to 

have a transformational influence on teachers’ role (Biesta, 2010; Bolstad et al., 2012; Gerver, 

2014). However, the teachers’ implementation of 21st-century skills remains an under 

researched area (Silber-Varod et al., 2019). The teachers’ interpretation of FFL in this research 

values the introduction of 21st-century skills in ways that has widened rather than 

transformed their practice. The educational consultant interviewed explained, that change is 

too disruptive if teachers are expected to simply stop existing practices and move in a new 

direction and Carvalho and colleagues (2020) found that most schools considered themselves 

as slowly transitioning between traditional and future-focused practices. In each school the 

teachers remained guided by the traditional content knowledge aims, in the back of the New 

Zealand Curriculum, with a major focus on literacy and numeracy for the morning and middle 

block of each school day. The teachers also interpreted that developmental skills including 

social-development, physical-development, fine-motor, and communication skills have a 

longstanding history of value in New Zealand primary schooling; “There are guiding principles 

that don’t fall out of fashion, and each subsequent piece of research, often proves that they 

were sound” (Educational Consultant). In summary, instead of transforming the act of 

teaching, importance has been given to both recognising traditional knowledge and skills, as 

well as fostering students’ development of 21st-century skills and competencies.  

 
Theme 3: Future-focused change has contributed to the importance of new 

technologies, learning environments, and pedagogies 

In New Zealand the Ministry of Education has promoted digital technologies and ILEs in a way 

that has seen them become synonymous with the introduction of FFL (Benade, 2017; Lourie, 

2018). In introducing FFL, the Ministry of Education first emphasised the importance of 

introducing new technologies, before attention turned to the modernisation of learning 

environments, and then new pedagogies (21st Century Learning Reference Group, 2014; 

Lourie, 2018). Digital or property infrastructure upgrades were mentioned as a key 
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characteristic of FFL by all twelve teachers (in 31 codes). For example, “FFL seems to be very 

technology based and emphasise [ILEs]” (Nicole). Every teacher spoke of the increasing role 

of digital technologies and four teachers discussed an explicit link between FFL and the 

Ministry of Education’s emphasis on ILEs. Jessica, Emily, Nicole, and Kerry may have placed 

greater emphasis on discussing ILEs because they were all either concerned with the layout 

of their space or new learning environments in general. However, in the discussions with the 

nine teachers that had transitioned to an ILE, it was clear that moving to an open-plan 

environment has had a significant influence on their practice. For example, the teachers spoke 

of increased professional learning opportunities, working more collaboratively, reflecting on 

FFL, and beginning to use student-centred pedagogies that ILEs have been designed to 

encourage (Blackmore et al., 2011; Imms et al., 2016; OECD, 2013).  

An ILE may be interpreted differently by designers, leaders, and teachers; as it 

encompasses a wide variety of spaces (Benade, 2017; OECD, 2013). In the four case-study 

schools, new learning environments had recently been built or redeveloped to cater for 

anywhere from one to eight teachers, but ILEs designed for two to four teachers were most 

common. Each learning environment was set out uniquely, and great variance was evident 

across the schools. In contrast to traditional classrooms, broad ILE criteria mean that they 

vary significantly (Imms et al., 2016; Ministry of Education, 2011; OECD, 2013); “FFL can see 

children learn in variety of different spaces” (Kerry). Still the common characteristics across 

the schools include a contemporary finish and furnishings, an open-plan layout designed to 

support collaborative teaching, and the division of each space into zones, with a mat area, 

television, and whiteboard for each teacher to predominantly teach from.  

The teachers articulated that some ILEs were more effective than others; and the 

educational consultant interviewed perceived that:  

There is variance in people’s ability to design an environment well… and limitations that 
come with trying to reconfigure 1950’s and 1960’s classrooms to being something that 
is akin to a 21st-century learning environment… I’ve never seen a perfect learning 
environment, there are always flaws and shortcomings. However, some have bigger 
shortcomings than others, and some are so poorly designed that they should have never 
got off the drawings, to be honest. 

Particular concern was shown by the teachers for ILEs that were very open, with little or no 

option to break away from their colleagues. In a very open-plan environment the teachers 

found it difficult to individually establish a zone to work in that was not distracting or noisy. 
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Therefore, the teachers working in a space designed for four or more teachers warned that 

very-open or poorly designed ILEs reduce flexibility and make effective teaching harder rather 

than easier.  

A consensus emerged that it is not new spaces so much as teachers’ pedagogical 

practice that is the most important factor in realising FFL (Everatt et al., 2019; Fletcher et al., 

2020). “[ILEs] can certainly add to children’s learning experiences, but old teaching practices 

and school routines aren’t changed by new packaging” (Stoll, 2020, p. 424). A questionnaire 

response explained, “it’s all about what happens inside the walls, the design of a building or 

the amount of iPads means nothing without an effective teacher”. Sushma provided an 

example that team teaching can occur across single-cell classrooms and Nicole and Kerry 

modelled elements of FFL whilst working in their own environment. However, some learning 

environments are better suited to supporting future-focused teaching and learning than 

others. Not all designs are equal (Imms et al., 2016) and the ideal balance appears to be an 

environment that is designed in alignment to ILE criteria (Ministry of Education, 2016b; OECD, 

2013) that has the flexibility to cater for up to three teachers and is not too open or closed.  

 The funding of digital technologies has been another Ministry of Education initiative 

designed to promote FFL (Kaye, 2012; Lourie, 2018; Patrix & Benade, 2018). Investment in 

digital infrastructure is interpreted as a key enabler of FFL (21st Century Learning Reference 

Group, 2014). Digital technologies have emerged with less controversy than ILEs, but the 

teachers were conscious to balance the use of devices with the development of face to face 

communication, writing, and creativity skills that may be best developed by non-digital 

means. In each school access to high speed broadband, laptops for every teacher, digital 

displays, and student devices were observed as a taken for granted enabler of FFL; “We don’t 

know what that future is going to be…, but if we extrapolate from current trends then 

technology will continue to have an important influence” (Educational Consultant). Bring Your 

Own Device (BYOD) was implemented for the senior students in the two higher-socio-

economic communities, in general representing their students’ better access to digital 

technologies. But Nicole was concerned, “I think BYOD ignores the fact that we are not a 

wealthy country and we could be disadvantaging a number of our students”. Bolstad (2017) 

noted similar findings as she found that equitable access to digital technologies was a concern 

for 68% of primary school teachers.  
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Teachers’ interpretation of FFL in relation to Bernstein’s theory of the 

pedagogic device: 

Bernstein’s (2000) concept of the pedagogic device and its distributive, recontextualisation, 

and evaluative rules are outlined in the methodology chapter as a framework to assist with 

understanding the transfer of educational ideas from their site of production to their 

dissemination and interpretation within schools. The pedagogic device can help in explaining 

how future-focused ideas have emerged from their macro-level development and been 

transferred into their micro-level interpretation within primary schools (Singh, 2002). The 

distribution of FFL can be traced back to the philosophy of international organisations that 

have been recontextualised into New Zealand’s policy and practices through the work of the 

New Zealand Council of Educational Research (NZCER), the Education Review Office (ERO), 

independent educational consultants, and the Ministry of Education (Couch, 2018; Lourie, 

2018). Global educational organisations and Ministries control the field of production where 

FFL has emerged (Robertson, 2016). However, it is currently under-researched how teachers 

are interpreting FFL at the level of the ‘Pedagogic Recontextualising Field’ of New Zealand 

primary schools. Using the theoretical concept of the pedagogic device has led to the 

selective-code that primary school teachers’ recontextualisation of FFL is very similar to its 

distribution from the ‘Official Recontextualised Field’ of the Ministry of Education. 

 The close correlation between the Ministry of Education and teachers’ interpretation 

of FFL, on the surface appears that it could have been collaboratively constructed between 

both parties. New Zealand’s education system is celebrated for the high level of autonomy 

given to teachers (Hipkins, 2018) and in Tomorrow’s Schools and the New Zealand Curriculum 

there is an expectation that teachers will utilise local autonomy to design and implement their 

own programmes (21st Century Learning Reference Group, 2014; Ministry of Education, 

2019b; O'Neill et al., 2004). It appears that teachers have autonomy to interpret the Ministry 

of Education’s philosophy, but in self-governing systems control is often somewhat 

undermined by subsequent policy, accountability measures, and evolving government 

priorities (Creasy, 2018; Wells et al., 2005; Wylie, 2009). In a highly autonomous model, it is 

likely that different principles of recontextualisation will emerge across schools, yet in each 

case-study a very similar interpretation of FFL was developed. This similar interpretation 

suggests that a wider set of more subtle influences could be at work, such as the priority that 
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the Ministry has placed on introducing FFL or the similar intervention of educational 

consultants across the case-study schools. Alternatively, there may be a general lack of critical 

engagement with the future-focused narrative meaning that its ideas are accepted at face 

value.   

Even within New Zealand’s model of self-governing schools it appears that the 

Ministry of Education has a high level of control over the distribution, recontextualisation, 

and evaluation of FFL. Bernstein (2000) explains that as new ideas emerge, they may be partly 

recontextualised against new logics that means that they are not understood as first 

intended. However, the consistent interpretation of FFL across the schools would suggest a 

high degree of symbolic and material control has been achieved by the Ministry of Education 

and its agents. Wylie (2009) explains that the autonomy evident in Tomorrow’s Schools has 

been somewhat undermined by subsequent accountability measures. In the case of FFL this 

study has observed that the Ministry of Education has distributed future-focused ideas 

through its control of the New Zealand Curriculum, infrastructure funding, national priorities, 

policy guidelines, TKI (Te Kete Ipurangi), and funding and policy settings for educational 

consultants. Moreover, the consistent recontextualisation of FFL may have been supported 

by an emphasis on FFL during the ERO review of each school.  

One area that the Ministry of Education has used to distribute FFL is their funding and 

control of property infrastructure. Research has found that ILEs themselves do not necessarily 

support change, but the process of transitioning to a new learning environment can be a 

catalyst to challenge teachers’ thinking and introduce new pedagogical approaches (Byers, 

Imms et al., 2018; Gislason, 2010; Reinsfield, 2019; Woolner et al., 2012). On one hand, “the 

physical environment is a tool by which schools achieve curriculum and pedagogical 

ownership… saying to schools you should be using your environments in this kind of way, 

moves away from schools as self-governing entities” (Educational Consultant). On another 

hand new learning environments and technologies come with connotations that promote 

new practices and ILEs have come to be seen as important in reshaping teaching and learning 

(Abbiss, 2015; OECD, 2013). It appears that the Ministry of Education has inferred a 

connection between new environments and technologies and future-focused change (Lourie, 

2018). In discussing the open-plan movement of the 1960’s, Beeby (1966) mentioned that 

collaborative environments speed up the diffusion of new ideas as teachers work as part of a 

team in which they are more readily exposed to each other’s practice and their own teaching 
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becomes more observable. In each school the transition process has worked to distribute FFL 

by initiating professional learning programmes designed to shift teachers’ philosophy.  

At each school the teachers mentioned the influence of professional learning with an 

outside educational consultant in guiding their recontextualisation of FFL. The development 

of an ILE proved a catalyst for the leadership team to contract an independent educational 

consultant to support teachers to ‘unpack’ the future-focused philosophy underpinning ILEs. 

In discussing the Ministry of Education’s influence over professional learning providers, the 

educational consultant interviewed explained:  

There are three different levels of professional learning in New Zealand, a school can 
directly contract a provider, in which the Ministry has little involvement apart from 
ultimately paying the grant to the school; there is local professional learning in which 
the Ministry of Education regionally contracts consultants; and centrally funded, where 
the Ministry of Education sets national priorities and an educational consultant’s work 
in schools needs to address them. So, in that sense the Ministry of Education ultimately 
set the framework for the kind of professional learning that takes place in schools. 

The relationship between educators, educational consultants, and the Ministry of Education 

is complex in New Zealand’s network of self-governing schools. While each school and 

educational organisation technically holds autonomy to lead their own practice, all funding 

ultimately stems from the Ministry of Education. This means that schools and educational 

consultants usually have a lot of scope to work out the everyday details of determining a 

school’s needs, developing a plan of action, and introducing new aspects to everyday practice, 

while the Ministry of Education sets national priorities or overarching guidelines to maintain 

a sense of direction in the improvement for New Zealand’s education system; “Essentially the 

Ministry set the high level framework and the rest of the detail is negotiated between a school 

and a professional learning provider” (Educational Consultant).  

The Ministry of Education have approved a small number of educational consultants 

that are certified to provide professional learning across New Zealand schools (Ministry of 

Education, 2018). After any professional learning intervention, schools evaluate the success 

in a report to the Ministry of Education, meaning “Educational consultants are in essence a 

third party, and schools are empowered to take more control over the professional learning 

that is happening to them” (Educational Consultant). In turn, the Ministry of Education also 

maintains a degree of control over the professional learning occurring in schools, particularly 
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by setting the priorities for its certified consultants4. It appears that educational consultants 

are an important intermediary that understand the functioning of schools due to their staff 

having formerly worked as teachers and educational leaders. Educational consultants bridge 

the divide between the Ministry of Education and educators, that have traditionally looked 

on each other with distrust (Beeby, 1992; Mutch, 2012).  

One large organisation led professional learning in all but one of the case-study 

schools. In each school the teachers described a similar format to the professional learning of 

highlighting the need for FFL to respond to the uncertain nature of the 21st-century; the 

promotion of 21st-century skills to manage these changing times; and the unpacking of ILEs 

and digital technologies as pedagogical enablers to promote FFL. The educational consultant 

interviewed explained, “it is about preparing students for a dynamic future…, and [Covid-19] 

has shown us how important that is”. In preparing students for the 21st-century, “it is about 

being able to have deep disciplinary knowledge…, but also the skills to use that knowledge 

effectively…, and the right dispositions to be resilient, collaborative, innovative, 

entrepreneurial, problem-solvers, etc” (Educational Consultant). While on the surface 

educational consultants appear to be an independent organisation contracted by each school; 

national priorities and subsequent reporting may in fact ensure that they are an important 

link between the Ministry of Education’s distribution and primary school teachers’ consistent 

recontextualisation of FFL.  

Finally, the evaluative rule is concerned with the checks and balances that are put in 

place in order to evaluate teachers’ interpretation and implementation of FFL. Since the 

introduction of Tomorrow’s Schools (1989) accountability measures have been introduced to 

ensure some level of regulation over practice in New Zealand schools (Ministry of Education, 

2019b; Mutch, 2013b; O'Neill et al., 2004; Wylie, 2009). The most significant accountability 

measure is a visit from an ERO team that usually occurs every two to five years to evaluate a 

school’s practices and make suggestions for future improvement. An emphasis on FFL and 

literacy and numeracy achievement have guided recent ERO reviews (ERO, 2018). In the 

publicly available ERO report of each school, the commendations and recommendations 

highlighted the schools’ literacy and numeracy achievement and future-focused aims of 

 
 
4 See: https://conversation.education.govt.nz/conversations/curriculum-progress-and-achievement/national-
priorities-for-professional-learning-and-development/ 
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increasing student autonomy, culturally responsive practice, differentiated learning, and 

teacher inquiry. Celebrated in each school’s ERO report was their development of ILEs, 

integration of digital technologies, and the promotion of lifelong learning. Specific 

characteristics of FFL positively identified include the teaching of 21st-century skills, inquiry-

learning, digital programmes, future-focused professional learning, and Science, Technology, 

Engineering, the Arts, and Mathematics (STEAM). In looking at the Ministry of Education’s 

control of the distribution, recontextualisation, and evaluation of FFL it is possible to 

understand why the teachers consistently interpreted the 21st-century’s changing times, 21st-

century skills, and new learning environments and technologies as important future-focused 

aims, alongside a continuing focus on literacy and numeracy achievement. 

 
Research Sub-Question Two: In what ways is future-focused learning being 

implemented by primary school teachers?  

In contrast to the first research sub-question that used the pedagogic device to discuss the 

control asserted over teachers’ consistent interpretation of FFL, the second sub-question has 

a subtly different focus on the way that FFL is actually being implemented by the teachers 

across New Zealand primary schools. In the following sections the three main themes indicate 

that teachers are; introducing approaches to teach the front of the curriculum (Theme 4), 

maintaining approaches to teach the back of the curriculum (Theme 5), and using a student-

centred approach to determine what is best for their learners (Theme 6). As seen in Figure 

24, the teachers are using a student-centred approach of asking what is best for their learners 

in order to balance the tension they face between teaching the more generic skills and 

competencies emphasised at the front of the curriculum and the disciplinary knowledge of 

the back.  

In the following sections the three themes presented in Figure 24 are discussed before 

classification and framing are used to examine the way in which teachers appear to 

understand the distinct classification between future-focused and traditional learning. But, 

instead of describing their practice as a dichotomy or either-or, all the teachers interviewed 

in this study placed themselves somewhere on the continuum between the two extremes.  
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Theme 4: Introducing pedagogies to promote the front-half of the curriculum 

It soon emerged in the case-study narratives that FFL’s spotlight on the ‘front-half’ of the New 

Zealand Curriculum is influencing teachers’ pedagogical practice. Wood and Sheehan (2012) 

claim that the front of the curriculum has become the Ministry of Education’s main focus in 

leading change across New Zealand schools. The ‘front-half’ of the curriculum outlines the 

vision, principles, values, and key competencies that have become synonymous with the 

Ministry’s push towards FFL. The focus on new skills is drawn together by the Ministry of 

Education’s broad aim of shifting schooling’s focus towards students’ acquisition of skills and 

competencies for lifelong learning (Cowie et al., 2011; Ministry of Education, 2019a; Wood & 

Sheehan, 2012). Therefore, introducing pedagogies to promote 21st-century skills was 

mentioned by every teacher (in 65 codes). As Emily explained, “I have made a shift in my 

practice to include the key competencies and values found at the front of the curriculum”.  

 The future-focused narrative has portrayed the teaching of 21st-century skills as an 

important aim (21st Century Learning Reference Group, 2014; Benade, 2017; Scott, 2015c). 

Skills and competencies including collaboration, critical-thinking, perseverance, managing-

self, digital-literacy, innovation, problem-solving, and relating to others are considered 

necessary for preparing students for the 21st-century (Spector et al., 2016). However, 

Figure 24 

Teachers’ Implementation of Future-Focused Learning (Source: Author). 

Theme 4: Introducing 
pedagogies to teach the 

front-half of the curriculum 

Theme 5: Maintaining 
pedagogies to teach the 

back-half of the curriculum 

 

Theme 6:  
Fostering a  

student-centred 
approach 

Note. Teachers are using a student-centred approach to implement new approaches in a 
way that balance the front of the curriculum’s future-focus with the back’s traditional aims 
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policymakers and politicians often set overarching aims that provide little guidance for 

classroom implementation (Bernhardt, 2015; Reinsfield, 2019), meaning that teachers are 

largely left to independently plan the implementation of new ideas (Fink & Stoll, 2005). For 

example, the key competencies presented near the front of the curriculum are a broad set of 

ideals first developed by the OECD that New Zealand teachers have since been expected to 

interpret and integrate into classroom practice (Hipkins et al., 2014). At each school the 

teachers have begun to draw on a wide range of approaches to independently promote 21st-

century skills through approaches such as inquiry-learning, self-assessment, problem-solving, 

student collaboration, and Science, Technology, Engineering, the Arts, and Mathematics’ 

(STEAM). The teachers in this study are introducing 21st-century skills in a responsive way to 

the age group taught, the school philosophy, and their own beliefs. In most cases this involves 

the teachers allowing students’ some autonomy, for example choice of an inquiry-question, 

topic, who to collaborate with, where to work, and how to present their learning while largely 

maintaining leadership of the learning process. 

Introducing new pedagogies and competencies associated with the ‘front-half’ of the 

curriculum is largely seen as benefiting students by making learning more engaging (Cowie et 

al., 2011). The teachers explained, “I really like the ownership that kids can have over their 

learning… because they are really engaged and the whole excitement about learning is great” 

(Kim); “it is really leading children towards inspiring them and engaging them” (Kerry); and 

“it’s important because if [students] are not engaged, if they are not happy and excited, they 

are not learning anything anyway” (Linda). There was a belief that students learn best when 

they are engaged, interested, and motivated (Gerver, 2014; Spector et al., 2016). New 

pedagogies to teach the skills and competencies emphasised at the front of the curriculum 

were regarded by the teachers as the key means to bring this motivation about.  

I think that the more focused our curriculum and pedagogy is on the world around 
students the better. The more kids are engaged in their learning, the more likely they 
are to progress and succeed… we just need to make sure that we are creating learning 
experiences that are meaningful and creative for students and the world that they see 
around them (Educational Consultant) 

 

Theme 5: Maintaining approaches to teach the back-half of the curriculum 

In each case-study school emphasis continued to be placed on the importance of the ‘back-

half’ of the curriculum which contains a general description of the content knowledge that 
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should be taught for each subject area across eight curriculum levels (Ministry of Education, 

2007). All of the participants (in 42 codes) described the importance of continuing to teach 

the ‘back-half’ of the curriculum. When discussing their planning, each teacher regularly 

referred to the learning progressions at the back of the curriculum. An overemphasis on 

content knowledge in traditional schooling has been criticised on the grounds that it was 

accompanied with pedagogies that do not acknowledge the needs, interests, and prior-

knowledge of students (Choo et al., 2017; Gerver, 2014; Gilbert, 2005). However, the teachers 

interviewed in this study felt that it is important to introduce FFL in a way that increases 

students’ engagement but maintains the structures, routines, and a clear emphasis on specific 

knowledge that give an explicit purpose to the learning process.  

Primary school teachers’ prominent focus is on the core subjects of reading, writing, 

and mathematics (ERO, 2013; Gilbert, 2005; May, 2011). This emphasis on literacy and 

numeracy was recently reinforced by National Standards that ran from 2008 to 2018 (Ministry 

of Education, 2009; Mutch, 2013b). Under national standards “there was an unofficial metric 

that reading, writing, and maths are fundamental…, and when schools are ranked and sorted 

by this, that becomes the curriculum” (Educational Consultant). Despite the disbandment of 

National Standards in 2018, the case-study schools still use the associated frameworks to 

report to parents and monitor students’ progress, and these core-subject areas continue to 

appear an important focus of the ERO’s evaluations. Of the twelve observations that I made, 

seven were literacy based, three numeracy focused, and two incorporated the arts. Despite 

making no prior specifications of a subject area that I wanted to observe, over 80% of the 

lessons focused on students’ literacy or numeracy development. The teachers explained that 

they usually use the morning and middle block of each day to teach these subject areas. A 

predominant focus on literacy and numeracy was reinforced in the semi-structured 

interviews as English and mathematics were regularly referred to in 99 codes, while the other 

six curriculum areas were discussed in 16 codes. Nicole explained, “teaching is more 

traditional in terms of reading, writing, and maths, which is what our core job is all about”, 

and Jessica added “the traditional model says that you have to have maths, reading, and 

writing groups, so each teacher still sees groups in these areas”.  

 Several teachers acknowledged that the future-focused narrative has promoted a 

vision of teachers as a guide or facilitator that allows students to lead their own learning (Ally, 

2019; Gerver, 2014; Prensky, 2010). However, reducing the teachers’ role to a facilitator fails 
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to recognise that students still need to be taught important knowledge (Hirschman & Wood, 

2018; McPhail, 2017b). There is a growing view that reducing teachers’ influence to a guide 

should be treated with great caution (Abbiss, 2015; Benade, 2017; Kirschner & van 

Merriënboer, 2013; McPhail, 2017a; Young & Muller, 2010). Managing one’s own learning is 

a huge challenge insurmountable by most students (Kirschner & van Merriënboer, 2013). 

Therefore, the teachers explained that they still lead the learning process and introduce 

important content knowledge which they considered especially significant for the 

developmental age of primary school students. Teacher-directed pedagogies including talking 

to a whole class, running guided workshops, or conferencing with individuals were considered 

important as there are still times students require explicit teaching of knowledge or skills. 

Each lesson usually started with a short time of the teachers telling, modelling, or explaining 

what they wanted students to learn. As Kerry elaborated, “primary students still need some 

guidelines of what to do and where to go next”.  

 

Theme 6: Fostering a student-centred approach 

The traditional focus of the ‘back-half’ of the New Zealand Curriculum appears to be in tension 

with the future-focus at the ‘front-half’ (Wood & Sheehan, 2012). The case-study teachers 

have managed this tension by turning to a student-centred approach of asking what is best 

for their learners rather than taking a set philosophical stance. Embracing a student-centred 

mindset was mentioned by all twelve teachers (in 59 codes). Teaching both 21st-century skills 

and knowledge can lead to a balanced curriculum (Kay & Greenhill, 2013) and this was 

considered important and appropriate by every teacher. Moreover, the importance of literacy 

and numeracy knowledge along with 21st-century skills were emphasised in each school’s ERO 

review. It appears that schools are carefully transitioning to FFL by introducing pedagogies to 

teach the skills at the front of the curriculum, while still teaching the content knowledge 

outlined in the back. Both remain important to a balanced curriculum (Wood & Sheehan, 

2012). It is also recognised that content knowledge remains an important tool for developing 

21st-century skills (McPhail, 2020; OECD, 2018c). Andrew said, “we are definitely not fully 

future-focused and I don’t know if you ever really get there”; and the educational consultant 

interviewed explained that, “there is a danger that people view [FFL] as teachers stopping 

everything that they’re currently doing, and that is a major problem, because you end up 
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throwing the baby out with the bath water”. Instead, it appears that the teachers are taking 

a more nuanced approach by carefully considering approaches to include both the knowledge 

and skills that they deem their students require, instead of looking to implement one 

approach over the other (Carvalho et al., 2020). 

Student-centred learning can be interpreted in a number of ways (Bolstad et al., 2012). 

The participants understood student-centred learning as using students’ needs and interests 

as the basis of learning decisions; “FFL is really taking [students] at their own level and building 

upon that” (Kerry); and “learning is planned in a way that students' interests are catered for” 

(Sushma). The teachers drew on a close relationship with their learners and range of 

philosophical perspectives, which illustrates the complexity of teachers’ daily decisions. Each 

teacher spoke of using assessment data, teacher-inquiry, a relationship with their learners, 

and students’ cultural-identity as key ideas in leading students into deeper learning. Rather 

than viewing student-centred learning as giving students complete autonomy over their own 

learning, most of the teachers’ philosophy appeared to align with the view that tasks can be 

both student-centred and teacher-directed as students are scaffolded towards autonomy by 

having control over some learning decisions (Bell, 2010). Different levels of autonomy were 

provided across the year-levels. The junior teachers’ maintained a stronger sense of control 

while the senior teachers gave their students’ a greater sense of autonomy through a limited 

set of choices that included different ways of presenting a task, choosing a focus within a 

wider topic, or selecting the order and location in which they work. 

At the heart of student-centred learning is a teacher-student relationship that allows 

teachers to understand and respond to their students’ needs and interests (Guerriero, 2017). 

Relationships of mutual respect and trust are key to learning (Scott, 2015b). For example, 

Andrew noted, “before you can think about content, you have to have a relationship first”. 

Trusting relationships are important in managing student behaviour, understanding students’ 

needs, the way students learn best, and responding accordingly (Hattie, 2012). As Jessica 

explained, “your decisions are informed by your relationship with the students”. The teachers 

acknowledged students’ strengths and interests and inferred that responding to students’ 

passions could make learning more enjoyable in a way that brings out the best in learners. 

Students from different backgrounds or with differing learning abilities have varying needs 

and interests that a one-size-fits-all approach does not cater for (Bolstad et al., 2012; Gerver, 

2014; Gilbert, 2005; Schuck et al., 2018). The teachers have adapted their practice. Instead of 
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choosing a future-focused or traditional approach they primarily ask themselves ‘how can I 

best address my students’ learning needs?’.  

 

Teachers utilisation of FFL in relation to Bernstein’s theory of classification and 

framing: 

Bernstein’s (2000) concepts of classification and framing are outlined in the methodology 

section as a theoretical means to understand the level of symbolic power and control asserted 

over the emergence and implementation of new ideas across an education system or within 

schools (Robertson & Sorensen, 2018). Classification looks at the power asserted to establish 

two categories as unique from each other and framing examines the level of control asserted 

over the implementation of classifications at the level of the classroom (Bernstein, 2000). 

Since the turn of the century, future-focused and traditional learning have become strongly 

classified as two contrasting visions for primary schooling. Each approach appears to promote 

different pedagogies that emphasise either skills or knowledge. Nevertheless, this section 

suggests that a weaker level of framing in regard to teachers’ implementation of FFL has left 

room for the discourse to be recontextualised in various ways (Robertson & Sorensen, 2018). 

In reducing teachers’ implementation of FFL in this study to one selective code, it emerged 

that teachers are introducing new approaches, while maintaining longstanding practices.  

 Chapter Four presents a detailed illustration of the classification of future-focused and 

traditional learning that have emerged in black and white contrast to each other. In both 

international literature and Ministry of Education policy, FFL has become the predominant 

focus, and over the last decade, as this study illustrates, this has come to influence teachers’ 

practice (Carvalho et al., 2020; Couch, 2012; Lourie, 2018; Patrix & Benade, 2018). However, 

the weaker framing of its classroom implementation opens up the possibility for FFL to be 

used in a number of ways (Robertson & Sorensen, 2018). Across the case-study schools, 

variation was seen in the implementation of FFL through the different technologies available, 

layout of learning environments, pedagogies used, and teachers’ attitudes to FFL. These 

factors ensured greater variance in teachers’ implementation of FFL than the consistency 

observed in teachers reciting of the future-focused narrative might first suggest. 

Future-focused literature appears to focus on a philosophical position concerned with 

why change is important, with less discussion about its practical implementation (Bernhardt, 
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2015). It is a ‘top-down, bottom-up’ initiative in which philosophical guidance is provided to 

schools, but teachers are largely left to plan the implementation of FFL (Fink & Stoll, 2005). 

Dewey (1969) described the gap between traditional and innovative philosophes as extreme, 

but students do not cope well with extreme changes. So, Dewey felt that teachers usually 

implement new pedagogies in a less extreme way than the initial philosophy suggests. Instead 

of describing FFL as a radical change, the educational consultant interviewed in this study 

explained that it is their role to help schools to see what needs to change and what should 

endure. The future-focused narrative is strongly classified, but weakly framed in how it should 

be recontextualised at the local level (Robertson, 2016). Therefore, teachers and schools hold 

autonomy to interpret the implementation of future-focused technologies, learning 

environments, and pedagogies for themselves. The weaker framing of FFL in New Zealand 

means that schools and teachers largely control its classroom implementation, in turn 

explaining the varied way that FFL is utilised across the case-study schools and year-levels. 

The main debate brought about by the future-focused narrative is whether schools in 

the 21st-century should focus on developing key competencies or disciplinary knowledge 

(OECD, 2018b; Reimers, 2021). However, instead of viewing this as an either-or debate, the 

teachers have placed themselves somewhere near the middle of a continuum in which future-

focused and traditional learning sit at either extreme. Teacher’s personal-placement on the 

continuum depends on their school philosophy, the year-level taught, and their own beliefs. 

Overall, it is interesting that on the one hand the teachers did not appear to view their 

teaching methods as particularly traditional and on the other hand, they did not appear to be 

aiming for an extreme future-focused transformation of their practice. For example, the 

teachers never associated their role with the industrial image of standing and dictating facts 

and information to rows of passive learners presented in the future-focused narrative. 

Moreover, neither did they seem to support the opposite extreme of transferring all 

autonomy to learners in a way that solely focuses on the acquisition of 21st-century skills.  

Darling-Hammond (2012) suggests that what we now view as 21st-century skills are 

not actually new. Within New Zealand’s primary school context progressive ideas stretch back 

over a hundred years in which teachers have supported students with the holistic 

development of both the knowledge and skills required throughout life (Abbiss, 1998; Beeby, 

1992; Couch, 2012; Mutch, 2013b). Thus, the 21st-century narrative is facilitating the re-

emergence of or continuation of many longstanding approaches, alongside some new 
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opportunities that have opened up with ILEs and new technologies (Couch, 2018; Little, 2013). 

Despite the strongly classified nature of future-focused and traditional learning, the weaker 

framing of FFL means that it is being implemented in a way that is more nuanced than its 

stauncher champions might suggest (Claxton et al., 2011; Gerver, 2014; Ings, 2017). For 

example, the teachers questioned some of the Ministry of Education’s aims while interpreting 

FFL alongside their own understanding of effective primary school teaching. Nicole 

summarised what appeared to be a common view, “my practice is mixed, I’m happy to use… 

[FFL], but I’m more traditional in terms of reading, writing, and maths”; and Kerry reiterated 

“so you will see a mixture of traditional and future-focused approaches… it’s important to 

find a balance between both”. A consistency emerged in that all the teachers perceived that 

a student-centred mindset could help them to find a balance between the benefits of new 

approaches while continuing to rely on the successful history of longstanding practices. 

As the teachers have grappled with utilising FFL in a way that manages the tension 

between pedagogies for teaching knowledge and skills they have developed a balanced 

approach by distinguishing between the ‘front-half’ and ‘back-half’ of the New Zealand 

Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007). Instead of focusing on knowledge or skills, the 

teachers’ role has come to combine future-focused and traditional pedagogies in a complex 

way that ensures coverage of both halves of the curriculum. Jessica explained, “students are 

not just learning to read and write but they are learning how to do things like research, using 

an inquiry-approach, and critique what they are researching”. As teachers have sought to find 

the middle ground between knowledge and skills it appears that they have often settled on 

an approach of ‘frontloading’ important curriculum knowledge, before providing 

opportunities for students to practise and solidify this knowledge in authentic and engaging 

contexts that integrate 21st-century skills and competencies. Lisa explained:  

There is something to be said for a combination of both styles of teaching. You need 
to create the structures and systems first, otherwise the kids have no idea what is 
going on… then you can build in opportunities to develop 21st-century skills.  

 

Research Sub-Question Three: In what ways is future-focused change 

impacting the professional well-being of primary school teachers? 

Looking to a new future for education is designed to change students’ lives, but its 

implementation consequently changes teachers’ lives (Imms et al., 2016). The complex nature 
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of FFL can be seen in the three themes presented in Figure 25, indicating that future-focused 

changes were described as having a range of contested (Theme 7), negative (Theme 8), and 

positive (Theme 9) impacts on teachers’ professional well-being. Future-focused change is 

associated with a spectrum of influences on teachers’ professional well-being that individually 

affected each participant. Change that is viewed positively by one teacher may be viewed 

with skepticism by another (Beeby, 1966; Carvalho et al., 2020; Mulcahy & Morrison, 2017). 

This was seen in the way that implications of FFL were referred to negatively (in 196 codes) 

and positively (in 135 codes). However, it is not the early adopters, but the time that it takes 

for change to be recontextualised and implemented by the average teacher that governs 

success (Beeby, 1988). Beeby’s (1966) thesis of stages is subsequently used to discuss the 

relationship between teachers’ professional well-being, successful educational change, and 

implications for the introduction of FFL across New Zealand schools. 

 

Theme 7: Contested effects on teachers’ professional well-being 

Contested influences of FFL were discussed by all twelve teachers (in 162 codes). Educational 

change is a complex and contested field that can invoke many different responses from the 

teachers involved in change (Beeby, 1962; Berger, 2012; Carvalho et al., 2020; Hargreaves, 

2005; OECD, 2017). A verdict on the nature of ILEs and FFL is still to be made in many New 

Zealand schools as a mixture of positive or negative outcomes are observed (Carvalho et al., 

2020). The case-study participants discussed four contested influences on their professional 

well-being: (i) teacher collaboration, (ii) teaching larger cohorts of students, (iii) implementing 
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Figure 25 

The Impact of Future-Focused Change on Teachers’ Professional Well-Being (Source: Author). 

Note. In implementing future-focused change teachers’ professional well-being is 
individually influenced by a spectrum of negative, contested, and positive effects 
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digital technologies, and (iv) teacher workload. In a number of cases one theme was discussed 

as having both positive and negative implications by the same participants. 

 
(i) Teaching collaboratively: 

Learning to work collaboratively was the most common negative factor on professional well-

being, described by ten teachers (in 35 codes) and the second most common positive 

implication discussed by ten teachers (in 37 codes). Both negative and positive implications 

were outlined by all of the teachers except Kerry who mentioned neither, Nicole who did not 

refer to anything positive, and Linda who described nothing negative. Interestingly, these 

three teachers were the only teachers planning independently in their own learning 

environment. The frequent discussion of negatives and positives would suggest that 

relationships are key to collaboration working in some situations and not in others (Carvalho 

et al., 2020; Jones, 2018). In fact, Jones (2018) noted a similar observation that positive 

relationships can see collaboration improve practice, while in the absence of relational trust 

collaboration leads to conflict, resistance, and even teachers leaving the profession. The 

teachers supported this claim as their stories illustrated that when colleagues hold relational 

trust and similar philosophies, collaboration can see teachers utilise each other’s strengths, 

make teaching more enjoyable, provide support, and expose teachers to new ideas. However, 

when trust is undermined or philosophies differ, the teachers found that positive 

relationships across a collaborative learning environment are extremely difficult to manage. 

One response to the anonymous online-questionnaire explained, “a major negative is trying 

to create future-focused practice in an environment which has teachers who are not on the 

same page”. In each school the teachers shared stories of relationships disintegrating, the joy 

getting sucked out of teaching, and teachers leaving. Teaching collaboratively undermines the 

autonomy teachers held when working in their own classroom (Blackmore et al., 2011; 

Gislason, 2010). It appears that autonomy can be shared positively when teachers hold similar 

philosophies, conversely the opposite is true when teachers look to design and manage a 

shared learning programme from different perspectives. 
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(ii) Working with a larger cohort of students: 

The nine teachers that had moved to ILEs maintained predominant responsibility for one 

class, but they were exposed to opportunities to work alongside a wider number of students. 

For example, teachers often taught small groups comprising students from across the learning 

environment, rotated classes around the teachers to repeat activities a number of times, or 

took turns to run lessons for the whole cohort. This was mentioned negatively by nine 

teachers (in 33 codes) and positively by five teachers (in 9 codes). The teachers said that 

working with a greater number of students increased overall noise levels, made behaviour 

management more complex, felt more stressful, and increased the complexity of planning 

and implementing an effective programme. For example, Andrew said, “it’s quite intense 

having all those kids, all of the time, as there’s no let-up”. The teachers were particularly 

worried that very open learning environments amplified these concerns. There was also 

apprehension that ILEs do not suit all students. Jessica explained, “I could name seventeen 

children for whom this space is not working… it’s the perfectly normal, perfectly ok, perfectly 

happy, perfectly well-behaved, run of the mill kids that simply fall between the cracks”. 

Conversely, five teachers outlined the positive influence of getting to know a wider number 

of learners and the benefits students receive from connecting with multiple teachers. All four 

middle management leaders mentioned this as positive, while it was discussed by one 

classroom teacher. Janet summarised the positives from a leader’s perspective “as a team 

leader I know all of the children in my team, rather than just my own class and a few that 

raise their heads”. 

 

(iii) Integrating digital technologies: 

The integration of digital technologies was discussed negatively by eight teachers (in 18 

codes) and positively by eight teachers (in 12 codes). Of the eighteen negative comments 

three referred to limited access to devices. Across the other fifteen codes teachers were 

largely concerned that too much screen time could detrimentally affect other areas of 

students’ development. Nicole’s comments also appeared to resonate with a number of 

teachers, “I’m technology challenged and I’m trying all the time, but where is my support?”. 

For the teachers less familiar with using technology, it is understandable that its 
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implementation feels most difficult (21st Century Learning Reference Group, 2014). In the 

positive codes the teachers recognised that digital technologies are a medium that students 

enjoy using, new pedagogical opportunities are opened up, many processes have been 

streamlined, and new and important skills are reinforced. For example, “students are learning 

researching, critical-thinking, and digital-literacy skills” (Janet). Most teachers acknowledged 

at least some benefits in new technologies, but they were weary of not moving too far to an 

entirely digital programme that could undermine the development of other important skills.  

 
(iv) Teacher workload: 

With the introduction of FFL, seven teachers (in 18 codes) felt that their workload had 

increased in some areas, while five teachers (in 8 codes) conversely perceived that elements 

of their role had become easier. Seven teachers were concerned that learning to implement 

new practices is difficult and time-consuming (Beeby, 1966; Berger, 2007; Bradbeer et al., 

2019; Hall et al., 2009). Even the teachers that had been in ILEs for several years explained 

that learning to use them effectively was an ongoing process for which little extra time was 

provided. However, Alice explained, “once we have got through all of this, it might be easier”. 

On a positive note Sarah, Sushma, and Lisa felt more supported by the way that the 

responsibility for planning and teaching was now shared with their colleagues; Linda said that 

allowing students to conduct their own research reduced the resources she had to collect; 

and Kerry explained that access to a wide range of internet based resources had simplified 

the planning process.  

 
Theme 8: Negative effects on teachers’ professional well-being 

Negative influences of FFL were discussed by eleven teachers (in 79 codes). Educational 

change is a complex process, in that even positive changes often result in negative 

implications for teachers’ professional well-being (Le Fevre, 2014). For example, even when 

teachers are positive about ILEs, there remain significant challenges that can undermine their 

success in transitioning to new spaces (Campbell et al., 2013). The teachers discussed five 

negative implications for their professional well-being: (i) loss associated with changes in 

space, (ii) difficulty in changing one’s mindset, (iii) a lack of appropriate support, (iv) negative 

outcomes for students, and (v) managing parent misconceptions. 
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(i) Loss associated with moving to innovative learning environments: 

Change can facilitate a sense of loss, especially as teachers lose autonomy over their own 

classroom (Benade, 2017; Blackmore et al., 2011). The greater the perceived loss, the more 

difficult and riskier the change is for teachers (Jones, 2018; Teo & Le Fevre, 2017). Eleven 

teachers shared concern (in 30 codes) for the loss of or greater difficulty in implementing 

practices that they had long associated with effective primary school practice. A loss of one’s 

own classroom; decreased autonomy to control each aspect of the teaching process; difficulty 

managing overall behaviour and noise expectations; less emphasis on traditional content 

knowledge and skills; and a homogenising of practice at the expense of a teacher’s individual 

identity, were raised as significant concerns. The teachers’ greatest concern discussed (in 19 

codes) was the loss of fundamental skills and knowledge, including behaviour expectations, 

social-skills, or the basics of the core curriculum areas that have always been a strong 

foundation of primary school practice. Kerry explained, “we need to balance change with 

tradition, for example it’s still important for students to be able to write and form their letters 

well”. 

 

(ii) Difficultly in changing one’s mindset:  

The future-focused narrative infers that a significant and inherently positive shift in teachers’ 

mindset is required to better prepare students for the 21st-century (Gilbert et al., 2015; 

Robertson, 2016). Rather than questioning why teachers may be resistant to shifting their 

mindset, resistance is viewed as a hurdle to overcome in implementing future-focused change 

(Beeby, 1966; Mutch, 2012; Twyford et al., 2017). Every participant except the two early 

career teachers discussed the challenge of shifting their mindset (in 24 codes). Jessica said, 

“for the new teachers that have never known anything else, it will work for them, but I’m 

worried we will lose a truck load of experienced teachers”. Sarah and Lisa, both in the first 

two provisional years of their career, did not view FFL as a new phenomenon, while the more 

experienced teachers felt that it required a significant change in their thinking. Change is 

perceived differently based on teacher’s mindset (Berger, 2012; Bradbeer et al., 2019). 

Experienced teachers that have used practices for years are more likely to question the 

legitimacy of new practices and they may find FFL and the move to ILEs a greater adjustment 

(Lee & Ward, 2013; Patrix & Benade, 2018). In this study, the experienced teachers described 
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the shift to an ILE as requiring a need to rethink their systems, become more flexible, and 

learn to implement new approaches. Adjectives including “daunting”, “scary”, “dramatic”, 

“overwhelming”, and “shocking” were used to describe their initial reactions.  

 

(iii) Lack of appropriate support: 

A lack of appropriate support to understand and utilise FFL was mentioned by seven teachers 

(in 17 codes). The teachers were concerned that the Ministry of Education has focused on 

new technologies and learning environments without considering the support required for 

teachers to implement the pedagogies required to utilise them properly. As a ‘top-down, 

bottom-up’ initiative, change has been encouraged by the Ministry of Education, but teachers 

have been left to do a lot of the work in determining the practical implementation of FFL (Fink 

& Stoll, 2005). For example, Nicole said, “I think that the government sits in Wellington and 

makes a lot of global decisions without really realising it’s not always practical or relevant for 

teachers to implement them”. Beeby (1980) acknowledges that educational change is usually 

more complex and requires further time and resourcing than politicians and administrators 

first consider; “The speed at which a total system can change depends ultimately on the speed 

at which the average and below-average teachers can understand the changes” (Beeby, 1988, 

p. 6). Jessica said, “it appears that the Ministry has hung everything on the idea that we should 

have these beautiful new spaces, but it’s what happens in the space that will make the 

difference”. Therefore, the central focus should be on learning rather than new learning 

environments (Fletcher et al., 2020; OECD, 2013). Without extra support the teachers were 

concerned that schools will end up with new buildings or technologies that provide little 

benefit for students. Even when schools implement an effective professional learning 

programme, concerns were raised that when staff move on new teachers are expected to 

replace them with little or no training.  

 
(iv) Negative outcomes for students: 

Nine teachers (in 15 codes) shared concern that ILEs and new technologies are disadvantaging 

some learners. The teachers noted that not all students thrive in an ILE, including those that 

are easily distracted or overstimulated, or compliant students whose learning needs can be 

easily missed. It appears that the struggles of already underachieving students may be 
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exacerbated in an ILE (Everatt et al., 2019). There is concern that lower socio-economic 

learners require more scaffolding to successfully manage elements of their own learning 

(Hugo & Wedekind, 2013; Reimers, 2021). As an increasing number of students with autism 

and other learning difficulties are incorporated into mainstream schooling, further 

consideration needs to be given to how they will be effectively catered for in an ILE (Page & 

Davis, 2016). For example, Janet and Nicole doubted whether autistic students can manage 

learning in an ILE; Alice, Kim, and Nicole were concerned that students in lower socio-

economic communities have inadequate access to digital technologies and resourcing to 

support FFL; Sushma and Andrew perceived that some students need more guidance and 

clearer structures than those promoted in FFL; Kerry was concerned FFL may not always take 

into account the developmental stage of junior learners; Lisa was troubled that the cultural 

identity of learners has not always been considered in introducing future-focused 

approaches; and Everett and colleagues (2019) raises concerns that ILEs may inhibit the 

language development of students for whom English is a second language. The teachers felt 

pressure to ensure their practice was effective for all learners and it worried many of them 

that FFL could make this more difficult for some of New Zealand’s already most vulnerable 

children.  

 
(v) Managing parents’ misconceptions: 

A concern less frequently mentioned was that of communicating with parents, but it was 

discussed by three teachers (in 6 codes). Jessica noted, “it means a massive change for 

parents… all parents went to school in single-cell classrooms and to them that is what 

schooling should look like”; “It is challenging getting parents to understand what schools are 

striving to achieve” (Anonymous Online-Questionnaire Response). Kim discussed a difference 

she has noticed in the attitude between parents from lower and higher socio-economic 

communities:  

In a decile one school we would have one third attendance [for parent teacher 
interviews] if we were lucky and parents were generally concerned if their child was 
happy and well behaved. They were more respectful or even fearful of teachers… at a 
decile ten school we have 100% attendance for all parent events, and parents are 
assertive and concerned with how their child is progressing in reading, writing, and 
maths. They hold very different attitudes to school. 
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Interestingly, the teachers that discussed concern for managing parents’ misconceptions all 

worked in higher socio-economic communities. In Kim’s comments it appears that parents 

from higher socio-economic communities are confident to question a school’s philosophy and 

advocate for their children, while parents from lower socio-economic communities appear 

less likely to do so. Kerry added, “parents think that it is important to keep the basics”. In 

introducing change it appears important for schools to consider how they share this journey 

in a positive way with their school communities (Bolstad et al., 2012; Lee & Ward, 2013); and 

work with parents that are usually conservative (Beeby, 1966; Fink & Stoll, 2005). 

 

Theme 9: Positive effects on teachers’ professional well-being 

Positive influences of FFL were mentioned by all twelve teachers (in 64 codes). As the teachers 

came to work with FFL they mentioned three key positive implications on their professional 

well-being: (i) students benefit from future-focused change, (ii) teachers have been exposed 

to more professional learning opportunities, and (iii) Future-focused change helps teachers 

to be more flexible in the way they address the needs of priority learners. Teachers’ 

motivation to do what is best for their learners meant that the perceived benefits for 

students’ learning also had a positive influence on teachers’ professional well-being.  

 
(i) Students benefit: 

Seeing benefits for learners was the most commonly identified positive, mentioned by all 

twelve teachers (in 40 codes). Facilitating student success was shared as a key reason that the 

teachers enjoyed their role, and seeing the students benefit from FFL was motivational for 

many teachers in overcoming the other challenges impacting their professional well-being. 

Even the teachers that were the least convinced by the benefits of FFL could see some 

positives for their learners. Nine teachers discussed students’ improved engagement, nine 

teachers mentioned students’ development of 21st-century skills, six teachers identified their 

better targeting of support for students’ needs, five teachers talked of the benefits students 

gain from forming relationships with multiple teachers, and two teachers discussed students’ 

access to improved classroom facilities. An anonymous online-questionnaire respondent 

explained, “FFL is highly engaging and develops skills that students will need for the future”. 

Rather than mention academic achievement, the teachers referred to benefits that FFL has 
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had on students’ holistic well-being, which in turn were inferred as influencing students’ 

outcomes. When teachers can see positive outcomes for students it may be a key motivator 

for them to persevere with change (Creasy, 2018; Lee & Ward, 2013). As Alice explained, “I’ve 

found it very difficult… but it has enriched our teaching practice… and at the end of the day 

that’s worthwhile”.  

 

(ii) Greater professional learning opportunities: 

All but two teachers discussed the benefit of being exposed to extra professional learning 

opportunities (in 21 codes). While professional learning was acknowledged as a time-

consuming process, it was also largely seen as a beneficial one. Seven teachers positively 

referred to extra professional learning opportunities that they would not have otherwise 

received. For example, Jessica noted, “when transitioning into our new spaces staff got lots 

of professional learning… unpacking how this is going to work… we were very lucky”. A 

questionnaire respondent explained, “the training that we have had is great”, reflecting the 

sentiment of a number of teachers. In every school the teachers worked through a similar 

process with an educational consultant to introduce the future-focused narrative. Conversely, 

collaborative planning and teaching was mentioned by six teachers as a powerful professional 

learning opportunity. As indicated above, it is clear why collaboration and professional 

learning are considered as essential, even foundational, to introducing FFL (Campbell et al., 

2013; Guerriero, 2017; OECD, 2013).  

 
(iii) Increased flexibility to adapt programmes to meet the needs of 

priority learners:  

Improved flexibility to cater for the needs of priority learners was discussed by four teachers 

(in 8 codes). Priority learners include Māori and Pasifika students, learners with special 

education needs, and students from low socio-economic backgrounds (ERO, 2013). One 

teacher in each school drew connections between the introduction of FFL and being able to 

better tailor learning to the individual needs of priority learners. The teachers found that 

collaborative teaching helped them to alter their programme to see priority learners more 

often, allowed them greater flexibility to cater for students’ social and learning needs, and 

students benefited from relationship’s with multiple teachers. Kerry explained, “I think that 
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FFL says that no children should feel daunted that they can’t succeed”. This appeared 

especially pertinent for the teachers when working with priority learners that have been 

historically over-represented in New Zealand’s underachievement statistics.  

  

Understanding the impact of future-focused change in relation to Beeby’s 

Thesis of Stages: 

Beeby suggests that new educational ideas are usually oversimplified, when compared to the 

realities of introducing them in schools (Beeby, 1980). Educational change is often poorly 

understood in terms of the impact it has on the teachers expected to implement it (Beeby, 

1962). The condensed data on the impact of FFL on teachers’ professional well-being, lead to 

a selective code indicating that future-focused change is a complex process individually 

influencing teachers’ professional well-being. In looking to highlight the complexity that 

surrounds educational change, Beeby developed the thesis of stages to theorise the complex 

reality of successfully implementing change across an education system in the hope that 

change could be managed in a more productive manner (Beeby, 1966). Experience as an 

educational administrator profoundly shaped Beeby’s theory as he realised that governments 

and politicians often introduce change with little regard for the practical dissemination of new 

ideas across schools (Beeby, 1988). Beeby’s thesis portrays an educator’s perspective in 

theorising how to successfully introduce change. His ideas are useful for understanding why 

educational change is complex, the central role that teachers play in change, and 

considerations that need addressing in the sustainable implementation of school 

improvement (Beeby, 1966).  

 One of the challenges that makes change so difficult to achieve is that it nearly always 

comes with both positive and negative consequences that may be predicted or as is often the 

case emerges unforeseen (Beeby, 1966; Teo & Le Fevre, 2017). In looking at the introduction 

of FFL teachers are facing a number of contested, negative, and positive implications on their 

professional well-being that has led Carvalho and colleagues (2020) to conclude that the jury 

is still out for the effectiveness of ILEs and FFL in most of New Zealand’s schools. It is normal 

that teachers respond to change in a variety of ways (Fink & Stoll, 2005; Le Fevre, 2014). In 

discussing the radical introduction of FFL, the educational consultant interviewed felt, “some 

people in the school will be ready for that, but for others that is too big a jump”.  
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Across this study, the teachers held different attitudes towards FFL that varied from 

skepticism to excitement, nevertheless, its implementation was largely regarded as a time-

consuming and difficult process. It was explained, “the obvious is that [implementing FFL] is 

hard” (Jessica); “future-focused practice is scary, it’s daunting, and we’re not given time to 

adjust, reflect on, and fit it in” (Nicole). Most of the challenges that teachers identified are 

associated with the difficult shift in practice and mindsets required in moving from teaching 

in a single-cell classroom to working in an ILE (Bradbeer et al., 2019). Changes in philosophy 

are intertwined in deep social and cultural changes, and new ways of thinking (Beeby, 1980; 

Berger, 2007). In discussing a similar process of progressive change in the 1960’s, Beeby 

(1966) noted that as leaders ask teachers to accept a new way of doing things, they are also 

being asked to accept a new purpose for education. This is a process that requires deep 

reflection, careful thought, and considerable time as teachers need to understand and be 

convinced by the arguments for change that are being made.  

The practice of teachers provides a window into the values of an education system, 

and the cultural, economic, political, and social values that influence education and society 

(Beeby, 1962; 1980). In the global development of educational philosophy economists have 

become the dominant voice in leading new values (Beeby, 1966; Robertson, 2016; Wells et 

al., 2005). Economists call for rapid change, but in considering their perspective towards 

progressive reform, Beeby (1966) raised two important questions of ‘Whether radical change 

is indeed possible even when supported by drastically increased funding?’, and ‘Why 

educators might not enthusiastically embrace their views?’. Teachers bring a different 

perspective to educational debates than economists and politicians and greater consideration 

needs to be given to teachers’ views in order to understand their response to educational 

change. In the following two paragraphs the teachers’ views of FFL are discussed in relation 

to these two important questions of whether future-focused change is in fact possible and 

why all arguments for change may not be enthusiastically embraced by teachers.  

In recent decades proponents for FFL have promoted the reform of traditional 

educational practices, but while much is written about change, far less is understood about 

the implications of change or if such changes will result in the outcomes claimed (Byers, 

Mahat et al., 2018; Hynds, 2010). Beeby’s thesis of stages suggests that rapid change is 

neither practical nor possible (Beeby, 1966; 1980); “Change that happens too quickly is 

exhausting for people, instead small and incremental steps every day is by far the best way 



 
  Edward Pinel: 1271232 

  182 

to engage teachers in change” (Educational Consultant). The rapid change of school systems 

as suggested in the future-focused narrative is likely to end in failure (Fink & Stoll, 2005; Le 

Fevre, 2014; Wedell & Grassick, 2018). Beeby theorises that this is because school systems do 

not have the capacity for radical change (Beeby, 1980). He challenges the assumption that 

this is due to conservatism, but instead explains that school systems are far more complex 

than most assume. Beeby (1966) describes five main reasons that shifting teachers’ practice 

is so difficult: education’s main aims are less defined than other professions; teachers need 

time to understand and accept new philosophies; teachers and the public are products of a 

system and naturally embody its values and deficiencies; teachers are isolated in their own 

schools and classrooms even though collaborative teaching goes some way to address this; 

and teachers have varied capacity for change. Significant changes should therefore be viewed 

in decades, rather than in the brief window between elections (Beeby, 1988).  

Teachers’ resistance to rapid change is often seen as a hurdle to overcome in 

implementing FFL but few theorists ask why teachers may not naturally and enthusiastically 

accept their views (Robertson & Sorensen, 2018). Instead, it appears that advocates for FFL 

are usually surprised by teachers’ resistance (Wells et al., 2018). Yet teachers are naturally 

suspicious of new techniques and wary of government aims (Beeby, 1966). Instead of viewing 

teachers’ resistance as a barrier it should be expected as a normal and an integral part of any 

change process (Cardno et al., 2017; Hynds, 2010). Moreover, beyond teachers it appears that 

communities and students struggle to adjust to rapid change (Charteris et al., 2017; Fink & 

Stoll, 2005). Ignorance about the nature and cause of resistance might explain why so many 

initiatives fail (Beeby, 1966; Hynds, 2010). But resistance might not be a bad thing as not all 

future-focused aims or Ministry of Education policies are well researched, carefully planned, 

or open to stakeholder consultation (Couch, 2018; Hirschman & Wood, 2018; McPhail, 2020; 

Mutch, 2012). Beeby (1979) professed it is better to give teachers too much freedom to 

question and slow down change in a way that helps some elements to be thoughtfully 

implemented, than to give too little time so that change results in resistance and failure. 

Mutch (2012) believes that teacher resistance may be considered differently when teachers 

are trusted to interpret change and make decisions guided by the passion they hold for 

helping their students. 

In this study the teachers’ responses to FFL appears to substantiate many of the claims 

that Beeby makes in his thesis of stages. Beeby’s (1966) comments about New Zealand’s 
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progressive movement in the 1940’s to 1970’s could just as easily relate to New Zealand’s 

future-focused narrative; “it may take the profession in any country a decade or two to make 

the most of new buildings, new equipment, and, hardest of all, new freedom” (p.77). As 

educational systems progress over time, Beeby hypothesised that they slowly grow and 

improve (Beeby, 1962). However, change is a slow process governed by the time it takes for 

new initiatives to reach the practice of the average teacher (Beeby, 1966; 1988). Across the 

schools in this study most teachers had spent over five years deliberately preparing for or 

teaching in an ILE, yet they all still considered themselves to be learning to use their spaces 

and implement FFL. When teachers disagree with or are not given time and support to 

understand change, particularly if it conflicts with their own philosophy, on the surface it 

often appears that change has occurred, but when one digs deeper old practices are regularly 

continued under new titles (Beeby, 1979; 1988).  

As teachers have implemented future-focused change they have intertwined 

traditional and FFL in a way that amalgamates new approaches and longstanding practices 

(Carvalho et al., 2020). It could be argued that many elements of New Zealand’s past have 

been drawn forward with future-focused titles. Small steps have occurred, but bigger leaps 

signified in future-focused literature such as students managing their own learning, a 

predominant focus on skills, entirely digital programmes, the integration of subject areas, and 

a less dominant focus on literacy and numeracy have not occurred and were not the current 

aim of most of the teachers in this study. Instead, the teachers are taking smaller steps that 

Beeby (1966) still describes as significantly challenging, while bigger leaps are considered to 

stretch New Zealand’s education system and teachers beyond their current capacity for 

change. 

 

Conclusion:  

In response to the data collected across the case-study schools the key theoretical concepts 

of the pedagogic device, classification and framing, and the thesis of stages were identified 

as powerful concepts to extrapolate the results to answer the three sub-research questions 

and in turn, developing a deeper understanding of the influence that FFL is having on the 

professional lives of primary school teachers. Nine axial-codes have been presented in order 

for the reader to understand the way in which a selective-code was refined in relation to each 
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research question. The main findings for each question were then summarised and 

considered against a framework that can support the establishment of ‘theoretical 

generalisations’ across New Zealand’s education system (de Vaus, 2001; Stake, 1995). In Part 

Four of this thesis the theoretical concepts are put to work in order to analyse the implications 

of the future-focused narratives for New Zealand’s education system. 
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Part 4: Discussion of the Findings 

Part four of this research uses a realist approach to look past the constraints of a limited 

number of case-study settings to extrapolate the research findings to New Zealand’s wider 

primary school context. The implications of the future-focused narrative for New Zealand’s 

education system are discussed across three chapters. Chapter Eleven uses Beeby’s (1966) 

thesis of stages to highlight the oversimplified nature of the future-focused narrative in 

relation to the complex reality of implementing future-focused change. The consequences of 

an oversimplified narrative are discussed alongside the need to address this concern through 

the greater involvement of educators and educational researchers in developing a mid and 

late-21st-century vision for the future of New Zealand’s education system. Chapter Twelve 

considers the implications of the current influence of the future-focused narrative at both the 

micro-level of the classroom implementation of primary school practice and at the macro-

level of the governance of New Zealand’s primary school system. Detailing ten practical 

suggestions for the improvement of the current vision of FFL across New Zealand primary 

schools. Finally, Chapter Thirteen concludes this study with a synopsis of the thesis and 

findings, a discussion of any limitations, recommendations for further research, and a final 

word for the reader.  
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Chapter 11: Discussion of an Oversimplified Narrative for 

the Future of New Zealand’s Education System 

Introduction: 

This study set out to answer the main research question, ‘In what ways is future-focused 

change influencing the professional lives of New Zealand primary school teachers?’. In 

reflecting critically on the implications of New Zealand’s current context of educational 

change, the case-study data and current literature, when brought together, raised further 

questions such as; ‘does the future-focused narrative acknowledge the complexity of New 

Zealand’s history of educational change?’, and if not, ‘what are the implications of an 

oversimplified narrative?’. Moreover, ‘how should educators and educational researchers be 

involved in developing a more nuanced plan for the future?’. In this chapter, the discussion 

moves deeper than the practical considerations of introducing FFL, discussed further in 

Chapter Twelve, to reflect on the questions raised above. Similar questions about educational 

change are not new to educators, in fact a tension between traditional and contemporary 

ideals has had a longstanding influence in educational debates (Thomas, 2013). This is most 

clearly seen throughout the progressive movement of the 20th-century (Little, 2013; Mutch, 

2013b). Therefore, this chapter briefly returns to main points of Beeby’s (1966) thesis of 

stages developed throughout New Zealand’s period of progressive reform and discusses 

Beeby’s hypotheses continued relevance for reflecting on the questions raised above.  

 

The Similar Process of Future-Focused and Progressive Change Substantiates 

the Continued Relevance of Beeby’s Thesis of Stages:  

Beeby (1966) developed the thesis of stages as a theoretical means to both articulate the 

complexity of educational change and the lessons that he had learnt from leading educational 

improvement in two different contexts. For twenty years as New Zealand’s Director of 

Education, Beeby oversaw educational development in New Zealand, the Cook Islands, and 

the now independent colony of Western Samoa (Beeby, 1992). Beeby observed that the 

developing pacific nations were moving from the ‘dame-stage’ to the ‘stage of formalisation’ 

at the same time that New Zealand’s more developed education system sat at the advanced 
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levels of the ‘stage of transition’ (Beeby, 1966). This meant that different approaches needed 

to be prioritised in both contexts. However, educators often failed to note any distinction: 

For example, the Superintendent of Schools (in Western Samoa), an idealistic New 
Zealander imbued with the principles and methods brought to New Zealand and 
Australia by the New Education Fellowship Conference in 1937, was trying to apply 
them in Samoa. The result was amiable chaos. I strongly advised that the schools adopt 
the old-fashioned and highly formal methods of teaching that, with the help of the same 
New Education Fellowship, I had been struggling for years to get rid of in [New Zealand]. 
(Beeby, 1988, p. 3).  

When New Zealand teachers encouraged their Pacific neighbours to adopt progressive 

practices that they had recently taken up without acknowledging the development stages 

that had been worked through in New Zealand’s primary school system, little progress 

resulted (Beeby, 1966; 1988; Hugo, 2013). The educators failed to recognise that their 

neighbours did not have the exposure to ideas, resourcing, and public support to simply 

transform their practice from teacher to student-centred (Beeby, 1962), a problem that 

appears to permeate the implementation of FFL in many countries to today (Hoadley, 2018).  

As Beeby responded to his growing concern that educational practices cannot be 

simply transferred from one context to another, he advocated for a different approach within 

both countries (Beeby, 1966; Hugo & Wedekind, 2013). Beeby (1962) explained, “it was a little 

disconcerting to find myself… encouraging in Western Samoa the development of educational 

practices I had spent half a lifetime trying to discourage in New Zealand” (p. 2). Wrestling with 

this quandary, Beeby (1966) theorised that (i) rather than transformation from one extreme 

to another, education systems progress along a slow continuum of growth, (ii) a naivety often 

surrounds the complex, slow, and expensive nature of educational change, and (iii) educators 

are central to school improvement. As the process of future-focused and progressive change 

holds many similarities, it can be argued that Beeby’s (1966) hypotheses have relevance today 

for considering New Zealand’s future-focused developments.  

Before discussing the similarities between the process of progressive and future-

focused reform, it is important to acknowledge several differences between both eras. For 

example, the function, expertise of leaders, and level of trust afforded the Department of 

Education during New Zealand’s earlier era of progressive reform has changed substantially 

since it was replaced by the Ministry of Education in 1989. In the mid-20th-century the 

Department of Education used its function of governance to directly control the pedagogic 

device as it strongly classified and framed New Zealand’s implementation of a progressive 
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curriculum and pedagogies (Beeby, 1992; Currie, 1962; Ewing, 1972). The senior officials at 

the time all identified as educators working in educational administration and their deep 

understanding of classroom practice was valued as essential for effectively leading change 

(Beeby, 1959; 1992). Beeby himself, was appointed Director of Education based on his 

experience as a teacher, lecturer, and educational researcher (Beeby, 1992). In turn, Beeby 

(1992) perceived that his predecessor Lambourne’s investment in forming relational trust 

within the Department of Education and across the sector was an important prerequisite to 

successfully introducing progressive reform.  

Conversely, the identity of the Ministry of Education’s senior staff has shifted from 

that of educators to policymakers and political analysts who are less attuned to classroom 

realities of educational change (Riley, 2014). Neo-liberal reform saw the Ministry of Education 

formed in 1989 to manage one of the most devolved education systems in the world (Adams, 

Openshaw et al., 2005; Ministry of Education, 2019b; Wylie, 2009). While the Ministry of 

Education has maintained control of the pedagogic device, a less direct relationship with 

schools (discussed more fully in Chapter Ten) explains how FFL has become strongly classified 

but weakly framed (Bernstein, 2000). In turn, Riley (2014) describes a breakdown in trust that 

has resulted between the Ministry of Education and the education sector. A number of 

teachers interviewed in this study and Riley’s Report (2014) felt that “[Ministry staff] should 

come into the classroom more often themselves” (Nicole), reflecting the teachers’ sentiment 

that Ministry of Education staff do not have a practical understanding of classroom practice. 

However, Riley also found that junior policy-analysts are not even permitted to visit the 

schools they should be serving. Therefore, marked differences in the function, identity, and 

relational trust afforded both the Department of Education and the Ministry of Education 

warrant careful consideration, alongside the resulting implications for the way in which the 

Ministry’s underlying political aims have also evolved (Couch, 2018).  

In reflecting upon the Ministry of Education’s recent developments, Couch (2018) 

notes “a subtle yet significant departure from [the Department of Education’s] previously 

progressivist hegemony” (p. 121). Couch claims that the discourse of New Zealand’s 

progressive history characterised by child-centredness, experiential-learning, creativity, 

students’ holistic well-being, and an emergent curriculum, remains relevant but it has become 

cloaked in an ‘instrumentalist educational agenda’ that views students as self-managing, 

entrepreneurial, and innovative learners. Progressivism understood education as a public 
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good that made education a worthwhile end in itself, while FFL with its strong links to the 

development of a knowledge economy draws on an instrumentalist agenda in which 

education is regarded as a private good and a means to increase economic competitiveness 

for the nation state (New Zealand Treasury, 1987). Education’s aims have evolved to promote 

the solidification of neo-liberal political and economic values that assert self-interest, lifelong-

learning, new employment demands, and ultimately students’ preparation to create products 

and knowledge to fuel free-market expansion (Couch, 2018; Howard, 2018). However, 

instrumentalist aims miss a progressive emphasis on social and emotional development, 

social-justice, diversity, and equity that can fully prepare all students for the future (Little, 

2013). Instead, education has come to be run by a code of developing skills for lifelong 

learning, improved human capital, and increased economic competitiveness that warrants 

careful reflection against progressivism’s emphasis on social well-being (Howard, 2018). 

 Important distinctions between the political aims of progressivism and FFL have been 

discussed, but I argue that Beeby’s (1966) thesis of stages remains a relevant theoretical tool 

due to the similarities emphasised in progressive and future-focused reform (Couch, 2018; 

Little, 2013). As education faces another period of substantial change, it is useful to look back 

at progressivism as another example of an analogous period (Abbiss, 1998). While I have 

highlighted several key differences between progressivism and FFL, Little (2013) notes strong 

similarities, “though the ‘progressive’ label has largely fallen out of current wide-scale use, a 

careful examination of 21st-century educational practice reveals striking similarities” (p. 94). 

Both progressive and FFL, respond to the perceived deficiencies of ‘traditional’ practice, 

advocate for a profound shift in educational philosophy, and in reality the proposed changes 

may be far more difficult to implement than the prominent narratives suggest (Beeby, 1966; 

Bolstad et al., 2012; Dewey, 1969; OECD, 2018c). Therefore, the principles of Beeby’s (1966) 

thesis of stages are used in this chapter as a relevant tool to answer the main research 

question by unpacking the impact of FFL on the professional lives of primary school teachers.  

In the rest of this chapter, the three main hypotheses of Beeby’s (1966) thesis of 

stages are considered alongside the twelve participants’ stories, the educational consultant’s 

voice, and current literature. In the next three sections this data is brought together and 

synthesised in a way that develops a generalisable theoretical claim about the influence of 

future-focused change on the professional lives of primary school teachers. The theoretical 

proposition expands the findings beyond the case-study settings, to explain the relevance of 
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the data for New Zealand’s wider primary school and educational context (de Vaus, 2001; 

McPhail & Lourie, 2017; Neuman, 2011; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2014). The proposition asserts that 

New Zealand’s current narrative for future-focused change fails to take into account New 

Zealand’s history of educational development, in turn underestimating the complex process 

required to successfully introduce FFL. It is subsequently suggested that a key component of 

dealing with this complexity is acknowledging the role that educators’ and educational 

researchers’ practical knowledge of effective educational practice should hold in developing 

a more nuanced plan for the future.  

 

An Oversimplified Narrative for the Future of New Zealand’s Primary School 

System: 

In the mid-20th-century a simple narrative emerged that persists in which international 

organisations have promoted a western model of educational reform that is designed to 

transform traditional education systems in order to assist national economic development 

(Beeby, 1962; Hoadley, 2018). International organisations, most prominently the OECD have 

worked themselves into a position of symbolic control over national education systems 

(Robertson & Sorensen, 2018). However, as FFL has emerged as an international endeavour, 

the individual stories of countries have been amalgamated into a simple narrative for global 

educational change (Kertz-Welzel, 2018; Wells et al., 2005). Hoadley (2018) outlines how 

international organisations such as UNESCO, the World Bank, and the OECD have come to 

frame the importance of transforming developing education systems classified as rigid and 

teacher-directed towards constructivist and student-centred approaches. In order to 

establish a vision that holds relevance across borders, the narrative must be simplified to 

encapsulate broad international aims. However, broad aims do not recognise educational 

change as a complex and localised phenomenon, value the practical classroom knowledge of 

teachers, or acknowledge each country’s individual history (Hugo & Wedekind, 2013). In turn, 

ignoring contextual differences across countries, districts, and communities that is 

problematic because these are key considerations for appropriately leading the successful 

implementation of educational change (Beeby, 1966). 

 The Ministry of Education’s classification of FFL as an inherently positive future has in 

turn embedded the international narrative in New Zealand’s context (Hipkins, 2018; Ministry 
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of Education, 2018). The Ministry’s control of the pedagogic device has helped them to 

distribute a consistent but oversimplified interpretation of FFL across New Zealand primary 

schools (as discussed in Chapter Ten). In each case-study setting the development of an ILE 

was a powerful catalyst for framing the importance of FFL and encouraging staff to work with 

an educational consultant to develop their school’s vision for future-focused change (Couch, 

2018; Jones, 2018; Woolner et al., 2012). However, it is difficult for the Ministry to maintain 

symbolic control of the future-focused narrative in New Zealand’s context of self-governing 

schools. Therefore, the Ministry of Education has exerted material control by mandating the 

funding of new digital technologies and ILEs to introduce FFL in a way that has forced teachers 

to confront the symbolic intention of these infrastructure upgrades. As a result, the teachers 

in the case-study schools were exposed to the future-focused narrative.  

Globally, the future-focused narrative has come to be framed in developing and 

developed nations as a dichotomous choice between two binary classifications. One 

maintains a system embedded in industrial values relevant to the 20th-century and the other 

emphasises generic skills appropriate to 21st-century economic development (Fesmire, 2016; 

Gilbert, 2005; Hoadley, 2018; OECD, 2018c; Robertson & Sorensen, 2018; Senge et al., 2005; 

Wheatley, 2015). However, as the teachers reflected on this simple narrative, they 

questioned whether primary schooling is as traditional as the narrative suggests. Lisa noted, 

“I don’t think [FFL] is an introduction, instead it could be better described as an increased 

push…, because it was already happening when I was at primary school”; and Kerry felt that, 

“children have always been at the heart of teaching, so I don’t know if [FFL] has changed me 

as a teacher”.  

Rather than viewing education as static throughout the 20th-century, the participants 

in this study felt that teaching goes through cycles of change in which “there is nothing new 

in education” (Jessica). It is a myth that education systems have not changed (Kress, 2008). 

Therefore, the teachers have come to recontextualise FFL as a complex process of slowly 

developing and improving their practice in alignment with their students’ needs. The 

teachers’ reflections highlight that New Zealand’s primary school history does not correlate 

with the strong sentiment of a shift from teacher to student-centred approaches presented 

in the future-focused narrative. The black and white argument of transforming practice from 

a traditional to future-focused classification also fails to acknowledge the complex reality of 
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implementing change. In fact, Dewey (1969) argues that dividing educators into two camps 

can weaken education systems, precisely at the time when their full strength is most required. 

Viewing New Zealand’s educational history as largely traditional, fails to acknowledge the 

progressive work of educators that runs as far back as the 19th-century. Even with the 

establishment of the 1877 Education Act, great consideration was placed on moving past the 

class distinctions of England’s industrial system that was managed by the elite to pass 

knowledge on to a select few (Campbell, 1941). Limited funding initially saw slow progress in 

the move away from huge class sizes, poorly trained teachers, and traditional approaches 

(Beeby, 1986; Butchers, 1930; Campbell, 1941). However, in the early 1900’s improved 

resourcing saw progressivism begin to emerge (Mutch, 2013b). Hogben introduced the 1904 

Syllabus that brought progressive ideas of a holistic curriculum, practical learning 

experiences, and teachers planning their own learning experiences into mainstream use 

(Ewing, 1970). When Strong released the Red Book Curriculum in 1929 it encouraged the 

solidification of progressive ideals consisting of greater consideration for students’ well-

being, a holistic curriculum, informal learning opportunities, and the tailoring of learning to 

students’ needs and interests (Beeby, 1992; Ewing, 1970; May, 2011). 

From the 1930’s to the 1960’s, primary schooling was influenced explicitly by a 

progressive movement (Alcorn, 1999; Beeby, 1992). The 1937 and 1944 new education 

fellowship conferences saw many of the world’s leading progressive educators, come and 

speak to every teacher and promote public discussion on progressive education (Abbiss, 

1998; Couch, 2012; Mutch, 2013b). This galvanised New Zealanders around a shared vision 

for the four P’s of progressivism, psychology, physical-education, and play-way that lead to 

new pedagogical approaches across primary schools (Abbiss, 1998; May, 2011). Therefore, 

rather than a simple international narrative of an education system that has evolved little 

since the 19th-century (Eissler, 2009; Gerver, 2014; Wheatley, 2015), it can be argued that 

New Zealand’s primary school system has a longstanding history of challenging traditionalism 

(Beeby, 1992; May, 2011). Acknowledging this history could in fact be a catalyst for 

introducing FFL in a considered, rather than a divisive way (Little, 2013; Mutch, 2013b). 

A strong divide between future-focused and traditional learning appears to have 

emerged out of international work in developing countries (Hoadley, 2018; Hugo & 

Wedekind, 2013), but it fails to acknowledge New Zealand’s primary school history. Instead 

of regarding current educational developments as binary classifications or a black and white 
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choice, the teachers in this study have generally found a way to combine what they consider 

to be the best of both approaches (as represented in Figure 26); to adopt a more nuanced 

interpretation of FFL. On the surface, New Zealand teachers have embraced future-focused 

vocabulary, but what at first can appear to indicate significant change is in fact what the 

teachers described as a mixed-approach, somewhere on a continuum between future-

focused and traditional learning. Rather than viewing FFL as the reform of longstanding 

approaches, it could be suggested that teachers are looking to use future-focused ideas to 

critique their current practice and adopt change when they can see the direct benefits for 

their students. As a respondent to the anonymous online-questionnaire explained, “I think 

that there are both positives and negatives in FFL, so I adapt my practice to what each learner 

needs”. Not only is the radical reform of education not occurring in developed or developing 

nations (Gilbert et al., 2015; Hoadley, 2018; Smardon et al., 2015), the thesis of stages 

proposes that it is not practical or even possible. Unlike resetting a production line, education 

systems cannot simply transform from one way of doing things to another and the future-

focused narrative fails to outline the incremental steps for the decades of reform required to 

shift an education system along the continuum of growth from traditional to FFL.  

Across the case-study schools the teachers have been exposed to a simple narrative 

for educational improvement. In fact, in the view of international organisations and the 

Ministry of Education, there often appears to be little alternative to change (Bolstad et al., 

2012; Ministry of Education, 2018; OECD, 2018a). The future-focused narrative has been 

portrayed as something that educators cannot afford to ignore, and if they do, they risk 

themselves and the education that they offer becoming increasingly irrelevant (Smardon et 

al., 2015). However, as the teachers in this study have implemented FFL, they questioned 

whether the transformation of practice from traditional to future-focused ideals 

acknowledges the progressive nature of many of their existing practices or provides the best 

approach to meeting the needs of 21st-century learners. As the educational consultant 

interviewed explained, “if you think that you need to change for changes sake, then you’ve 

got a major problem. You are just adrift!”. Instead, the teachers discussed balancing a tension 

between seeing benefits in aspects of FFL and continuing to value many existing approaches. 

Rather than viewing themselves as either traditional of future-focused, they all placed 
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themselves somewhere near the centre of a continuum of growth (represented in Figure 26) 

that stretches between traditional and future-focused ideals. 

 

The Consequence of an Oversimplified Narrative:  

The Ministry of Education and international organisations’ oversimplified narrative neglects 

the complexity of educational change and teachers’ role. Subsequently, it fails to take into 

account the impact of change on the professional lives of teachers. An oversimplified 

narrative assumes that any proposed change is inherently sound and achievable. However, 

the model that ‘X’ is desirable, so governments should focus on ‘X’ rarely leads to effective 

change (Riley, 2014). Instead, Beeby’s (1966) thesis of stages illustrates that a naivety often 

surrounds the difficulty of implementing educational change that is invariably a complex, 

  Traditional Learning: 
 

  
Content-based curriculum 
Promotes knowledge acquisition 
Fixed curriculum focus 
A literacy and numeracy focus 
Segregated curriculum areas 
 
  
Single-cell environments 
Teachers work in isolation 
Individual learning process 
Isolated from the community 
Teacher-centred environment 

 
 

Teachers provide knowledge 
One-size-fits-all approach 
Teacher-directed pedagogies 
Short-term learning goals 
Assessment of learning 
 
 
A focus on learning to know 
Preparation for a stable world 
Extrinsic motivation 
Evasion of risk taking and failure 
Children are passive learners 

 Future-Focused Learning: 
 
 
Skills based curriculum 
Promotes learning to learn 
Personalised curriculum focus 
A holistic curriculum  
Integrated subject areas  

 
 
Innovative Learning Environments 
Teachers teach collaboratively 
Collaborative learning process 
Connected to the community  
Student-centred environment 

 
 

Teachers guide learners 
Individualised learning approach 
Student-directed pedagogies 
Long-term learning goals 
Assessment for learning 

 
 
A focus on learning to use 
Preparation for an unstable world 
Intrinsic motivation 
Failure is a part of learning 
Children are active learners 

Figure 26  

Characteristics of Teachers’ Recontextualisation of Future-Focused Learning (Source: Author). 

Teachers’ Recontextualisation: 
 
 
Knowledge and skills based curriculum 
Promotes understanding and skills 
Mixed curriculum focus 
A literacy and numeracy focus 
Segregated curriculum areas 
 
 
Flexible learning spaces 
Teachers work collaboratively 
Collaborative learning opportunities 
Works with the community 
Student-centred environment 

 
 

Teachers lead learning 
Personalised learning approach 
A mixed pedagogical approach 
Short and long-term learning goals 
Assessment of and for learning 
 
 
A focus on learning to understand 
Preparation for an unstable world 
Extrinsic and intrinsic motivation 
Risk taking encouraged 
Learning is becoming more active 

 

Curriculum Foci: 

 

 

Educational Infrastructure: 

 
 

Teaching Approaches: 

 

 

Values: 

Note. Teachers’ implementation of future-focused learning is far greyer than the future-focused 
narratives black and white Classification of future-focused and traditional learning 



 
  Edward Pinel: 1271232 

  195 

slow, and expensive process. Therefore, educational planning is more complicated than 

distilling ideas for change internationally to a binary distinction between future-focused 

(positive) versus traditional (negative) ideals (Beeby, 1992; Dewey, 1969; Hoadley, 2018; 

Morgan, 2013; Mutch, 2013b). Beeby himself was at times criticised for unquestioningly 

accepting the inherent good in progressivism (Guthrie, 2011; Hugo, 2013). However, in 

reflecting on his work, Beeby (1980) acknowledged occasions of over-assuming the positive 

nature of progressivism and he warned educators that planning for the future is never as 

simple as moving uncritically from one extreme to another. 

Whilst reflecting on progressive change in the early-20th-century, Dewey (1969) 

likewise described educational development as an arena of struggles in which debates are 

often oversimplified to binary positions. The consequence of reducing educational change to 

a simple argument for the transformation of practice from one extreme to another is that any 

proposed changes are not considered deeply enough and the ensuing initiatives result in a 

profound but possibly unnecessary influence on the lives of the teachers that are expected to 

implement them (Beeby, 1980; Dewey, 1969). Dewey (1969) explains the dilemma that 

education has long faced; on one-hand traditional approaches are claimed to have little 

relevance in solving present problems, but on the other-hand, wholesale changes lead to 

equally problematic solutions. Governments run education, but educators need to support 

governing bodies to view educational improvement as a continuum of growth that 

sequentially builds on current and past approaches as a healthier alternative to radical change 

(Beeby, 1966; Dewey, 1977).  

Specific to New Zealand, Beeby (1966) explained that even reform supported by the 

improbable hypothesis of unlimited funding and unwavering support from all involved 

remains a slow and complex process. Instead of transforming practice from one ideal to the 

next, the thesis of stages claims that successful education systems move slowly along a 

continuum of growth in which each stage of development is an important stepping-stone that 

cannot be omitted on route to the next (Beeby, 1966). For example, practices introduced to 

New Zealand’s education system as it moved from the ‘stage of transition’ to the ‘stage of 

meaning’ could not be transferred to its Pacific neighbours that were moving from the ‘dame 

school stage’ to the ‘stage of formalisation’ (Beeby, 1988). Yet, Beeby (1980) shared the 

concern that educational theories often attempt to bypass these stages of development in an 

unsustainable manner. In stark contrast to the thesis of stages, FFL promotes the reform of 
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practice in a process that Beeby (1966) would most likely describe as impractical and 

unachievable. This might help to explain why a large majority of future-focused initiatives 

have not been as effective as first intended, especially in developing countries where FFL 

proposes the greatest shift in practice (Hoadley, 2018). 

In alignment with the hypotheses of the thesis of stages, the teachers in this study 

have come to implement FFL in a way that builds upon rather than transforms their practice. 

As the educational consultant interviewed noted:  

One of the downsides of FFL is that people view [FFL] as teachers stopping everything 
that they’re currently doing, and that is a major problem, because you end up throwing 
the baby out with the bath water… and introducing change that is disruptive. 

The teachers in this study agreed that there is value in multiple approaches. Even in the 

schools that took an incremental process of preparing teachers over several years to adopt 

FFL and transition to an ILE, change was considered a difficult process. In Jessica and Alice’s 

case of shifting directly into an ILE with little prior support, it is unsurprising that they 

described it as extremely overwhelming. Even slow and considered change was regarded as 

very difficult by the teachers, and it could be argued that any greater level of disruption 

detrimentally impacts teacher’s professional lives to the point that it undermines the success 

of a new initiative in improving students’ learning (Beeby, 1966; Wedell & Grassick, 2018).  

 Most significantly, oversimplifying the future-focused narrative not only leads to 

unachievable aims but assumes the sound nature of proposed changes and leaves its 

underlying assertions unquestioned. As the teachers were exposed to a simple narrative for 

FFL it is unsurprising that its political assertions remained largely undiscussed. At a brief 

glance it is hard to fault FFL’s concern for students’ future, or emphasis on lifelong learning 

(Biesta, 2010; Morgan, 2013). However, Morgan (2013) explains that the underlying social 

and economic principles of FFL remain far more contested. A number of authors critique these 

assertions. For example, Gewirtz (2008) warns educators to be critical of perspectives that 

view education as a servant of the marketplace; Biesta (2010) claims that the main purpose 

of education has become about learners and learning at the expense of outlining what 

students should learn and why they should learn it; Young and Muller (2010) challenge both 

the under-socialised nature of traditionalism and the over-socialised nature of FFL, arguing 

instead for a balanced focus on disciplinary knowledge and skills; Morgan (2013) argues that 

FFL overstates the need for a break from the present and understates the continuity of the 
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past; Doogan (2009; 2015) believes that precarity due to economic and technological 

instability has been overstated when statistics show far less dramatic change; Smardon and 

colleagues (2015) question the Ministry of Education’s political motivation in discrediting 

many longstanding practices as outmoded; Imms and colleagues (2017) ask if ILEs are based 

on an idealised vision rather than sound evidence; Hirschman & Wood (2018) describe FFL as 

overemphasising the need for radical change based on panic uncritically adopted into New 

Zealand politics; Howard (2018) thinks that FFL is guided by a dialogue of fear that is a poor 

guide for educational development; and McPhail (2020) outlines FFL’s failure to address 

social-justice concerns in regard to equal access to powerful knowledge. The work of these 

writers takes a deeper look to question FFL’s political and epistemological foundations. 

Since the inception of the Ministry of Education, neo-liberal aims have become 

intertwined in progressive discourse (Couch, 2018) and they have been enacted by all major 

political parties to the point that it is hard to imagine a model beyond free-market capitalism 

(Matthewman & Morgan, 2014; Nairn et al., 2012). The Ministry of Education’s future-focus 

reinforces neo-liberal aims in their simple narrative for the future (Adams, Openshaw et al., 

2005; Morgan, 2013; Wells et al., 2018). However, Young and Muller (2010) highlight the 

danger of an oversimplified narrative, particularly in relation to the curriculum as a 

representation of what should be taught in schools; “without a historical approach to 

knowledge, predictions are likely to be little more than extrapolations from the present, as if 

the present itself had no history” (p. 14). The simple future-focused narrative makes it difficult 

to look past neo-liberal aims. Yet Chapter Five’s summary of the historical flow of New 

Zealand’s river of education makes it difficult to conclude that the future will be shaped by 

one political perspective. Instead Figure 27 extrapolates historical trends to express the 

inevitability that significant global and national events see New Zealand’s educational focus 

continue to meander every decade or so throughout the 21st-century between social and 

economic aims. 

 Beeby (1988) noted that education’s momentum meanders every couple of decades 

or so on a predictable path between economic and social objectives. Neo-liberalism currently 

promotes one future (Matthewman & Morgan, 2014; Morgan, 2013), but the experienced 

teachers in this study perceived that education certainly moves through cycles of change. 

Schuck and colleagues (2018) warn that educators should be careful that the present is not 

the only consideration in dictating the future, and Codd and colleagues (2002) claim that 
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assumptions about the future need to be viewed critically. Figure 27 illustrated that the future 

of education remains a contested field and Covid-19 has recently demonstrated how 

significant events can throw the aims of education and the economy under greater scrutiny 

with little warning. 

 

A growing number of authors are questioning the underlying assertions in FFL, but 

conversely, they do not advocate for schools to stick fervently to past or present approaches 

(McPhail, 2020; Smardon et al., 2015; Young & Muller, 2010). On the contrary, numerous 

commentators argue that there is great value in many future-focused developments, as well 

as critiquing the assumption that all areas of future-focused change are credible and 

achievable. Instead of radical change, the participants in this study considered that a balance 

of both future-focused and traditional pedagogies will be important in primary schools 

continued improvement. Beeby (1966) explains that educational change is usually about 

striking a balance between competing discourses and the thesis of stages suggests that any 

greater level of disruption currently remains unachievable. Therefore, as New Zealand’s river 

of education continues to meander into the 21st-century, it appears important that the more 

complex reality of change is acknowledged and that this allows for the dominant views of 

Figure 27 

New Zealand’s 21st-Century River of Primary Education (Source: Author). 
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decade or so between significant events that lead to different social and economic myths.  
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policymakers and politicians that are currently largely responsible for promoting the future-

focused narrative to be balanced with the wider perspective of educators and educational 

researchers in developing a more nuanced and achievable plan for the future.  

 

Considering Educators’ and Educational Researchers’ Involvement in 

Developing a more Nuanced Plan for the Future of New Zealand’s Education 

System: 

As New Zealand’s education system continues to evolve into the 21st-century, a more 

nuanced plan for the future is required that acknowledges the complexity of teachers’ role in 

introducing educational change (Beeby, 1966). Beeby (1959) argues that any plan needs to 

draw together the varied judgements of policymakers, politicians, educators, and educational 

researchers, in a way that can restore the diminished levels of trust evident across New 

Zealand’s education system (Ministry of Education, 2019b; Riley, 2014). The quality of 

teachers was Beeby’s major indicator of the overall health of an education system and during 

New Zealand’s progressive movement Beeby focused predominantly on improving teacher 

training and teachers’ practice (Beeby, 1986; Hugo, 2013; McDonald, 2002). Ultimately the 

speed at which an education system can improve depends on the attitude and expertise of 

teachers (Beeby, 1966; Darling-Hammond, 2012; Delors, 1998; OECD, 2018c). This raises 

consideration of what involvement the knowledge of educators and educational researchers 

should have in establishing a vision for the future of New Zealand’s education system. 

In Beeby’s leadership of the Department of Education he discussed the tension of 

managing an organisation consisting of ‘experts’ (trained in education) that understand the 

nuances of teaching and learning and ‘administrators’ (trained in public-policy) that 

understand how to lead political change and introduce new practices across a system (Beeby, 

1959). Contrary to classifying experts and administrators to promote the importance of his 

own educational background, Beeby used this distinction to challenge the fact that upon his 

initial employment at the Department of Education all the senior leadership positions were 

held by educational experts. Over his twenty years as Director of Education Beeby steadily 

worked to raise the profile of administrators to that of equal with educational experts. He 

realised the importance of differentiating expertise as there are things to which experts are 

best suited and those to which administrators are foremost equipped to handle. Beeby (1959) 
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asserted that the specialised nature of educational knowledge, “means the expert may find it 

easier to slip over to a position normally held by [those] with [public-service] training than for 

an [administrator] to move in the opposite direction, but neither movement may be easy” (p. 

53). In transitioning into educational governance both experts and administrators adopt a 

similar role, but they each perform their job differently based on their professional 

perspectives (Beeby, 1959; 1966). Public-servants may be more aware of the wider social, 

political, and economic functions of education, while educators may share greater concern 

for students’ social, academic, and developmental needs which can see both parties regard 

each other with suspicion. However, managing the tension between educational and public-

service expertise is one of the keys to developing an effective education system (Beeby, 

1959).  

In New Zealand’s current context ‘experts’ could be educators and educational 

researchers that were first trained as teachers, while ‘administrators’ could be seen as 

policymakers and politicians. It appears that administrators currently control the pedagogic 

device. This is seen in FFL’s emphasis on broad theoretical perspectives that lack consideration 

for educators’ practical understanding of school practice, such as acknowledging the level of 

support required for students and teachers to adapt to change, funding the time and 

resourcing for school improvement, or understanding that the ongoing demand of working 

with students means that teachers cannot simply stop and reset their practice (Bernhardt, 

2015; Fink & Stoll, 2005; Robertson, 2016). Consequently, administrators’ hopes for reform 

often appear to emerge in contrast to the reality of implementing change (Wedell & Grassick, 

2018). Even when policies change quickly, classroom practice responds slowly (Bruyckere et 

al., 2015). However, educational experts hold an essential body of practical knowledge that 

can help to inform the implementation of future-focused change. In considering the value 

Beeby (1959) placed on both experts’ and administrators’ involvement in educational 

governance, one might conjecture that he would share equal concern for the current 

dominance of administrators in the Ministry of Education’s senior leadership team, as he did 

for their absence in the Department of Education in the early 1940’s. 

The Ministry of Education’s compulsory development of ILEs is a current example in 

which architects rather than educators have largely driven change (Couch, 2018; McPhail, 

2020; Wells et al., 2018); “New school buildings are generally designed by architects and 

inhabited by teachers and students—often without extensive consultation between parties” 
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(Young et al., 2019, p. 693). The teachers in this study modelled a mixed response to the value 

of ILEs, and most were weary of a large variance in architects’ and administrators’ 

interpretation of effective classroom design. For example, some spaces were viewed 

positively alongside others that were described as constraining rather than improving 

practice. Janet explained, “that the government said that this space is designed for [four 

classes], but it in reality it was a nightmare”. Yet, international case-study research provides 

examples of collaboration between educators and architects and the more positive outcomes 

that can result; such collaboration can greatly improve the overall design and use of an ILE 

(Blackmore et al., 2011; Cober et al., 2015; Konings et al., 2007; Woolner et al., 2012). 

However, none of the aforementioned studies were conducted in New Zealand and neither 

did any of the teachers in this study discuss collaborating with an architect. Collaborative 

design provides a positive example for New Zealand’s education system. If teachers can 

influence reform it is more likely to be sustained, rather than when it is forced upon them 

(Clement, 2014).  

New Zealand’s self-governing schools theoretically provide a model that can support 

collaboration between the Ministry of Education and teachers, yet it appears that a strong 

divide has emerged between both parties (Bates, 2009; Ministry of Education, 2019b; Riley, 

2014). A teacher captured this sentiment; “the government sits in Wellington and makes a lot 

of global decisions without realising it’s not always practical or relevant for teachers to 

implement them” (Nicole). It appears that through the Ministry of Education’s control of the 

pedagogic device that they have weakly framed broad overarching aims such as a future-

focused curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007; 2012), the compulsory development of ILEs 

(Ministry of Education, 2011), and broad strategic priorities (Ministry of Education, 2018), 

while schools are left to work independently within these parameters (Bates, 2009). Biesta 

(2010) describes the way that neo-liberal policies have moved educators’ focus to outcomes 

and removed them from the political discussions that guide education. In turn, New Zealand’s 

neo-liberal reforms have seen the education system become stratified into an overarching 

layer of administrators, and an underlying layer of experts that are largely fragmented into 

their own schools or organisations.  

These case-study narratives highlighted the current divide between the Ministry of 

Education and educators that needs to be addressed in order to make a plan based on the 

best determinable vision for New Zealand’s education system. As Jessica noted, “lots of things 
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in theory work, you know the Ministry say this and that, but when you introduce it to the 

children it stops working”. Similarly, Nicole asked, “whether FFL is valuable, or just another 

add-on that the Ministry loves doing to us?”. In line with observations of this nature, when 

reporting on his visit to New Zealand’s education system Riley (2014) noted a severe 

breakdown in trust between the Ministry of Education and the sector. Therefore, rebuilding 

trust has become an important consideration for the improvement of New Zealand’s 

education system (Bates, 2009; Ministry of Education, 2019b; Riley, 2014).  

While building trust takes years, Beeby’s (1959) earlier observations are a reminder 

that managing effective relationships and maintaining trust between experts and 

administrators is essential to supporting effective educational governance. In failing to 

consider each other’s perspectives, there is a danger that educational narratives remain 

oversimplified and school reform continues to be defined by a legacy of failure and frustration 

(Beeby, 1979; Fullan, 2016; Harris & Jones, 2013; Hoadley, 2018). Instead of dictating change 

to teachers, system wide changes are more likely to succeed when they come from within the 

profession (Gilbert, 2015; Vähäsantanen, 2015). Rather than dictating top down changes it 

can be helpful to think of the future as a tree that branches forward in possible and probable 

directions (Matthewman & Morgan, 2014). This view sees, “the future as something we 

create together, not somewhere we are going” (Choo et al., 2017, p. 21). When trust is evident 

between politicians, policymakers, educators and, educational researchers then there are 

multiple perspectives that can be brought together to contribute to the collaborative 

establishment of a complex vision to support schooling to branch forward in the best 

determinable direction (see Figure 28). 

In returning to the lessons that progressivism can teach experts and administrators 

about current changes, Beeby (1966; 1980; 1988; 1992) regularly voiced concern that 

reformists usually fail to consider the impact of proposed changes on teachers’ professional 

lives. Furthermore, he was concerned that even the best laid plans will achieve little if 

teachers are not appropriately supported to implement them. Dewey (1969) believed that 

finding unity between theory and practice is an important starting point for sustainable school 

improvement. Therefore, establishing a collaborative relationship between experts deep 

understanding of practice and administrators’ broader theoretical perspectives is suggested 

as the first step in developing a more nuanced vision for the future. A collaborative process 

of this nature may be the first step in rebuilding trust and supporting educators’ practical 
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understanding of teaching and learning and administrators' knowledge of the wider functions 

of education to come together in developing the best determinable direction for the future 

of New Zealand’s education system (see Figure 28).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion: 

Throughout this chapter, the similarities between progressive and future-focused change 

have been used to justify the application of Beeby’s (1966) thesis of stages to establish a 

Note. Politicians, policy-makers, educators, and educational researchers should work 
together to ensure that all areas of New Zealand’s education system branch forward in 
ways that are collaboratively determined to shape a better future and build on New 
Zealand’s long legacy of improving primary school practice.  

Figure 28 

Collaboratively Shaping the Future of New Zealand Primary Schooling 

(Source: Author). 
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theoretical proposition that the future-focused narrative does not acknowledge New 

Zealand’s primary school history, the complex, slow, and expensive process of implementing 

change, or the practical knowledge that educators hold for informing future-focused 

planning. The argument has established the theoretical assertion that the case-study teachers 

have taken a considered and incremental approach to adopting FFL. This is largely because 

the future-focused narrative has not been recontextualised to acknowledge New Zealand’s 

progressive legacy, the complex reality of implementing change, or the implications of radical 

change on teachers’ professional lives. Instead, the Ministry of Education has made a 

significant assumption that the future-focused narrative is both credible and achievable 

without modeling a critique of its underlying principles or sufficiently considering the complex 

nature of achieving system wide educational change. Alternatively, this chapter argues that 

planning for the future requires the differentiated expertise of administrators and experts to 

be drawn together to collaboratively critique current assumptions and encourage the 

establishment of a more nuanced and realistic plan for the future of New Zealand’s primary 

school system.  

The first assumption that the future-focused narrative promotes a sound vision was 

critiqued individually by the case-study participants. Participants’ responses varied from 

excitement for, to apprehension of FFL, as indicative of the varied attitudes to FFL that 

Carvalho and colleagues (2020) noted across a questionnaire of 511 New Zealand teachers 

and leaders. In the case-study schools the teachers acknowledged some benefits of FFL, whilst 

also exhibiting a level of scepticism towards several of the Ministry of Education’s wider 

intentions, reflecting a concerning level of mistrust evident between the Ministry of 

Education and the sector (Bates, 2009; Ministry of Education, 2019b; Riley, 2014). However, 

the teachers’ critique did not go past the surface level argument presented in the simple 

narrative for change. Teachers usually base decisions on their own experience and 

understanding, thus they are less attuned to the perspectives found in educational research 

(Winch, 2017); “Most classroom teachers don’t have the luxury… to consume research and 

turn [it] into actionable practice in the classroom” (Educational Consultant). However, a 

growing body of literature is emerging that questions whether all aspects of future-focused 

change are in fact credible. The underlining political principles have been questioned, for 

example Biesta (2010), Young and Muller (2010), Morgan (2013), Couch, (2018), and McPhail 
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(2020) argue that FFL is not sufficiently informed by either cognitive science or epistemology 

that are both vital components in developing a balanced vision for the future. 

The second assumption that the future-focused narrative promotes an achievable 

vision was questioned across the case-study narratives. It is argued that the binary black and 

white classification of traditional verses FFL neglects New Zealand’s primary school history 

and encourages radical reform that places a strain on teachers’ professional lives to the point 

that it becomes unsustainable (Beeby, 1966; Harris & Jones, 2013). The future-focused 

narrative was first established to support educational improvement in developing countries, 

where traditional approaches remain normalised and the simple argument of traditional 

verses future-focused change may hold greater relevance (Hoadley, 2018). However, in any 

context radical change of this nature is likely to be unachievable (Beeby, 1966; Hargreaves & 

Fullan, 2012; Hoadley, 2018; Hugo & Wedekind, 2013). Even small changes are difficult and 

the case-study narratives highlight a number of significant challenges including rethinking 

students’ role in the learning process, introducing new pedagogies, or adjusting to an ILE that 

can make change an unsettling process; “change that happens too quickly is exhausting for 

people, instead, small and incremental steps every day are by far the best way to engage 

teachers in change” (Educational Consultant).  

Despite strong similarities between the process off traditional and future-focused 

change, there are also distinctions that warrant careful consideration (Couch, 2018). Firstly, 

the progressive movement was largely led by experts who looked to establish a shared plan 

across New Zealand’s education sector and local communities (Beeby, 1959; 1992). Public 

debates saw the purpose of primary schooling evaluated, and schools closed for progressive 

educators to share a plan with teachers and the community (Abbiss, 1998; Ewing, 1970). 

Secondly, a cohesive relationship between the Department of Education, schools, and the 

public led to a high level of trust across New Zealand’s workforce (Beeby, 1992). The 

momentum for progressive education did not begin to waver until the late 1950’s when the 

accumulative effects of war, the expansion of post-primary education, and the mid-20th-

century baby-boom saw a severe teacher shortage and public perceptions began to shift 

(Beeby, 1992; May, 2011). However, educators remained committed to instilling progressive 

ideals (Currie, 1962). Thirdly, Beeby was passionate about progressive reform but he realised 

that development is a slow continuum of growth as he built upon his predecessors Hogben, 

Strong, and Lambourne’s decades of progressive initiatives rather than hastily implementing 
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new approaches (Beeby, 1966; 1992; Ewing, 1970). Progressivism is considered as serving 

New Zealand’s education system well and it appears that lessons can still be learnt from this 

revered period (Mutch, 2013b), notably by strengthening the future-focused narrative 

through incorporating educators’ perspectives, building trust by modelling transparency with 

the wider public and the sector, and taking a measured approach to change.  

 In reflecting on progressive reform Dewey (1969) suggested that, “mankind [sic]… is 

given to formulating its beliefs in terms of Either-Ors, between which it recognizes no 

intermediate possibilities” (p. 17). However, taking a binary stance misses the complexity of 

teachers’ day to day work evident in the case-study narratives. In any one-day teachers are 

likely to carefully select a range of pedagogical approaches as the teachers were very clear 

that one approach does not work for all situations or learners. Therefore, it has been argued 

in this chapter that educational experts view change from a unique perspective that can make 

an important contribution to developing a more nuanced plan for the future. Educators and 

educational researchers have an important role to play in helping change agents ask the 

essential questions they can easily miss (Beeby, 1966). Together administrators and experts 

can benefit from collaboratively drawing on policymakers’ and politicians’ broad 

understanding of the wider functions and benefits of education and educators’ and 

educational researchers’ specific understanding of the teaching and learning process to 

develop a more nuanced and achievable plan for the future. 
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Table 3 

Ten Implications for the Improvement of New Zealand’s Primary School System (Source: Author). 

Chapter 12: Implications of the Future-Focused Narrative 

for New Zealand’s Education System 

Introduction: 

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss ten practical implications derived from the case-study 

narratives. This study has used the micro-level investigation of twelve primary school 

teachers’ practice to guide a wider theoretical reflection on the macro-level symbolic 

governance of New Zealand’s education system. Both layers of the research are important for 

developing a detailed understanding of a small number of cases, as well as extrapolating 

theoretical assertions to New Zealand’s wider educational context (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2014). 

Therefore, this chapter divides the implications for New Zealand’s primary school system into 

two sections. As summarised in Table 3, Section A discusses six implications from the case-

study narratives for the micro-level improvement of primary school practice, while Section B 

highlights four implications for improving the macro-level governance of New Zealand’s 

education system. The implications presented in both sections are discussed throughout this 

chapter as important considerations for politicians, policy-makers, educators, and 

educational researchers in the ongoing development and implementation of a sound and 

achievable vison for the future of New Zealand’s primary school system.  

 

 

 

Section A: Implications for the micro-level improvement of schools’ and teachers’ practice 

 

i) Considering challenges that teachers and leaders had not anticipated 
ii) Overcoming the logistics of teaching a larger cohort of students 
iii) Maintaining relational trust across a collaborative learning environment  
iv) Establishing a clear professional learning plan 
v) Acknowledging the importance of effective leadership 
vi) Managing the tension between new and existing practices. 
 

Section B: Implications for the macro-level development of New Zealand’s primary school 
system 
 
 

i) It is important to recontextualise international philosophies to New Zealand’s context 

ii) It is important to restore trust across New Zealand’s education system 

iii) It is important to acknowledge educational change as a complex and long-term process 

iv) It is important to contemplate the effective design of new learning environments. 
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Section A: Implications to Consider for the Micro-Level Improvement of 

Primary School Practice 

In each of the case-study schools, the teachers were exposed to the introduction of new 

technologies and learning environments in a way that proved a powerful catalyst for them to 

reflect on the future-focused narrative. In alignment with the available research (Cardno et 

al., 2017; Imms et al., 2016; Madden et al., 2012; Mulcahy & Morrison, 2017; Patrix & Benade, 

2018), the teachers unanimously considered the physical and pedagogical transition to an ILE 

as a demanding process, even when they were well-supported and enthusiastic about the 

proposed changes. The teachers discussed a wide range of challenges at the micro-level 

implementation of FFL. Six issues that were consistently referred to were: (i) considering 

challenges that teachers and leaders had not anticipated; (ii) overcoming the logistics of 

teaching a larger cohort of students; (iii) maintaining relational trust across a collaborative 

learning environment; (iv) establishing a clear professional learning plan; (v) acknowledging 

the importance of effective leadership; and (vi) managing the tension between new and 

existing practices. These six challenges are discussed below, alongside recommendations to 

address these concerns in New Zealand primary school settings. I consider each issue in turn.  

 
(i) Considering challenges that teachers and leaders had not anticipated: 

Leaders and teachers prepared for the transition to an ILE by planning for the challenges that 

they could foresee, whilst giving little recognition to the fact that many more are likely to 

emerge unforeseen. A number of foreseeable challenges have been identified in the growing 

body of current literature including the difficulty of shifting one’s mindset (Berger, 2007), 

reduced autonomy (Blackmore et al., 2011), supporting a school community to understand 

FFL (Smardon et al., 2015), considering students with special education needs (Page & Davis, 

2016), managing increased noise levels and distractions (Cardno et al., 2017), a lack of 

empirical research to support decision making (Byers, Mahat et al., 2018), a breakdown in 

collaborative relationships between teachers (Jones, 2018), teacher resistance (Wells et al., 

2018), and a poor correlation between a learning environment’s design and teachers’ practice 

(Carvalho et al., 2020). However, each school also faced a number of unforeseen challenges 

that greatly influenced the teachers’ implementation of FFL.  
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In implementing elements of FFL, unforeseen challenges emerged dependant on 

teacher’s new space, the age group taught, their personal beliefs, and the wider school 

philosophy. The challenges faced mainly consisted of the unconsidered logistics of 

introducing new technologies, learning environments, and pedagogies. These unanticipated 

concerns included developing a common vision with colleagues, adapting longstanding 

systems and assessment procedures, rethinking cyber-safety policies, finding storage for 

teaching resources and students’ belongings, establishing a zone for every teacher to use 

within an ILE, developing new behaviour management strategies, establishing new routines, 

remembering a larger number of students’ names and learning needs, and considering 

equitable access to resourcing. In each school there was a sense that despite preparing for 

the transition to an ILE over several years, not all challenges can be anticipated and teachers 

need to feel that they can give new initiatives a go with the confidence that leaders will 

provide the support required to overcome any difficulties that inevitably arise.  

Despite teachers and leaders finding it hard to anticipate many of the challenges 

associated with FFL, collaboration across schools that have faced similar changes could raise 

awareness of potential difficulties. Under Tomorrow’s Schools, New Zealand schools have 

become very insular as they are to some degree in competition with each other (21st Century 

Learning Reference Group, 2014; Bendall, 2009; Ministry of Education, 2019b). While many 

teachers discussed visiting other schools and enthusiastically sharing their ideas with guests, 

it appears that the case-study schools largely worked independently to solve similar 

challenges. The teachers in each school said that they initially went through a process of trial 

and error as they adjusted to the challenges that emerged. However, much could have been 

learnt from colleagues in similar situations. Through encouraging collaboration across a Kāhui 

Ako (Community of Learning)5, opportunities for teachers to share their experiences with 

change could position future-focused schools to support others on a similar trajectory to 

address the traditionally unforeseen challenges that inevitably arise. 

 

 
 
5 A Kāhui Ako (Community of Learning) is a cluster of local schools, that are encouraged to work collaboratively 
to improve teaching and learning, and student outcomes across their community.  
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(ii) Overcoming the logistics of teaching a larger cohort of students:  

Teachers find the logistics of teaching a larger group of students very difficult, as it requires a 

significant adjustment of their practice (Blackmore et al., 2011; Woolner et al., 2014). The 

strong contrast in layout to a single-cell classroom may mean that assessment practices, 

behaviour management strategies, resourcing, and maintaining positive teacher-student 

relationships may all need to be reconsidered (Benade, 2017; Konings et al., 2005; OECD, 

2013). In the case-study narratives the teachers faced challenges of managing students with 

little intrinsic motivation, considering the equitable sharing of resources, addressing the 

overall noise level across an ILE, learning to work more closely with their colleagues, and the 

possibility of overlooking learners that were quietly underachieving. Concern has been raised 

that collaborative teaching and learning environments do not suit all learners (Everatt et al., 

2019; Page & Davis, 2016). As Jessica explained:  

I could name seventeen children for whom this space is not working... it’s the perfectly 
normal, perfectly ok, perfectly happy, perfectly well behaved, run of the mill kids that 
fall between the cracks. Because there are so many of them unless you are the loudest, 
the worst behaved, the brightest, or the most confident you run the risk of slipping 
under the radar.  

Team-leaders were initially more enthusiastic about working with a larger group of 

students than classroom teachers. Teachers in a management position could see immediate 

benefits in working more closely with the students and teachers that they are responsible for. 

While classroom teachers appeared less enthusiastic, at least initially, about teaching a larger 

cohort of learners. In fact, there was a concern that it weakened their relationships with the 

students they remain primarily responsible for. As Nicole explained, “I prefer a single-cell 

classroom because I feel like it is more intimate, as I can observe my children more readily 

and I can work closely with them whenever I need to”. However, as the teachers adjusted to 

collaboratively teaching a larger cohort of students, they began to see benefits in students 

forming relationships with multiple adults, finding it easier to adjust when their main teacher 

was away, and benefiting from teacher’s individual strengths. Moreover, teachers were 

better positioned to contribute to professional discussions about students’ needs across a 

cohort or year level.  

In successfully managing the logistics of a larger group of students it appears very 

important that teachers maintain clear behaviour expectations and a particularly strong 

relationship with one class of students, two aspects that may be more commonly associated 
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with a single-cell classroom. Sarah explained, “we each have thirtyish students that we are in 

charge of their academics, reports, attendance, etc… and you have a special relationship with 

them”. While teachers may contribute to all students’ learning, in every school it was seen as 

very important that teachers have foremost responsibility for the academic and pastoral care 

of one group of learners. Clear boundaries and routines were noted as very important when 

managing a larger group of students; “We have specific boundaries around how we live, 

breathe, act, and learn in this space” (Jessica). Each team has to consistently guide students 

in how they should complete their learning, where they should work, and how they should 

move around an ILE or it quickly becomes chaotic; “Without a common vision, the kids start 

to play [teachers] off against each other and it is not good” (Andrew).  

 
(iii) Maintaining relational trust across a collaborative learning 

environment:  

Collaborative teaching has become synonymous with ILEs, but simply putting teachers 

together does not guarantee effective collaboration (Carvalho et al., 2020; Jones, 2018; Patrix 

& Benade, 2018). “Valuing and cultivating the relationship between teachers… will make or 

break an ILE” (Anonymous Online-Questionnaire Response). Therefore, positive relationships 

are considered as essential to the success of a collaborative learning environment (Blackmore 

et al., 2011; Jones, 2018; Patrix & Benade, 2018). However, examples of broken relationships 

were shared across all of the case-study schools, most commonly appearing to stem from 

teachers with a different philosophy of effective teaching practice suddenly being expected 

to collaboratively set up and run an ILE. Naturally conflict resulted as the teachers approached 

the same challenge from a different perspective and in most situations there appeared to be 

few avenues for teachers to address these concerns. Therefore, in successfully setting up an 

ILE Sarah suggested, “I’ve said it already, but I’m going to keep saying that it’s all about 

relationship building”.  

The case-study narratives consistently highlighted that teaching collaboratively is 

either one of the greatest positives or one of the most significant negatives associated with 

transitioning to an ILE. Being forced to teach collaboratively can lead to conflict and 

disagreement, or when trust emerges greater satisfaction and the improvement of teachers’ 

practice (Gilbert, 2015; Jones, 2018); “The culture that is developed and shared by a team of 
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teachers in an ILE makes or breaks the learning experience” (Anonymous Online-

Questionnaire Response); “Collaboration is a big part of [FFL]… not just within teams but 

across a whole school with ILEs” (Sarah); “If you are in a space like this you absolutely have to 

be on the same page” (Emily); “If you don’t have a positive relationship with those you are 

working with… then things can go really bad” (Andrew). In the end, whether teachers are 

positive or negative about ILEs ultimately appears to come down to the relationship that they 

hold with their colleagues. It is very concerning that in the case-study research of this study 

and Jones (2018) it is noted that when relationships breakdown it detrimentally impacts the 

success of an ILE, teachers’ well-being, the learning process for students, and it often results 

in a teacher or team leader resigning from their position.  

The significance of developing and maintaining positive relationships across an ILE 

cannot be underestimated. The emergence of ILEs has highlighted that building relational 

trust, carefully forming teaching teams, and protecting collegial relationships may have never 

been more important (Cober et al., 2015; OECD, 2015). Improving relationships is key to 

successful change (Fullan, 2016; Hattie et al., 2016). However, forming effective relationships 

cannot be rushed (OECD, 2015; Robertson, 2016). It takes time, trust, respect, and 

consideration of each other’s perspectives for positive relationships to gradually form 

(Robertson, 2016a). Therefore, careful consideration needs to be given to forming effective 

teams, which appears most difficult in environments that are designed to encourage 

collaboration across a large number of teachers. Both trust and support between teachers 

and leaders and teachers themselves is required if they are to feel vulnerable to take risks 

and speak out when support is required (French et al., 2020; Twyford et al., 2017; Wedell & 

Grassick, 2018). When strong relational trust was observed across a team and school it led to 

benefits in increasing teachers’ enjoyment, more opportunities for teachers to use their 

strengths, informal professional learning opportunities, and improved support for early 

career teachers and those that are new to a school. 

 
(iv) Establishing a clear professional learning plan: 

Professional learning is a key consideration for leaders as they support teachers during the 

pedagogical and physical transition to an ILE (Berry, 2011; Blackmore et al., 2011; Campbell 

et al., 2013; Jones, 2018; Madden et al., 2012; OECD, 2013; Wells et al., 2018). The teachers 

agreed that, “ongoing professional learning is essential” (Jessica) and “not having the 
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[professional learning] in place to support new teachers [to an ILE] is a major negative. It’s 

the old saying that you don’t know what you don’t know” (Emily). Without extensive 

professional learning, teachers are not supported to implement change (Butler et al., 2015; 

Lee & Ward, 2013; OECD, 2013; Reimers, 2021). Professional learning is required to promote 

teacher reflection (Hall et al., 2009). However, effective professional learning should not be 

about proponents of FFL convincing teachers to change but instead it should introduce the 

future-focused narrative in a way that invites teachers to reflect on the needs of current and 

future learners (Madden et al., 2012; Wells et al., 2018). Across the case-study schools the 

teachers were very grateful for receiving professional learning opportunities of this nature.  

 In each case-study school the professional learning process was supported by an 

educational consultant. The educational consultants helped teachers to reflect on and 

consider shifting their practice as they framed the argument for FFL. For example, a teacher 

said, “good professional learning with [an educational consultant] helped me to make the 

mental shift about how I needed to change my practice” (Janet). The educational consultant 

interviewed for this study explained it is about “generating a bit of dissonance in people’s 

heads about the past that they have come from and the things that we have traditionally 

valued”. As teachers are exposed to more professional learning opportunities, they tend to 

be more confident and positive about future-focused change (Fletcher et al., 2020; Jones, 

2018). However, in none of the case-study schools did it appear that a critical stance was 

adopted concerning the key assumptions of the future-focused narrative. This is concerning 

as professional learning must go deeper than manipulating or convincing teachers about the 

importance of change to take a critical look at how they can improve their practice (Wells et 

al., 2018; Winch, 2017). Professional learning of this nature could help teachers manage the 

tension they discussed between valuing elements of their existing practices and FFL.  

Not all professional learning is effective and as leaders develop a professional learning 

plan there are a number of important considerations (Butler et al., 2015; Gilbert et al., 2015). 

Firstly, the teachers’ stories illustrate that ongoing professional learning is required well in 

advanced of, throughout, and following the transition to an ILE (Madden et al., 2012). 

Secondly, professional learning is more effective if leaders are involved in and show their 

support for the proposed changes (Gislason, 2010); “For a lot of teachers if the principal or 

senior leadership team are not on board 100%... then doubt creeps in” (Jessica). Thirdly, 

teachers require appropriate amounts of time throughout the professional learning process 
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to reflect on and improve their practice (Wedell & Grassick, 2018). Teacher burn-out and 

work-load was discussed as a major concern and initiatives are often unsuccessful simply 

because teachers have not had sufficient time and support to reflect on and implement 

change (Lee & Ward, 2013). Fourthly, professional learning needs to be adaptable to consider 

the individual needs of teachers (Gilbert et al., 2015; Leahy & Chamberlain, 2008); “it is 

difficult when [professional learning] is done across the board for primary teachers, as the 

way that you deal with Year 7-8’s and the way that you deal with New Entrants has to be 

different” (Linda).  

 
(v) Acknowledging the importance of effective school leadership: 

Introducing FFL may be one of the greatest challenges that leaders face in their career (OECD, 

2018b). Studies consistently reinforce that leadership is essential in introducing educational 

change, especially significant changes such as FFL or developing an ILE (Blackmore et al., 2011; 

Cowie et al., 2011; Everatt et al., 2019; Gislason, 2010; Imms et al., 2016; Jones, 2018; OECD, 

2013). Yet it appears that there is variance in principals’ understanding of and ability to 

introduce FFL (Jones, 2018). Kirsten explained, “in introducing FFL in schools, leadership has 

to be a big thing to take into consideration”. The development of ILEs puts a significant strain 

on principals and senior leaders (Campbell et al., 2013; OECD, 2013). They may be expected 

to function as architects, accountants, operations managers, marketers, and human resource 

advisers, as well as educational leaders. In each case-study the challenges that the principals 

faced were exacerbated by the fact that they were expected to support teachers to use 

practices and environments in which they had little personal experience.  

 The development of an ILE or the adoption of future-focused pedagogies requires 

leaders to work very closely with teachers and the wider school community. The case-study 

narratives and current literature consistently highlight that the adoption of FFL is a difficult 

process (Gilbert et al., 2015; Hipkins et al., 2014; OECD, 2008). Teacher burn-out is already a 

relevant concern, and extra demands need to be carefully considered (Berry, 2011; Wedell & 

Grassick, 2018). Therefore, Kerry said “it’s important that [leaders] put procedures in place to 

look after their staff”. Support of this nature is required if teachers are to take the risks 

required to introduce FFL (Jones, 2018). It is also very important that leaders partner with 

their school community if they expect public perception to shift (Bolstad, 2011a; Bolstad et 

al., 2012; Gleddie & Robinson, 2017); “[FFL] means a massive change for parents” (Jessica) 
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and “I think that parents could be a big problem as we move forward” (Kim). Thus, leaders 

need to work carefully with teachers and the wider school community as they consider their 

schools development of a new vision for the future.  

  This study raises a number of considerations for school leaders who are looking to 

introduce future-focused change. Firstly, at the most fundamental level “leaders have a 

responsibility to ask if this is right for our school and community” (Nicole). The future-focused 

narrative is new to both teachers and leaders (Jones, 2018). Therefore, it was unsurprising 

that the leaders in this study appeared to have accepted the Ministry of Education’s 

oversimplified argument for FFL at face-value. For example, they championed lifelong 

learning, while a deeper level of reflection might help them to see that they may hold a more 

humanistic interpretation to the Ministry’s recontextualisation. Secondly, it appears 

important that leaders grapple with their own understanding of FFL. If teachers perceive that 

leaders do not wholeheartedly value and support change, they are unlikely to implement it 

(Shirley, 2017). Thirdly, leaders should be prepared that they will inevitably face some level 

of resistance, while this is challenging it might help change to be more thoughtfully 

implemented (Benade et al., 2014; Hynds, 2010). Fourthly, it appears that a key motivator in 

helping teachers to overcome any challenges they may face is to focus on the difference that 

change will make for their learners (Creasy, 2018). Fifthly, it is very important that leaders 

consider the support they provide for their staff (ERO, 2018). It was explained that “teachers 

actually require more release time rather than less in [ILEs]” (Jessica). Sixthly, it is important 

to be forewarned that all the principals spoken to in this study described the introduction of 

FFL as a difficult task, even for very experienced leaders. However, leaders’ warnings were 

selflessly followed with the reflection that perseverance is worthwhile if future-focused 

changes make a difference for their students.  

 
(vi) Managing the tension between new and existing practices:  

Despite the future-focused narrative promoting a significant shift in practice, the teachers 

maintained value for both new and existing approaches. In each school the teachers faced a 

tricky tension between what curriculum and pedagogies to maintain and what to discard. It 

appears that the radical change from traditional to future-focused framed in the future-

focused narrative neglects the fact that teachers cannot simply stop and reset their practice. 

Teachers are rightfully very reluctant to take even what they perceive as a small risk with 
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students’ learning, and leaders’, teachers’, and parents’ perceptions of effective classroom 

practice are traditionally slow to evolve (Beeby, 1988; Bruyckere et al., 2015; Jones, 2018). 

The self-stabilising nature of education systems, means that any change is slow and feels risky 

(Bolstad, 2011b). Thus, Beeby (1980) claims that it is improbable that radical change can be 

accelerated across an education system.  

The teachers each described their methods as a mixed approach, as they slowly 

adapted their practice when they could see benefits for their learners. The teachers usually 

maintained a strong teacher-centred approach during the introduction of a lesson or topic, 

as they front-loaded students with key content knowledge or skills. Conversely, a more 

student-centred time often followed with opportunities for learners to practice, reinforce, 

and use their developing understandings. Future-focused approaches were encouraged 

through an emphasis on 21st-century skills, the integration of digital technologies, and a 

variety of pedagogies and curriculum content.  

One example that all of the case-study teachers modelled in managing a mixed 

approach was seen in their use of group work. The example of a teacher working with a small 

literacy or numeracy group while the rest of a class completed independent activities, is a 

longstanding model in New Zealand’s education system (May, 2011). However, while all of 

the teachers continued the use of literacy or numeracy groups for direct instruction, students’ 

independent follow-on activities have evolved to become more student-directed. For 

example, students often had a choice of what activity to complete, whether to work 

collaboratively or independently, and how to present their learning. There was a sense that 

students could benefit from increased autonomy to manage some areas of their learning, but 

the teachers largely felt that primary aged students do not have the maturity or prior-

knowledge to independently manage all areas of the learning process, which was still seen as 

a teachers’ responsibility.  

 It is tricky to find the right balance between introducing educational change too slowly 

or quickly (Beeby, 1966; Hugo, 2013; OECD, 2018c). Teachers are managing this tension by 

continuing existing practices while gradually integrating elements of FFL. For example, Kerry 

said, “I try and get through the 3R’s, but at the same time balancing out the afternoon with… 

active developmental things”, Andrew explained, “I still teach a traditional programme in 

regard to the content, but it’s how I deliver it that has changed”, and Emily described, “I find 

a balance between front-loading the content first and then… I bring in digital technologies… 
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or STEAM problem-solving in a way that helps students to make real-world connections”. The 

teachers maintained traditional elements of an overarching focus on literacy and numeracy, 

the continued use of many longstanding pedagogies and assessment procedures, and the 

teaching of basic social and developmental skills including handwriting, counting, phonics, 

listening, presenting work, and following routines. The educational consultant interviewed 

shared a common perspective that it is important that teachers hold to “the bedrock of why 

[their school] exists”. Instead of transforming practice, measured and incremental 

improvements can see teachers take small but important steps to integrate FFL when it can 

be justified with benefits for students’ engagement, well-being, or learning-outcomes.  

 

Section B: Implications to Consider for the Macro-Level Development of New 

Zealand’s Primary School System 

The future-focused narrative has led to a complex period of change across New Zealand’s 

education system. Effective educational leadership is essential to successfully implementing 

change (Jones, 2018; Robertson, 2016). However, adequately leading change in a way that 

leads to improved practice is very difficult (Hargreaves, 2005; Imms et al., 2016; OECD, 2017). 

This study reveals that there are several shortcomings in the Ministry of Education’s broad 

distribution of a simple narrative for radical change. In reflecting on this concern, I propose 

four main recommendations for improving the macro-level governance of New Zealand’s 

education system, that are discussed in the following sections. It is important to (i) 

recontextualise international philosophies to New Zealand’s context; (ii) restore trust across 

New Zealand’s education system; (iii) acknowledge educational change as a complex and 

long-term process; and (iv) contemplate the effective design of new learning environments.  

 
(i) Recontextualise international philosophies to New Zealand’s context: 

The problem with viewing education as a global endeavor is that it presumes that educational 

aims should be uniform across the world (Lauder et al., 2012). Yet, New Zealand has a 

reputation as a small nation willing to make an independent stand on such issues as race 

relations, environmental concerns, and nuclear policies (King, 2003). Therefore, international 

arguments for FFL warrant careful consideration against the unique characteristics of New 

Zealand’s social and educational context. In fact, it could be argued that FFL needs to be 
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carefully recontextualised upon its introduction into any education system (OECD, 2018c; 

Reimers, 2021). For example, New Zealand primary schools have traditionally been an early 

adopter of global advancements in educational philosophy, including the 19th-century 

development of New Zealand’s education system on what was promoted as the best 

educational practice of the time, introducing progressive approaches, or embracing neo-

liberal reform (Currie, 1962; Ewing, 1970; Nairn et al., 2012; Openshaw & Rata, 2009). 

However, rather than leading to strong similarities to other international systems, New 

Zealand’s education system is largely considered as unique for its distinctive features such as 

the level of autonomy afforded schools and teachers, a broad curriculum, its revered 

progressive history, and New Zealand’s commitment to a bi-cultural partnership (Mutch, 

2013b; Patrix & Benade, 2018; Wylie, 2009).  

All educational changes warrant careful consideration on how they should be 

positioned in the micro and macro contexts in which they are introduced (OECD, 2019; 

Shirley, 2017; Wedell & Grassick, 2018). While much can be learnt from other education 

systems, it is important to recognise that what works in one social, cultural, political, or 

historical context is unlikely to simply transfer to another (Hugo & Wedekind, 2013; OECD, 

2019; Reimers, 2021). There is no one-size-fits-all model for leading educational change and 

differences are not necessarily negative (Fink & Stoll, 2005; Gilbert, 2015; Hall et al., 2009; 

Notman, 2011). More specifically, the case-study teachers asserted that any proposed 

changes should be reflected upon whilst considering the unique culture of a school 

community, the age group taught, and the specific needs of a cohort of learners. Arguments 

for change at an international or national level usually emphasise broad aspirational 

perspectives, but it is important that conversations go much further to consider the 

implementation of change in particular contexts (Dewey, 1969; Fink & Stoll, 2005). What 

works in one classroom, school, community, or education system should not be viewed as 

simply transferrable to another context without careful reflection, research, and support 

(OECD, 2019). 

 In order to understand the introduction of FFL in New Zealand’s education system, 

greater investment needs to be provided for localised educational research. The teachers 

articulated that despite New Zealand pushing ahead with major changes in the 21st-century 

there is not a lot of robust research to support future-focused change (Benade, 2017; 

Bradbeer et al., 2019; Carvalho et al., 2020; McPhail, 2020; Reinsfield, 2019); “It’s a tricky one, 
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because what you are trying to do is use research on something that is still very emergent” 

(Educational Consultant). However, the Ministry of Education has become reliant on the 

philosophy of international educational organisations to frame a simple argument for 

educational change without empirical evidence to support the complex outworking of such a 

plan in New Zealand’s context (McPhail, 2020; Patrix & Benade, 2018; Riley, 2014). In 

responding to this concern, one could argue that New Zealand’s sector of educators and 

educational researchers are best positioned to help the Ministry of Education ask the easily 

neglected questions that are essential to successfully determining and implementing change. 

Therefore, Riley (2014) suggests that educational research can help to form a common ground 

between the Ministry of Education and the sector as they collaboratively plan for the future.  

 
(ii) Restore trust across New Zealand’s education system: 

There is growing concern that Tomorrow’s Schools has seen schools become very insular and 

undermined a general sense of trust across New Zealand’s education system (21st Century 

Learning Reference Group, 2014; Ministry of Education, 2019b). The way that schools have 

become segregated from both each other and the Ministry of Education is increasingly being 

criticised (Bates, 2009; Wylie, 2009). Instead of schools forming a positive relationship with 

the Ministry of Education, there is a complex power struggle in which schools determine 

classroom practice and the Ministry of Education sets overarching aims that often emerge in 

tension with each other (Ministry of Education, 2019b; Riley, 2014). In turn, transparency and 

trust have been eroded between the Ministry of Education and the sector (Bates, 2009; Riley, 

2014). As a consequence, Tomorrow’s Schools has not achieved its initial aims of improving 

student outcomes, decreasing inequality, or encouraging innovation (Wylie, 2009).  

The irony of Tomorrow’s Schools is that despite transferring power to the local level, 

the necessity for broad government guidelines has seen educational decisions increasingly 

made at a national policy level often quite removed from the needs of students and teachers 

(Riley, 2014). In fact, neo-liberal educational reforms had an underlying intention of reducing 

educational lobbies’ power over education (New Zealand Treasury, 1987). Therefore, it is not 

surprising that the teachers have shared the sentiment that the Ministry of Education is 

detached from the realities of classroom practice. For example, Jessica said “it appears that 

the Ministry has hung everything on the idea that we should have these beautiful new spaces, 

but it’s what happens in the space that will make the difference” or Nicole put it bluntly “the 
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Ministry’s ideals don’t quite match reality”. In some cases, the educators gave reasons for the 

Ministry of Education’s decisions such as saving money, following current trends, or politics 

rather than what is best for students and teachers. Teachers’ frustrations were evident in 

2019 as primary school teachers were involved in the largest industrial action in New 

Zealand’s history, and concern was raised for ever increasing expectations and a lack of value 

afforded teachers (Dougan & Collins, 2019). In order to look to a better future for New 

Zealand’s education system, trust first needs to be restored across New Zealand’s education 

system in order for the Ministry of Education and educators to move forward together 

(Ministry of Education, 2019b; Riley, 2014).  

 It appears that reforms are needed to the current model of Tomorrow’s Schools. The 

Ministry of Education is aware of Tomorrow School’s present failings and it will be interesting 

to see what changes are made to address these concerns (Hipkins, 2018; Ministry of 

Education, 2019b). One of the recommendations that emerge from this study and was 

discussed more fully in Chapter Eleven is restoring a balance between experts (educators and 

educational researchers) and administrators (politicians and policymakers) in the overarching 

decisions that are made at the Ministry of Education. A lack of trust has stemmed across the 

sector from educators feeling unvalued and excluded from educational discourse (Ministry of 

Education, 2019b). Establishing an appropriate balance between experts’ understanding of 

students’ needs and the effective functioning of schools and classrooms, and administrators’ 

understanding of the management of a school system and the wider function of education in 

meeting social and economic aims appears to be one of the keys to establishing a sound and 

achievable vision for the future (Beeby, 1959; 1966; Wedell & Grassick, 2018). If the Ministry 

of Education and the sector can move past talking at each other to working with each other, 

it could greatly improve outcomes across New Zealand’s education system (Riley, 2014). 

 
(iii) Acknowledge educational change as a complex and long-term 

process: 

It seems that a naivety that has long surrounded the complexity of achieving educational 

change (Beeby, 1966; Dewey, 1969), has persisted into the future-focused narrative. For 

example, it has been described as naively optimistic that New Zealand’s development of ILEs 

will simply lead to improved teaching and learning (Benade, 2017), whereas in reality, even 
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small educational changes are very difficult to achieve (Hargreaves, 2005; OECD, 2018c; 

Vähäsantanen, 2015; Woolner et al., 2018). Across the case-study narratives the teachers 

could clearly articulate the Ministry of Education’s argument that new technologies, learning 

environments, and pedagogies are desirable. However, in the case-study teachers’ 

implementation of FFL they modelled a nuanced approach to implementing proposed 

changes. Even gradual change of this nature led to a number of challenges, that if not 

addressed, have the potential to undermine any desired outcomes (Le Fevre, 2014). 

Governments usually focus on short-term initiatives with short-term impact (Bolstad 

et al., 2012; Gerver, 2014; OECD, 2018c), in fact a neo-liberal political model encourages just 

such policies as changes in the market are considered triggers for change (Bernstein, 2000; 

Robertson & Sorensen, 2018). However, successful educational change takes years (OECD, 

2018c). Instead of short-term and reactionary change, a long-term vision is likely to reap 

greater rewards (Gerver, 2014; O'Neill & Snook, 2015; Wheatley, 2015). A teacher 

commented, “there’s a lot of change, suddenly there is the numeracy project and now that’s 

not the right way, so let’s do it this way. There are just too many changes!” (Kerry). It appears 

important that systems move past a short-term model that determines ‘X’ (currently FFL) is 

desirable and encourages teachers to focus on ‘X’ (initially new technologies, subsequently 

ILEs, and more recently new pedagogies) in a way that is rarely sustained (Riley, 2014). Beeby 

(1988) notes that change takes decades and the regular adjustment of governments can make 

a consistent plan impossible; “a series of three-year or five-year plans that change with 

political fortunes will get a country nowhere” (p. 9). Thus, it is important that educational 

change in seen as a slow and complex process requiring long-term aims, collaboration across 

political parties, and the involvement of educators and educational researchers in educational 

planning.  

Educational reform internationally is associated with a legacy of failure, that may in 

part be due to continued ignorance of the complex nature of educational change (Gerver, 

2014; Gilbert, 2005; OECD, 2017). A simplistic view of educational change can easily lead to 

unachievable aims or unintended consequences (Beeby, 1966). This means that new 

initiatives warrant careful reflection (Riley, 2014; Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008). For example, 

FFL’s strong emphasis on 21st-century skills, while hard to argue as unimportant, has led to a 

diminishing focus on discipline derived conceptual knowledge that Young and Muller (2010), 

Biesta (2018), Hoadley (2018) and McPhail (2020) to name a few, argue as an equally 
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important consideration for effective educational development. Educational improvement 

has always been a contested field, so it would be unfair to assume that a clear consensus will 

somehow emerge on what constitutes an ideal education system (Beeby, 1966). Instead, 

successful educational change is about managing an important tension between competing 

discourses (Beeby, 1966; Codd et al., 2002; O'Neill & Snook, 2015). For example, “the attempt 

to push reform too quickly or slowly can result in failure as either the traditional or reform 

orientated teachers become disillusioned or disheartened” (Hugo, 2013, p. 155). In moving 

too quickly, critics call leaders radical and likely find the example of teachers that where not 

ready for change, and if little or no change occurs then systems stagnate and education loses 

the attraction of its ‘livelier spirits’ (Beeby, 1966). 

 
(iv) Contemplate the effective design of new learning environments:  

In each of the case-study schools, the development of an ILE had a significant influence on 

teachers’ practice and professional well-being. While new learning environments alone do 

not necessarily encourage FFL, developing an ILE can prove a powerful catalyst for teachers 

to reflect on and alter their existing practice (French et al., 2020; Woolner et al., 2012). 

However, the teachers shared concern for the diverse nature of ILEs, and that there appears 

to be discrepancies in the quality of different designs (Donovan et al., 2014). The educational 

consultant interviewed explained that “there appears to be a real variance in people’s ability 

to design environments well”. The teachers were generally positive about spaces that are 

designed to accommodate two to three teachers, have a defined home area for every teacher, 

and are flexible to support teacher and student-centred tasks. Conversely, the teachers were 

concerned about spaces with poor acoustics, few breakout rooms and partitions, or a design 

for more than three teachers. It appears that the danger in designing an ILE flexible to 

accommodate a wide range of pedagogies, is that it can easily end up insufficiently supporting 

any one approach (Wells et al., 2018).  

 One factor that appears to be contributing to the differing quality of designs is the 

contrast between new buildings and those that have been converted to meet ILE criteria. It is 

very hard to convert existing buildings to appropriately meet the constraints of an ILE (Everatt 

et al., 2019; Fletcher et al., 2020). As the educational consultant interviewed said: 

So, 60% of schools were built in the 1950’s and 1960’s. When you start knocking holes 
in walls there is no going away from the fact that you get big long runways of four or 
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five classrooms with holes in between. Nowhere in the research does it say that is a 
good way to design classrooms. 

Schools that have redeveloped traditional learning environments have often found the 

acoustics to be less than ideal (ERO, 2018). The reality has been that developing ‘makeshift’ 

ILEs with acoustic, ventilation, lighting, and space restrictions may inhibit rather than enhance 

FFL (Everatt et al., 2019). However, the Ministry of Education (2011) has placed high priority 

on converting all existing learning environments to meet ILE criteria. Teachers’ concern for 

the noise and openness of Whakatairite School’s modified classroom block highlights that 

attempts of this nature at a quick building fix can easily lead to an environment with greater 

limitations than the one it replaced. The Ministry of Education’s stance on converting existing 

buildings warrants careful reflection, as the educational consultant interviewed explained, 

new colour schemes, technologies, and furniture alone are not enough for teachers to 

overcome the shortcomings of a poor design.  

 Throughout this study several considerations have emerged for architects and 

educational leaders. Firstly, further research needs to be conducted into ILE policy and design 

because it is clear that the physical features of a learning environment have an ongoing 

impact on teachers’ practice and students’ learning outcomes (Barrett et al., 2015; Benade, 

2017; Blackmore et al., 2011; Fletcher et al., 2020; Ministry of Education, 2016b; Woolner et 

al., 2007). Secondly, across the different ILE layouts observed throughout the case-study 

schools, every teacher established a home area from which they usually taught. When this 

was a high traffic or noisy zone it can negatively impact teaching and learning (Barrett et al., 

2015; Madden et al., 2012). Therefore, it appears that a designer’s brief should include the 

development of an area with limited distraction for each educator in an ILE from which to 

teach a whole class or small groups. Thirdly, it appears that teachers find collegial 

relationships more difficult to manage in a space that is very open or designed for a large 

number of teachers (Blackmore, Bateman, Loughlin et al., 2011). However, the case-study 

narratives and Patrix and Benade (2018) suggest that three teachers may be an effective 

number for collaboratively managing an ILE. Fourthly, the relationship between architects 

and educators is very important if any new design is to align with teachers’ practice (Cober et 

al., 2015; Gislason, 2010). It currently appears that there is discrepancy between architects 

and educators’ perceptions of the most important features of an effective ILE (Wells et al., 

2018; Young et al., 2020). Fifthly, it must be acknowledged that there remains a lack of 
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empirical research to inform ILE design (Bradbeer et al., 2019), that may in turn be 

contributing to their varied success. Without further research and adequate support for 

teachers there is a danger that New Zealand repeats the mistakes that led to the 1970’s failure 

of open-plan spaces (Charteris et al., 2017).  

 

Conclusion: 

The case-study narratives provide a powerful insight into New Zealand primary school 

teachers’ implementation of FFL. In the twelve teachers’ stories across the four case-study 

settings, ten practical implications emerged that can support politicians, policy-makers, 

educators, and educational researchers to reflect on and improve the introduction of FFL. As 

summarised in Table 3, Part A outlined six implications to be considered at the micro-level 

improvement of classroom practice, while Part B introduced four implications to be 

contemplated in strengthening the macro-level governance of New Zealand’s education 

system.  
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Chapter 13: Conclusion 

Introduction:  

In investigating the relationship between FFL and the professional lives of New Zealand 

primary school teachers, this study has focussed on a complex period of future-focused 

change that is currently evident in the narrative of schools across New Zealand’s education 

system. The findings have led to a number of valuable assertions to support the continued 

development of New Zealand’s primary school system. In this brief concluding chapter, a 

synopsis of the thesis and main findings are summarised. I then note the limitations of this 

study, consider several recommendations for further research into New Zealand’s future-

focused narrative, and conclude with a ‘final word’ for the reader to consider.  

 
Synopsis of the Thesis: 

Interest in this research topic first stemmed from my background as a primary school teacher 

and leader grappling with future-focused change. I have first-hand experience in adopting 

new technologies, shifting to an ILE, and adapting pedagogical practice. Through my 

experiences I began to reflect on the influence of such changes on the professional lives of 

New Zealand primary school teachers, lives that have become increasingly complex in dealing 

with future-focused change. A pragmatic approach to contemplating this dilemma was taken 

by adopting a qualitative case-study design to directly and deeply investigate the way that 

primary school teachers have interpreted, implemented, and been impacted by FFL. 

Interviews, observations, and an anonymous online-questionnaire were utilised to collect 

data on teachers’ experiences with future-focused change across a purposive sample of four 

Auckland primary schools. These schools each met the inclusion criteria of transitioning 

through a significant period of future-focused change.  

There is a limited body of empirical research discussed in the literature review that 

currently examines teachers’ experiences of future-focused change, leading to consensus on 

the significant need for further research (Byers et al., 2018; Carvalho et al., 2020; Jones, 2018; 

Patrix & Benade, 2018; Silber-Varod et al., 2019; Wells et al., 2018; Woolner et al., 2018). 

However, a review of the largely philosophical body of existing literature indicates that 

international organisations and the Ministry of Education currently control the pedagogic 

device in which they have emphasised the distribution of FFL as a prominent aim for New 
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Zealand’s education system (Bolstad et al., 2012; McPhail, 2020; Ministry of Education, 2012). 

As a result, the strong classification of the dichotomy of traditional and future-focused 

practice has emerged, with the Ministry of Education framing FFL as the most desired 

approach for meeting the 21st-century needs of New Zealand’s learners (21st Century Learning 

Reference Group, 2014; Hipkins, 2018; Ministry of Education, 2012; 2016). Beeby’s (1966) 

thesis of stages suggests that education systems slowly evolve over time, with each stage of 

development an important stepping-stone to the next. Therefore, a brief review of the history 

of New Zealand’s primary school system highlighted the broad overarching aims that have 

shaped New Zealand’s educational development, alongside their relevance for understanding 

the political, social, and economic context of the 21st-century.  

This study contributes to the limited body of future-focused research by examining 

the impact of FFL on the professional lives of a sample of New Zealand primary school 

teachers. By illustrating the impact of future-focused change, the narrative of four case-study 

settings are shared in Chapters Six to Nine. Data was collected in each school predominantly 

through interviewing and observing three teachers, a questionnaire, holding informal-

discussions with staff, asking follow-up questions of the teachers or the leadership team when 

required, as well as interviewing an educational consultant that worked in several of the case-

study settings. The period of time spent within each school allowed for a deep qualitative 

understanding to be established. The case-study narratives, existing-literature, and the three 

theoretical frameworks of the pedagogic device (Bernstein, 2000), classification and framing 

(Bernstein, 2000) and the thesis of stages (Beeby, 1966) were subsequently drawn together 

and synthesised throughout the cross-case analysis and discussion. A synopsis of the findings 

is provided in the following section. 

 

Synopsis of the Findings:  

The study was guided by three sub-questions ‘In what ways is the future-focused narrative 

being interpreted by primary school teachers?’, ‘In what ways is future-focused learning being 

implemented by primary school teachers?’ and ‘In what ways is future-focused change 

impacting the professional well-being of primary school teachers?’. The findings are discussed 

in relation to the three sub-research questions, before returning to their implications for 
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answering the main research question ‘In what ways is future-focused change influencing the 

professional lives of New Zealand primary school teachers?’. 

 In terms of teachers’ interpretation of FFL, a strong correlation was identified between 

the perspectives of the case-study participants and the future-focused narrative distributed 

by the Ministry of Education. The teachers clearly and consistently articulated that the 21st-

century is a complex and uncertain time, thus students require new skills and competencies 

to thrive within a context of constant change, and advances in digital technologies and the 

evolution of learning environment design are important to introducing pedagogies that can 

support students’ acquisition of 21st-century skills. In reflecting on the strong similarity 

between the Ministry of Education and teachers’ interpretation of FFL, it was determined that 

the Ministry of Education has used its influence over infrastructure development, 

professional learning, and evaluation processes to control the pedagogic device in both 

symbolic and material ways. In turn, the Ministry of Education has framed a simple narrative 

for the future, portraying the dichotomy of traditional verses future-focused practice as a 

choice between binary classifications of different visions for the future that have become 

widely disseminated across New Zealand primary schools.  

 In the teachers’ implementation of FFL, they have modelled a degree of autonomy in 

not simply adopting the future-focused narrative in its entirety. Rather than transforming 

their practice from a classification of ‘traditional’ to ‘future-focused’, as the future-focused 

narrative suggests, the Ministry of Education’s weaker framing of FFL has meant that 

teachers’ are implementing new practices in a way that builds upon rather than transforms 

each school’s existing curriculum or pedagogies. The case-study participants described their 

practice as somewhere on a continuum between traditional and FFL; balancing the 

introduction of 21st-century skills presented at the beginning of the New Zealand Curriculum 

with the subject knowledge emphasised at the back (Ministry of Education, 2007). In 

managing this tension between current and imagined practices, the teachers continue to 

espouse a student-centred approach through justifying changes or the lack thereof by asking 

what is best for their learners. This means that FFL is being implemented in various ways 

across the case-study schools, dependant on the setting itself, the age group taught, and 

teachers’ personal beliefs.  

Teachers’ professional well-being has been impacted by a range of contested, 

negative, and positive implications associated with the introduction of FFL. The most 
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discussed challenges were learning to work collaboratively, managing greater numbers of 

students, and lost autonomy, while the most referred to positives were satisfaction in seeing 

benefits for students and working more collaboratively. The mixed nature of teachers’ 

responses can be seen in the common discussion of collaborative teaching, as both a 

significant positive and negative influence on teachers’ professional well-being. The case-

study teachers’ responses substantiate the thesis of stages (Beeby, 1966) hypothesis that 

change is a slow, complex, and difficult process in which teachers respond individually to the 

challenges faced. What is viewed as a significant challenge by one teacher may be viewed 

positively by another (Fink, 2003; Le Fevre, 2014). However, the teachers were all in 

agreement that adopting FFL and transitioning to an ILE is a difficult process that puts a 

significant level of strain on all of the teachers involved.  

In reflecting on the wider impact of the future-focused narrative, a profound influence 

was observed on the professional lives of primary school teachers. The teachers’ stories 

highlight that the future-focused narrative does not appropriately acknowledge the 

progressive nature of their current practices, the complex, slow, and expensive attributes of 

educational change, or the role that teachers and educational researchers should have in 

informing educational reform. Therefore, the theoretical assertion was made in Chapter 

Eleven that New Zealand’s primary school teachers are currently taking a circumspect 

approach to using future-focused ideas to critique their practice and adopt change when they 

can see direct benefits for their students. This is due to the future-focused narrative not 

acknowledging New Zealand primary schools’ long history of challenging traditionalism, the 

extensive level of support required to implement even small changes, or the importance of 

educators’ perspectives in informing the implementation of new practices. Instead, it appears 

that a closer working relationship is required between the Ministry of Education and the 

sector in order to lead to a credible and achievable vision for the future. 

  

Limitations:   

It is important that social scientists acknowledge the limitations that inevitably exist in any 

research (Black, 2002). This study makes an important contribution to the limited body of 

research into primary school teachers’ adoption of FFL, but it does not cover FFL in the depth 

or breadth required to critically inform all areas of future-focused policy or practice. This is a 
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task that lies beyond the constraints of one study. With a lack of prior literature to turn to, I 

broadly examined the impact of FFL on primary school teachers. However, this comes at the 

expense of a more detailed investigation of individual elements of the future-focused 

narrative, including the impact of specific ILE design principles, individual technologies, or 

particular pedagogies on leaders, teachers, and most importantly on students’ academic 

outcomes. 

 In this study twelve teachers volunteered as key participants from across a purposive 

sample of four Auckland primary schools. The fact that the twelve key participants 

volunteered while many of their colleagues did not, might also mean that they are more 

confident in their practice and philosophy, or hold a stronger opinion towards FFL than their 

peers. However, using a purposive sample has had the benefit of ensuring that the case-study 

sites could be repeatedly accessed and all of the participants’ stories align to building a 

theoretical perspective on teachers’ response to future-focused change (de Vaus, 2001). 

While the settings and participants are not a representative sample of New Zealand’s 

population, I have proposed theoretical generalisations about the impacts of future-focused 

change which can be generalised to New Zealand’s wider primary school population (Stake, 

1995; Yin, 2014) 

 This study is specific to New Zealand’s primary school context, and other sectors or 

countries are required to reflect on how the findings may be recontextualised into their own 

setting. In New Zealand’s education system, the different sectors are largely trained and work 

independently (Riley, 2014). The educational consultant interviewed in this study explained 

the differing impact of FFL he has observed whilst working across New Zealand’s primary and 

secondary school sectors: 

I work in secondary and primary schools, and there are definitely some significant 
differences… the majority of the secondary schools with which I work are not as 
progressive in there embrace of FFL. I don’t say that to place blame on secondary 
schools. There are significant influences that have led to those differences, most 
importantly the greater emphasis placed on high-stakes assessment. 

It appears that FFL has exerted a greater influence on New Zealand’s primary schools than in 

other sectors (Carvalho et al., 2020). This may be in part due to the fact that primary schools 

are traditionally more progressive than secondary schools (Thomas, 2013) and New Zealand 

primary schools have often been early adopters of international educational trends (Beeby, 
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1992; Currie, 1962; Mutch, 2013b). Therefore, features of the findings are likely to be unique 

to New Zealand’s primary school sector. 

The qualitative nature of this research specifically explores the story of twelve primary 

school teachers’ perspectives on future-focused change while gaining extra information from 

the interview with an educational consultant and wider conversations with the leadership 

team and staff of each school. However, a deeper perspective on FFL could be established by 

formally conducting semi-structured interviews with Ministry of Education staff, architects, 

school leaders, parents, or students. The influence of the Ministry of Education’s symbolic 

and material control is discussed throughout this study and it would be interesting to hear 

more of their perspective on future-focused change. Moreover, any educational changes are 

invariably introduced to impact students’ learning experience or outcomes, and it would be 

immensely valuable to gather further data on their response to future-focused change. 

The case-study data was largely collected throughout 2019, representing a snapshot 

of time in New Zealand’s educational history. Consideration must be given to two significant 

events that surround this time. Namely the 2019 localised primary school teachers’ pay 

dispute in which a resolution was achieved just prior to commencing data collection; and even 

more significantly the 2020 global impact of Covid-19 that might make it difficult to 

extrapolate all elements of recent studies to the future (Reimers, 2021). If this study was 

repeated, it is likely that teachers’ responses may be influenced by other significant events.  

A researcher must also acknowledge the personal bias that they bring to the research 

process (Hancock & Algozzine, 2011; Yin, 2014). In Chapter Two, reflexivity is modelled as I 

reflect on my identity as a primary school teacher working with my colleagues to better 

understand the impact of FFL on their professional lives. This proved a privileged position as 

trust was quickly established and the participants shared information that they were unlikely 

to do so with a researcher from another background. Nonetheless, it is acknowledged that 

one’s own experience produces a particular view of reality (Scott, 2000). My personal and 

ongoing experience with future-focused change could lead to some bias. However, in using a 

realist approach I was careful to accept the fallibility of my knowledge as I drew on the data, 

concepts, and prior literature to check my assumptions in a way that can help to establish 

credible theoretical generalisations (McPhail & Lourie, 2017; Sayer, 2000).  
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Recommendations for Further Research:  

This research has highlighted the complex reality of introducing future-focused change in a 

number of New Zealand primary schools. Exacerbating the difficulties faced, the Ministry of 

Education and schools have an acute lack of research to support current decision making 

(Bradbeer et al., 2019; Jones, 2018; Lindsay, 2016; Patrix & Benade, 2018). As the educational 

consultant interviewed explained, it is tricky to use research in an area that remains very 

emergent. Often research moves at a much slower pace than policy demands (Riley, 2014). 

Therefore, there is a need for additional research into future-focused change. In the following 

paragraphs I have identified four specific areas for researchers to consider that appear most 

pressing in addressing the need for further research across New Zealand’s education system.  

 Firstly, building on these findings that broadly investigate FFL as a representation of a 

range of technological, pedagogical, and infrastructure changes, there is a need for further 

research into specific areas of the future-focused narrative. For example, the professional 

learning and support required to introduce FFL, the influence of change on leaders’ 

professional well-being, the role of educational research in guiding decision making, 

characteristics of effective ILEs that appear pedagogically effective, the implementation of 

certain pedagogies, the role of specific digital technologies in enhancing learning, and the 

impact of future-focused change on students’ holistic development and academic 

achievement. All of these areas warrant detailed consideration in specific studies. In 

discussing the impact of FFL on students, several teachers shared concern that there is 

existing research to inform longstanding approaches, with little or no empirical evidence to 

justify many future-focused changes. Instead, teachers, leaders, and administrators require 

further empirical evidence to inform current decision making.  

Secondly, this research has highlighted that contextual considerations are essential to 

successfully implement educational change. The future-focused narrative has been presented 

as a broad set of philosophical ideals relevant to early childhood settings, primary schools, 

secondary schools, and adult learning around the world. However, this study has illustrated 

that change needs to be considered in the setting and context in which it is being 

implemented (Beeby, 1966; OECD, 2019). The teachers even pointed out the need to consider 

the implications of introducing FFL to a specific school community or age group, let alone 
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differences across school sectors and countries. Therefore, it is recommended that further 

research is conducted to inform the recontextualisation of FFL in specific settings.  

Thirdly, additional research is required to understand the relationship between the 

complex nature of system wide improvement and successful educational change. Beeby’s 

(1966) thesis of stages was used in this study as a theoretical tool to explain the way in which 

primary school systems evolve. It has been highlighted that a naivety often surrounds the 

slow and difficult reality of implementing educational change (Beeby, 1980; Benade, 2017; 

Blackmore et al., 2011). Unless educational development is more comprehensively 

understood, it appears that educational initiatives may continue to be defined by a legacy of 

failure and frustration (Beeby, 1979; Clement, 2014; Fullan, 2016; Harris & Jones, 2013; 

Hoadley, 2018). Beeby’s (1966) work provides a theoretical lens with which to understand the 

development of primary school systems. However, there is much to be gained from a 

longitudinal study into the way that an education system and schools change over time. In 

1966 Beeby advocated for further research into the way new ideas spread across an 

education system. This appears to remain important today for informing the planning and 

implementation of FFL.  

Fourth and finally, this research has highlighted the disjointed relationship between 

the Ministry of Education and the sector. Instead of the fragmented way in which universities, 

schools, and the Ministry of Education have come to work under Tomorrow’s Schools, New 

Zealand’s education system would greatly benefit from a more cohesive relationship across 

the education sector (Bates, 2009; Ministry of Education, 2019b; Riley, 2014; Wylie, 2009). 

Riley (2014) suggests that educational research can help to form a common ground between 

researchers, policymakers, and practitioners. Social science research is critical for supporting 

governments to make better decisions, and practitioners to improve student outcomes 

(Biesta, 2013). However, the educational consultant interviewed in this study explained that, 

“most teachers don’t have the luxury [to read research] … and their understanding of research 

methodology is fairly limited”. Nor do most of New Zealand’s educators have access to 

research databases. Therefore, it appears to be an important recommendation that further 

research is conducted and shared in a way that findings can be disseminated across the sector 

to inform practice. New Zealand’s ‘Best Evidence Synthesis’ provides an example for the way 

in which education research can connect universities, the Ministry of Education, and schools. 
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Research of this nature can provide a common discourse for the Ministry of Education and 

the sector to inform educational decisions and guide future-focused change (Riley, 2014). 

 

Final Word: 

It has been a privilege to spend an extensive period of time in a number of New Zealand 

primary schools. The passion, commitment, and self-sacrifice modelled by the teachers in this 

study, to do what they perceived as best for their learners, was inspirational to observe. New 

Zealand has a strong foundation to build upon in preparing for the future. However, as in any 

education system around the world, there remains areas to consider for continued 

improvement. The utopia of a perfect education system is something that will always remain 

just outside the grasp of experts and administrators. But rather than this being an excuse to 

stagnate, it should be a key motivator in knowing that each step forward allows the next 

generation to aspire for a vision that is beyond that which we can currently contemplate.  

The future-focused narrative has dispersed a common argument that little has 

changed in schools since the 19th and 20th-century establishment of industrial schooling 

(Gerver, 2014). However, in looking back on New Zealand’s educational history, I believe that 

the educators who worked on New Zealand’s 19th and 20th-century developments would 

consider present schooling as nothing short of a miracle. Beeby (1988) himself explained:  

I sometimes think that only the very young or the very old can be optimists in education, 
the young because some of them believe that miracles can happen, the old because 
they have lived long enough to witness a few. I see no reason why all miracles should 
be instantaneous (p. 8). 

New Zealand’s current education system stands on the shoulders of giants that have 

contributed to present developments. But a dream of transforming practice to establish a 

perfect education system remains little nearer. Instead, it is the turn of present policymakers, 

politicians, educators, and educational researchers to pick up the taonga (treasure) handed 

down to them and work slowly to continue the evolution of New Zealand’s education system 

as they should strive to leave it in a better position to which they have inherited it.  

 I would like to conclude this thesis by unpacking the wisdom of a whakataukī (Māori 

proverb) that is helpful for succinctly reflecting on the main findings of this study.  

Tē tōia, tē haumatia 

(Nothing can be achieved without a plan, workforce, and way of doing things) 
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This research has specifically considered the impact of FFL on New Zealand’s primary school 

workforce, highlighting the essential link that teachers occupy between a plan and a new way 

of doing things. However, educational change often fails to look past the establishment of a 

plan for the future to give deep consideration to its implementation. It currently appears that 

primary school teachers are caught between an oversimplified plan for the future and a mixed 

response to new ways of doing things across New Zealand’s education system. As fractures 

have emerged between a future-focused plan, teachers, and new ways of doing things 

(represented in Figure 29), it has become difficult for New Zealand’s education system to 

paddle efficiently towards the shores of a sound and achievable vision for the future.  

 

In addressing the fractures that have occurred under Tomorrow’s Schools it appears 

important that cohesion is restored to New Zealand’s education system. The future-focused 

narrative has come to emphasise new ways of doing things with less regard for the 

importance of a long-term plan, or the support required for a workforce to implement such 

changes. Instead, it appears important that educational experts are afforded greater 

involvement in educational planning and relationships are strengthened between the 

Ministry of Education and schools across the sector. Strengthening current relationships may 

see experts and administrators come to lift the hoe (paddle) together (see Figure 30) and 

work constructively towards a positive and attainable way of doing things across New 

Zealand’s education system. In turn, improved collaboration can set the foundations for 

 

Figure 29 

The Consequence of a Disjointed Plan, Workforce, and Way of Doing Things (Source: Author). 

 An oversimplified 
plan for the future 

New Zealand’s 
insular workforce 

Varied ways of doing 
things  

Note. In the instance that cohesion is lost between a plan, workforce, and new way of doing 
things it is difficult to efficiently paddle in unison towards a positive future.  

Kaua e rangiruatia te hāpai o te hoe; e kore tō tātou waka e ū ki uta 

(Do not lift the paddle out of unison or our canoe will never reach the shore) 
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future miracles in lifting students’ holistic and academic well-being as New Zealand’s 

education system evolves slowly into the mid and late-21st-century.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 30 

The Consequence of a Cohesive Plan, Workforce, and Way of Doing Things (Source: Author). 

Note. In any future-focused narrative it is important that cohesion is established between a sound 
and achievable plan, a cohesive workforce, and new ways of doing things as experts and 
administrators lift the hoe (paddle) to move New Zealand’s educational waka forward together. 

 Experts and administrators 
establishment of a nuanced 

plan for the future 

Collaboration across New 
Zealand’s workforce 

New and improved 
ways of doing things 

He waka eke noa 

(We are all in this waka together - we rise together, fall together, and keep 

going together) 
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Appendix A: Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form for Principal 
and Board of Trustee’s Chairperson: 

 
 
 
 

 
 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 
(Principal and Board of Trustee’s Chairperson) 

 
 
 
 

Title: The Impact of Future-Focused Change on New Zealand Primary School Teachers 
 
Researcher: Edward Pinel 
Supervisors: Dr Kerry Lee and Dr Graham McPhail 
 
 
Project Description:  
My name is Edward Pinel and I am currently completing a Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) in Education. I 
am researching the impact that future-focused learning is having on the professional lives of New 
Zealand primary school teachers. I am interested in the way that future-focused change may be 
influencing teachers’ role and professional well-being. While future-focused learning has become an 
important focus of the Ministry of Education and many New Zealand schools, significant research is 
yet to be conducted into the impact that change is having on teachers’ professional lives. 
 
It is anticipated that the findings from my project may better inform school leaders and teachers as 
they consider the implementation of new pedagogical practices, learning environments, and digital 
technologies. Developing a better understanding of primary school teachers’ implementation of these 
ideas will add an important perspective to New Zealand’s future-focused narrative.  
 
Project Procedures: 
In order to gather appropriate data for this research study, I would like to conduct two stages of case 
study research in four primary schools that are introducing future-focused learning. In Stage One I 
would like to conduct a 25 to 35-minute interview and a 60-minute observation with three teachers 
from each school. Subsequently, in Stage Two all teaching staff will be invited to take part in a 15 to 
20-minute anonymous online-questionnaire. Both processes are designed to develop a broad 
perspective of primary school teachers’ experiences with future-focused change.  
 
I am requesting the opportunity to meet with you and discuss this research further. Your role in 
supporting this research would involve sharing an invitation containing a Participant Information 
Sheet and Consent Form will all teaching staff, providing permission to collect data within your school 
premises, access for several short visits to observe teachers and take notes, use of an appropriate 
space to conduct private interviews, and assurance that participation or non-participation by staff will 
not affect their employment or relationship with the school. 
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Confidentiality and Informed Consent:  
Every effort will be taken to ensure confidentiality for the school and participants through the use of 
pseudonyms and not reporting the identifying features of each school. However, the small and close-
knit nature of New Zealand schools means there is always a small chance the school or participants may 
be recognised. 
 
The Consent Form that is sent to teachers will outline that participation in the study is voluntary and 
teachers have the right to withdraw from the study at any time without giving a reason up until data 
analysis commences. Informed consent for participation in Stage Two will be indicated through 
voluntary participation in the anonymous online-questionnaire. The anonymous nature of the 
questionnaire means that individual participants will not be identifiable and therefore teachers’ 
responses cannot be withdrawn after their final submission.  
 
Future use of the data:  
All data gathered in the study will be used in my thesis, conference presentations, and journal 
publications. A summary of findings will be emailed to the principal of all participating schools and 
interested teaching staff upon the completion of the study. 
 
All data gathered will be stored securely. Hard copy material will be stored in a locked cupboard and 
electronic copies on a password-protected computer that is backed up by the University of Auckland 
server. Signed Consent Forms will be stored separately from the data in a locked cabinet in one of my 
supervisor’s office. All data will be destroyed after six years of secure storage.  
 
Contact details: 
Edward Pinel: e-mail epin006@aucklanduni.ac.nz or phone 021 0258 2866 
 
Supervisor: Dr Kerry Lee: e-mail k.lee@auckland.ac.nz or phone 09 623 8899 ext 48529 
Supervisor: Dr Graham McPhail: e-mail g.mcphail@auckland.ac.nz or phone 09 373 7999 ext 48511 
Head of School: Associate Professor Helen Hedges: e-mail h.hedges@auckland.ac.nz or phone 09 623 
8899 ext 48606 
 
 
For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact The University of Auckland Chair, The 
University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, or The University of Auckland Office of 
the Vice Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142. Tel (09) 373 7599 ext 83711 or e-mail ro-
ethics@auckland.ac.nz 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 15th of 
March 2019 for three years. Reference Number 022414. 
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PRINCIPAL AND BOARD OF TRUSTEE’S CHAIRPERSON 
CONSENT FORM 

 
 
Title: The Impact of Future-Focused Change on New Zealand Primary School Teachers 
 
Researcher: Edward Pinel 
Supervisors: Dr Kerry Lee and Dr Graham McPhail  
 
We have read and understood the nature of the research study and agree to participate as 
requested.  
 
We give permission for data to be collected on our school premises.  

 
We will support the research process through providing permission for the 
researcher to observe, interview, and email staff, and provide access to an 
appropriate space to conduct private interviews with staff. 
 
We understand that the school and teachers’ identities will be kept 
confidential through the use of pseudonyms and the deidentification of data. 
However, there is always a small chance that people may think they have 
correctly guessed the school and/or the participants may be recognised (even 
though pseudonyms will be used). 
 
We understand that the findings of this research will be used in a doctoral 
thesis, education conferences, and academic journals.  
 
We give assurance that participation or non-participation by staff will not 
affect their employment or relationship with the school.  

 
 
Principal: _____________________________________   Date: ___________________ 
 
Board of Trustee’s Chairperson: _______________________ Date: ___________________ 
 
 
 
Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee 
On 15th of March, 2019 for three years. Reference Number 022414.  
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Appendix B: Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form for Stage One 
Participants: 
 
 
 

 
 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 
(Request for interviews and observations) 

STAGE 1 
 
Title: The Impact of Future-Focused Change on New Zealand Primary School Teachers 
 
Researcher: Edward Pinel 
Supervisors: Dr Kerry Lee and Dr Graham McPhail 
 
Project Description: 
My name is Edward Pinel and I am currently completing a Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) in Education. I 
am researching the impact that future-focused learning is having on the professional lives of New 
Zealand primary school teachers. I am interested in the way that future-focused change is interpreted 
by primary school teachers, how it may be reshaping the role of primary school teachers, and the 
impact that changes may hold for teachers’ professional well-being. While future-focused learning has 
become an important focus of the Ministry of Education and many New Zealand schools, significant 
research is yet to be conducted into the impact that change is having on teachers’ professional lives. 
Therefore, this research looks to add primary school teachers’ perspective to New Zealand’s future-
focused developments by developing a better understanding of primary school teachers’ 
implementation of these ideas.  
 
Project Procedures: 
In order to gather appropriate data for this research study, I would like to conduct two stages of case 
study research in four primary schools that are introducing future-focused learning. In Stage One I will 
work closely with up to three teachers in your school to gain understanding about the implementation 
of future-focused changes. I would like to conduct a 25 to 35-minute interview and a 60-minute 
observation with each participant. Subsequently, in Stage Two all teaching staff will be invited to take 
part in a 15 to 20-minute anonymous online-questionnaire. Both processes are designed to develop a 
broad perspective of primary school teachers’ experiences with future-focused change.  
 
I would like to invite you to participate in Stage One of this research. Your principal and Board of 
Trustee’s Chairperson have approved this research and given an assurance that your choice to 
participate or not participate in this research will not affect your employment or relationship with the 
school. If you volunteer to take part in Stage One, it will involve an initial 25 to 35-minute interview and 
a 60-minute observation that are designed to develop an understanding of your interpretation of and 
perspectives about future-focused learning, and the impact changes are having for your classroom 
practice. At a later date, a follow-up discussion may be conducted after the initial data analysis to 
provide you with an opportunity to confirm my initial findings and add any further information. With 
your permission, the interviews will be recorded (you can ask that the digital-recorder is turned off at 
any time) to support my accurate interpretation of data. The transcript will be emailed to you following 
each interview, from which point you will have two weeks to email in changes you would like to make 
to your responses.  

SCHOOL OF CURRICULUM AND 
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Epsom Campus 
Gate 3, 74 Epsom Ave 
Auckland, 1023, New Zealand 
T: +64 9 373 7999 
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The University of Auckland  
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Symonds Street  
Auckland 1135 
New Zealand 
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Confidentiality and Informed Consent:  
The attached Consent Form indicates that you have the right to withdraw from the research at any time 
without giving a reason. However, final analysis will begin two weeks after you are emailed the 
transcript of the interview, from which point data cannot be withdrawn. The identity of all participants 
and the school setting will be protected through the use of pseudonyms and the mitigation of other 
identifying data throughout the analysis and presentation process. However, the small and close-knit 
nature of New Zealand schools means there is always a small chance the school and/or participants 
may be recognised.  
  
Thank you for taking time out of your busy teaching schedule to consider your participation in this 
research study. Please feel free to email me about any queries or contact me to make a time to meet 
and discuss the study further. If you are willing to be observed and interviewed can you please email 
me epin006@aucklanduni.ac.nz with your signed Consent Form. If you choose not to contribute as a 
major participant in Stage One, there will be a further opportunity to take part in a 15 to 20-minute 
anonymous online-questionnaire for Stage Two later in the year.  
 
Future use of the data:  
All data gathered in the study will be used in my thesis, conference presentations, and journal 
publications. A summary of findings will be emailed to the principal of all participating schools and 
interested teaching staff upon the completion of the study.  
 
All data gathered will be stored securely. Hard copies will be stored in a locked cupboard and electronic 
copies on a password-protected computer that is backed up by the University of Auckland server. 
Signed Consent Forms will be stored separately from the data in a locked cabinet in one of my 
supervisor’s office. The forms and data will be destroyed after six years of secure storage. 
 
Contact details: 
Edward Pinel: e-mail epin006@aucklanduni.ac.nz or phone 021 0258 2866 
 
Supervisor: Dr Kerry Lee: e-mail k.lee@auckland.ac.nz or phone 09 623 8899 ext 48529 
Supervisor: Dr Graham McPhail: e-mail g.mcphail@auckland.ac.nz or phone 09 373 7999 ext 48511 
Head of School: Associate Professor Helen Hedges: e-mail h.hedges@auckland.ac.nz or phone 09 623 
8899 ext 48606 
 
 
For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact The University of Auckland Chair, The 
University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, or The University of Auckland Office of 
the Vice Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142. Tel (09) 373 7599 ext 83711 or e-mail ro-
ethics@auckland.ac.nz 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 15th of 
March, 2019 for three years. Reference Number 022414. 
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TEACHER PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 
(Interview and observations) 

STAGE 1 
 
 

Title: The Impact of Future-Focused Change on New Zealand Primary School Teachers 
Researcher: Edward Pinel 
Supervisors: Dr Kerry Lee and Dr Graham McPhail  
 
I have read and understood the nature of the research study and agree to participate as requested.  
 

I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary and I can withdraw at 
any time up until two weeks after receiving the transcript of my interview without giving 
a reason. 
 
I agree to participate in a 45-miute interview.  
 
I agree to a 60-minute pre-arranged observation of my classroom practice.  
 
I agree to being sent the transcript of my interview and observation notes to be checked, 
and I agree to the researcher contacting me via-email regarding any subsequent 
clarifications. 
 
I understand that my identity and that of my school will be kept confidential through the 
use of researcher selected pseudonyms and any information provided will be kept 
secure and confidential. However, the small and close-knit nature of New Zealand 
schools means there is always a small chance the school and participants may be 
recognised. 
 
I agree to an audio recording being made of the interview in order to support the 
researcher’s accurate transcription. However, I understand I can ask the recording to be 
turned off at any time, choose not to answer questions, or leave the interview. 
 
I understand that all data and Consent Forms will be kept securely and separately in a 
locked cupboard or on a password encrypted computer for a period of up to six years 
before being destroyed.  
 
I understand that the findings of this research could be used for a doctoral thesis, 
presented at an education conference, and written up in academic journals.  

 
I would like a summary of the findings emailed to me upon completion of the study: 
Yes/No  
 

Signed: _____________________________________  Date: ______________________ 
Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 15 of 
March, 2019 for three years. Reference Number 022414. 

SCHOOL OF CURRICULUM AND 
PEDAGOGY 
Te Kura o te Matauranga me te Ako 
 
Epsom Campus 
Gate 3, 74 Epsom Ave 
Auckland, 1023, New Zealand 
T: +64 9 373 7999 
W: www.education.auckland.ac.nz 
The University of Auckland  
Private Bag 92601 
Symonds Street  
Auckland 1135 
New Zealand 
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Appendix C: Participant Information Sheet for the Teachers in Stage Two: 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

STAGE 2 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 

(Request for questionnaire response) 
 
 
Title: The Impact of Future-Focused Change on New Zealand Primary School Teachers 
 
Researcher: Edward Pinel 
Supervisors: Dr Kerry Lee and Dr Graham McPhail 
 
Project Description: 
My name is Edward Pinel and I am currently completing a Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) in Education 
which has seen me conduct research in your school looking into the impact that future-focused learning 
and teaching is having on the professional lives of primary school teachers. I am interested in the way 
that future-focused change is interpreted and if it is reshaping the role and identity of primary school 
teachers, and the impact that changes may hold for teachers’ professional well-being. While future-
focused learning has become an important focus of the Ministry of Education and many New Zealand 
schools, significant research is yet to be conducted into the impact that change is having on teachers’ 
professional lives. 
 
Stage One of this research involved interviewing and observing a number of teachers across four New 
Zealand primary schools. Stage One is almost complete. In Stage Two, the final stage of this research I 
am inviting all teaching staff in your school to take part in a 15 to 20-minute anonymous online-
questionnaire that looks into teachers’ understanding and perspective of future-focused change.  
 
Project Procedures: 
If you wish to take part in this research, please click on the URL link below that will take you directly to 
the anonymous online-questionnaire. The questionnaire will close to respondents in three weeks’ time. 
A reminder e-mail will alert you to this one week before the closing date.  
 
Anonymity and Informed Consent:  
Anonymity is provided through the online-questionnaire that ensures that individual participants 
cannot be identified as no IP addresses or other identifying data will be collected. Because of this 
anonymity, once you have submitted your questionnaire, data cannot be withdrawn from the study as 
individual responses will be unable to be identified. 
 
Please note: There will not be a separate Consent Form for you to complete. Completion and return of 
the questionnaire will provide evidence that this Participant Information Sheet has been read and 
understood. Completion of the questionnaire indicates that informed consent has been given by the 
participant.  
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Future use of the data:  
All data gathered in the study will be used in my thesis, conference presentations, and journal 
publications. A summary of findings will be shared with all participating schools and interested teaching 
staff from Stage One of the research upon the completion of the study. As Stage Two is anonymous, 
please email me at epin006@aucklanduni.ac.nz if you would like to be emailed a copy of the findings 
upon completion of the study.  
 
All data gathered will be stored securely. Hard copies will be stored in a locked cupboard and electronic 
copies on a password-protected computer that is backed up by the University of Auckland server. The 
data will be destroyed after six years of secure storage.  
 
 

If you are willing to support this research, please click on the link provided and complete the questionnaire 
(this indicates you are giving informed consent). 

 
(Link to questionnaire) 

 
Contact details: 
Edward Pinel: e-mail epin006@aucklanduni.ac.nz or phone 021 0258 2866 
 
Supervisor: Dr Kerry Lee: e-mail k.lee@auckland.ac.nz or phone 09 623 8899 ext 48529 
Supervisor: Dr Graham McPhail: e-mail g.mcphail@auckland.ac.nz or phone 09 373 7999 ext 48511 
Head of School: Associate Professor Helen Hedges: e-mail h.hedges@auckland.ac.nz or phone 09 623 
8899 ext 48606 
 
 
For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact The University of Auckland Chair, The 
University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, or The University of Auckland Office of 
the Vice Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142. Tel (09) 373 7599 ext 83711 or e-mail ro-
ethics@auckland.ac.nz 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 15th of 
March, 2019 for three years. Reference Number 022414. 
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Appendix D: Semi-structured Interview Template 

Teacher:_______________________ 
School:_____________________ 
Years of Teaching Experience:____________________ 
Age group taught:_________________ 
 
‘Future-focused’ or ‘21st-century learning’ has recently become an important focus within 
New Zealand schools. I am interested in asking you a few questions that unpack your 
understanding of future-focused learning, your perspective on these changes, and the 
impact that these changes are having for your classroom practice.  
 

1) What would you describe as the key features of future-focused or 21st-century 
learning?  

___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 

2) Why do you believe that future-focused learning has become an important focus 
within New Zealand’s education system?  

___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 

3) What do you feel about the introduction of future-focused practice? 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Negative- consequences of future 
future-focused practice 

Positive effects of future future-
focused practice 
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4) What implications has the introduction of future-focussed practice had for your 
professional well-being?  

___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 

5) How is future-focused practice changing your role as a primary school teacher?  
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
On the continuum from ‘traditional’ to ‘future-focused’ practice how would you describe 
your current teaching practice.  

 
 
 

 
 

6) What future-focused or traditional practices might I see when I observe your 
classroom practice? 

___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Extra Notes: 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 15th of 
March 2019 for three years. Reference Number 022414 

Traditional Future-Focused Mixed Approach 
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Appendix E: Observation Protocol  

Date:__________ Time: __________ Class: __________ 
Teacher: _______________ Lesson Observed: ____________________________________ 

 
Notes on learning environment:  
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Four fundamental 
dimensions of 
pedagogy 

Notes: How is future-focused practice being re-contextualised? 

Future-focused Practices Observed Traditional Practices Observed 
Selection:  
(How is the 
learning content 
selection decided 
upon): 

________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________ 

_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________ 

Sequence:  
(How is the order 
of learning new 
content decided) 

________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________ 

_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________ 

Pacing: 
(How is the pace 
of learning 
controlled) 

________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________ 
_________________________________
_________________________________ 

_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________ 

Evaluation 
criteria: 

________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________

_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________

Observer: Edward Pinel 
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(How is feedback 
and next steps 
delivered) 

________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________ 

_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________
_______________________________________ 

 
Field Notes: 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________  
___________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Reflection Comment: Where future-focused approaches were utilised did they appear to be 
integrated naturally and comfortably or a forced and contrived manner.  
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on the 15th of 
March, 2019 for three years. Reference Number 022414. 
 

Observer: Edward Pinel 
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Appendix F: Anonymous Online-Questionnaire Template 

Link to online-questionnaire: https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/RXWXWWL 
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Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on the 15th of 
March, 2019 for three years. Reference Number 022414. 
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Appendix G: Code Book 

Name Description Files References 

Contested 
influences of FFL 

This parent node contains all of the codes that were 
contested by the teachers as both positive and negative 
influences on their professional well-being  

  

Collaborating with 
colleagues 

 11 72 

(Negative) 
Collaborating 
with Colleagues 

This code is used when teachers refer to the challenges 
associated with collaborating or working more closely with their 
colleagues.  
For example: “So if I’m working with another person, I need to 
work alongside someone, with the timing and everything with that 
person… this can become annoying because it holds you up” 

10 35 

(Positive) 
Collaborating 
with Colleagues 

This code refers to the benefits teachers shared about 
collaborating or working more closely with colleagues.  
For example: “you’re not alone. You always have someone, 
sometimes it can be lonely being by yourself” 

10 37 

Increased Student 
Numbers 

 10 43 

(Negative) 
Increased 
Numbers of 
Learners 

This code refers to the challenges that come with the increased 
numbers of students in a learning environment that may include 
increased noise level, sensory overload, or more difficulty in 
getting to know a larger number of learners.  
For example: “it’s quite intense having all those kids, all of the 
time, as there’s no let-up”. 

10 34 

(Positive) 
Increased 
Numbers of 
Learners 

This code refers to the benefits or enjoyment that comes from 
opportunities to work with a wider number of students.  
For example: “as a team leader I know all of the children in my 
team, rather than just my own class and a few that raise their 
heads”. 

5 9 

Integrating Digital 
Technologies 

 11 30 

(Negative) 
Integrating Digital 
Technologies 

This code refers to teachers’ concerns that new technologies 
have become too much of a focus, are not equitably shared, or 
are not enhancing learning opportunities. 
For example: “we found that the research shows that one to one 
devices is cutting back on social skills and so we said that we 
didn’t want to do that” 

8 18 

(Positive) 
Integrating Digital 
Technologies 

This code refers to teachers’ positive comments about the benefit 
of new technologies that may include the facilitation of new 
pedagogical opportunities or simplifying existing processes.  
For example: “they’re learning how to practically use digital 
technology which is going to be good for them” 

8 12 

Teacher Workload  10 25 
(Negative) 
Increased teacher 
workload 

This code refers to teachers’ concern that FFL involves learning 
new approaches that takes time and effort for teachers to 
implement.  

7 17 
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Name Description Files References 

For example: “It takes more time, it has to!” 
(Positive) 
Reduced Teacher 
Workload 

This code refers to comments that FFL has made teachers’ role 
quicker or easier. 
For example: “It is quicker because you collaborate and plan. We 
use google docs and he do his bits and I do my bits and we share 
the same plan for the two groups” 

5 8 

Negative influences 
of FFL 

This parent node contains all of the codes that refer to 
negative influences on teachers’ professional well-being 

  

Disadvantaging 
Some Learners 

This code refers to teachers’ comments that new practices, 
learning environments, or technologies may be disadvantaging or 
less effective for some learners.  
For example: “because we have got three with autism, it was just 
too much” 

9 15 

Lack of Appropriate 
Support 

This code refers to teachers’ concern that there has been a lack 
of professional learning or support to help teachers adopt FFL.  
For example: “not having the PD in place to support new teachers 
that are coming into an environment like this, is a major negative. 
It’s the old saying that you don’t know what you don’t know. 

7 17 

Loss Associated 
with Change 

This code refers to teachers’ concern that effective approaches 
are being lost or less focus is being placed on skills, values, or 
knowledge that remain important. 
For example: “On the negative side in FFL there aren’t always 
those fixed structures. For example, teaching letter formation, 
handwriting, and other basic skills, so you end up with writing that 
is weird and random” 

11 30 

Parent 
Misunderstanding 

This code refers to concern that parents may not understand or 
support FFL.  
For example: “I think that one of the negatives is getting parents 
on board can be really tricky” 

3 6 

Difficultly Changing 
One’s Mindset 

This code is used when teachers face difficulties because they 
feel that FFL challenges their existing values, attitudes, beliefs, or 
mindset. 
For example: ‘Well initially coming into this open-plan space it 
was a bit overwhelming and we didn’t really know as a team how 
it was going to work and what it was going to look like” 
 

10 24 

Positive influences 
of FFL 

This parent node contains all of the codes that refer to 
positive influences on teachers’ professional well-being 

  

More Professional 
Learning 

This code refers to teachers’ positive attitude towards the extra 
professional learning or support that has been put into place to 
help them adopt FFL, or the extra learning opportunities coming 
from collaborating more closely with their colleagues.  
For example: “I have learnt so much and been exposed to so 
much awesome PD” 

10 21 

Priority Learners This code refers to when teachers observed that FFL is 
supporting them to find new opportunities to better cater for the 
needs of priority learners (Māori, Pasifika, Special needs, and low 
socio-economic learners).  

4 8 
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Name Description Files References 

For example: “Like our priority learners, I find that you can set up 
your programme so that you are seeing them more often” 

Students Benefit This code is used when teachers refer to benefits for their 
learners. This could be increased enjoyment or satisfaction, new 
skills, or improved learning opportunities.  
For example: “The positives are the kid’s engagement and 
building the efficacy and their agency. You can just see it” 

12 40 

Teacher's 
interpretation of FFL 

This parent node holds all of the codes that refer to teachers’ 
interpretation of FFL  

  

The 21st-century is an 
evolving and 
uncertain time 

This code is used to organise teachers’ reference to students or 
schooling being influenced by the changing times of the 21st-
century. 
For example: “we are at a totally different point. I mean it’s 
bandied around a lot, but for these children the jobs that they 
might have in the future don’t exist” 

11 23 

Students require 21st-
century skills and 
competencies 

This code refers to strategies to teach or the importance of 
teaching 21st-century skills such as collaboration, communication, 
critical thinking, problem-solving. 
For example: “So the skills that we teach [students] now, are 
really vital for coping with change Like collaboration” 

12 44 

New Technologies, 
and Learning 
Environments 

This code is used when teachers refer to new technologies, 
resources, or learning environments as an important part of FFL.  
For example: “21st-century learning also includes Multi-learning 
Areas, Open Areas for children to learn in variety of different 
spaces” 

12 31 

Teacher's 
implementation of 
FFL 

This parent node holds all of the codes that refer to teachers’ 
implementation of FFL  

  

Introducing 
pedagogies to teach 
the front-half of the 
curriculum 

This code refers to teachers’ introduction of pedagogies that 
focus on the development of the key competencies in the front-
half of the curriculum.  
For example: “So we have developed what we call bumper 
capabilities aimed at their agency and efficacy. They’re basically 
the key competencies in their speak and we constantly revisit 
them” 

12 65 

Maintaining 
approaches to teach 
the back-half of the 
curriculum 

This code refers to teachers’ comments that they still value the 
importance of teaching traditional values, knowledge, and 
development skills that they continue to implement.  
For example: “Ok, I still teach a traditional programme in regard to 
the content, but it’s how I deliver it that has changed” 

12 42 

Fostering student-
centred focuses 

This code is used when teachers make reference to learning 
decisions being based on students’ needs or interests, students 
being given greater agency, or teachers becoming a facilitator of 
learning.  
For example: “the direction that we are heading in is around 
saying ‘What do the children need?’” 

12 92 
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Appendix H: An Example of the Process of Developing Open, Focused, and 

Axial-Codes 

 
Open-Codes: Focused-Coding: Axial-Code: 
-There has been a rapid increase in 
technologies globally 

- Technology developments 
are driving future-focused 
change  

-The 21st-century is an 
evolving and uncertain time 

- Technology has made information 
more accessible everywhere 
-Students need to know how to use 
technologies to support learning 
-Technologies and broadband are 
available across schools 
-We now live in a technology rich 
society, changing how we live 

-Social and employment 
conditions have evolved in 
the 21st-century -Teachers are preparing students 

for jobs that don’t exist 
-Employees require new skills in 
the 21st-century 
-Students are facing new social 
values and issues 
-The world is becoming increasingly 
interconnected 

-Globalisation is influencing 
education 

-Students are likely to work 
alongside international colleagues 
-Students are growing up as global 
citizens 
-Cultural responsiveness is 
important for a multicultural New 
Zealand 
-Traditional values and pedagogies 
are outdated  

-Questioning the value of an 
industrial model of 
education -The focus of New Zealand’s 

economic growth has changed to a 
knowledge economy 
-The future is unknown and 
increasingly unpredictable 

 
 

 

 

 


