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The opinion piece presented here is an edited version of an open letter written to 
the Teaching Council of Aotearoa New Zealand, dated 13th April 2026, asking for 
their draft Inclusive Teaching Practice Guidance (ITPG) to be explicitly 
dedicated for the disabled, including neurodiverse learners, as opposed to ‘all’ 
learners. Before I proceed, I would like to sincerely apologise if the line of 
reasoning outlined here offends tangata whenua in any way. The stance I took 
here is shaped by my lived experiences of disability – a glimpse of which is 
captured in the last paragraph of this article.  

I acknowledge and appreciate the intent of the ITPG to support equitable 
educational experiences for all learners and to strengthen inclusive practice 
across the teaching profession. This has been clarified in page 2 of the document- 
“Inclusive teaching practice is not limited to those ākonga with the highest need. 
It is about making sure that all people in the ECE service, kura and school are 
welcomed, secure in their identities and accepted to attend as their ‘whole selves’”  
(Teaching Council of Aotearoa New Zealand, 2025). 

 I wish to raise a significant concern regarding the scope and positioning 
“for all learners”, and to respectfully recommend that it be explicitly framed as 
guidance for inclusive teaching practice for disabled, including neurodiverse 
learners, rather than for “all learners” under the broad notions of inclusion. By 
using ‘including’, I intentionally leave space for the Teaching Council of Aotearoa 
New Zealand to decide if they would position neurodiversity within disability or 
as a separate category. My own position is aligned with the idea that 
neurodiversity be considered under the disability umbrella (Jones & Orchard, 
2024; Mitchell & Snyder, 2015).  

 
 
CLARIFYING THE PURPOSE - WHO ARE WE INCLUDING? 

Exclusion, discrimination and bias can exist for any learner who does not fit the 
‘normal’ category (Chapman, 2023), or who faces difficulty due to the factor of 
differences between the dominant Western discourse and the discourse of their 
upbringings (Durie, 2005), or who lack the support from home environment as 
much as others do (Krishnamoorthy et al., 2023), or who has been historically 
marginalised, or disadvantaged in the system for any other reason (Lynch & Rata, 
2018). Inclusion is described as a systematic review of systems that remove 
barriers and create equitable opportunities for all learners in the same age-group 
(Whyte, 2024). I would like to point out that ‘removing barriers’ and ‘equity’ are 
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the key ideas to include all learners. The idea of inclusion is applicable to those 
who are likely to face barriers. 

In terms of teaching, inclusive practice should be about creating equitable 
opportunities for those who might benefit from extra reflection and response 
from their kaiako (teachers) to be their “whole selves.”  Within the socio-political 
contexts of Aotearoa New Zealand,  these learners may be (but not necessarily): 
Māori learners; Pacific Islands learners; learners from immigrant families 
(maybe more significant for learners from non-white immigrant families); 
learners from refugee families; learners who speak English as their second 
language; learners who practice religions that are different from the dominant 
religion; female learners; non-heterosexual learners, or learners from non-
heterosexual families; learners from non-nuclear family structure; learners from  
financially struggling families; learners with parents in prison or health facility; 
learners in correction facilities; orphan learners; homeless learners; learners with 
mental health concerns; learners at shock, grief or temporary emotional crisis; 
learners who have been victims of abuse, neglect and violence; newly enrolled 
learners in a setting; learners who have been bullied, harassed or assaulted; 
disabled learners, including neurodiverse and trauma-affected learners; gifted 
learners; and Pākehā learners who sits in the intersection of any diversity factor 
discussed above.  

The special attention may not be needed in all settings for all learners 
mentioned above. For example, a kohanga reo (language nest) or a kaupapa 
Māori kura (school) applies principles such as wāhanga te reo focusing on 
advancing the language and learning of the child, and te ira tangata focusing on 
the innate physical and spiritual aptitude of children and the importance of 
nurturing both in their education (Education Review Office, 2007). Therefore, 
kaiako in these settings adopt a culturally appropriate pedagogy that accepts and 
affirms Māori learners as Māori. In these settings, a Māori learner is not 
positioned in needing to be included; rather, they are at the centre, shaping the 
teaching and learning practices. Māori learners are regarded as the ‘norm’ and 
considered as ‘ideal’ learners in these settings. Similarly, if we consider special 
education setting, kaiako do not need to stress on how to include a disabled child 
– the disabled child is the ‘normal’ child there. Kaiako need to think and reflect 
on how to teach but do not need to scrutinise how to include. The idea of including 
someone into a group becomes a question only when this individual sits in the 
periphery of the group due to any factors related to abilities, gender, sexual 
orientation, ethnic orientation, family structure or any other factors discussed 
previously. 
 
 
THE DEGREE OF EXCLUSION FOR DISABLED LEARNERS 

While all the learners from various backgrounds may face difficulty in ECE 
settings and schools, disabled learners are probably the only ones in the list who 
face exclusion before they even start – with denial of enrolment, and with 
restrictions for access to education (Afrin et al., 2025; Kearney, 2009; Reid & 
Knight, 2006). They are probably the ones for who kaiako face the most level of 
difficulties, even to include in the classroom environment (Hohaia-Rollinson, 
2026). They are the only ones that require education systems to have a segregated 
from of operation (special education settings) (Wills et al., 2014). When the 



Tahera Afrin      8 

 
 

discrimination towards them is so obvious that they do not even get a chance, 
they do not even get in, there is a need for the Teaching Council of Aotearoa New 
Zealand to dedicate at least one full document only for them. While all the 
diversity factors are important, the broad framing of inclusive teaching practice 
guideline risks diluting the specific rights, obligations, and specialised 
pedagogical responsibilities educators hold towards disabled learners.  

Disabled learners experience systemic exclusion, ableist discrimination, 
and literal denial, along with assumptions, bias, stereotypes and difficulty as any 
other learner that I discussed before may face (Afrin, 2022a, 2022b; Afrin et al., 
2025; Education Review Office, 2022a, 2022b, 2022c; McAnelly, 2017; Sharma, 
2023). Effective teaching for disabled learners, including neurodiverse learners, 
requires explicit knowledge, skills, and reflective practice that differ in kind, not 
just in degree, from general differentiation or culturally responsive pedagogy 
(McAnelly et al., 2025; Whyte, 2024). By positioning the inclusive teaching 
practice guidance as universal rather than disability-specific, the Teaching 
Council may unintentionally contribute to the ongoing marginalisation of 
disabled learners under broad inclusion narratives. A dedicated guide for 
disabled learners would signal to the profession that disability inclusion is 
non-negotiable and structurally supported, rather than discretionary. 

 
 

ALIGNMENT WITH TE TIRITI O WAITANGI AND DISABLED VOICES 

I understand that Māori have a special place as tangata whenua and meaningful 
honouring of Te Tiriti o Waitangi requires recognising their presence in 
significant strategic / aspirational documents. The proposed inclusive teaching 
practice guidance for disabled learners can look into the concept of 
intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989), and create opportunities for reflection for 
kaiako what responsibilities they have for disabled learners to promote their 
identity of being Māori (Tupou et al., 2023). Also, I want to note that empowering 
Māori learners is an obligation of every kaiako in Aotearoa New Zealand by the 
first standard of teaching, which is central to the other standards (Teaching 
Council of Aotearoa New Zealand, 2026). We also have Tātaiako (New Zeland 
Teachers Council, 2011) that provides ample of reflection opportunities, and so 
does the resources in “Unteach Racism”. There is a dedicated document for 
empowering Pacific learners (Ministry of Education, 2018), which has positively 
influenced our awareness of Pacific pedagogies.  

While cultural identities may create discriminatory experience for learners 
in school settings, at least in home settings they are not disadvantaged due to 
their cultural identity. However, a disabled child may face discriminatory 
treatment and exclusion even in their home settings due to their disabled identity 
(Roguski, 2013). Reframing the inclusive practice guidance as specific to 
disabled, including neurodiverse learners would demonstrate a commitment to 
practising equity through specificity and being responsive to the most vulnerable, 
rather generalisation for all learners on the ground of equality. While teaching 
should be inclusive of ‘all’ learners, the notion of inclusive teaching practice 
should deliberately aim at ensuring partnerships, participation and protection of 
‘some’ who get lost amidst ‘all’. 
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DOES ITPG ALLOW ME? 

A review of ITPG indicates how the framework can benefit from adopting a rights-
based approach by embedding it within the professional obligation processes 
(McAnelly & Gaffney, 2025). The rights to education for disabled learners was 
established in 1989 (Education Act, 1989), re-emphasised via New Zealand being 
a signatory of UNCRoC (United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
1989) in 1993, and re-instated in 2020 through the NELP priorities (Ministry of 
Education, 2020) and the Education and Training Act (Education and Training 
Act, 2020). While an aspirational document from the council would not impose 
additional legal obligation, the influence of such documents from the Teaching 
Council of Aotearoa New Zealand can be significant and far-reaching across the 
ECE, primary, secondary and teacher education sector. ITPG has already been 
recognised as a potential starting point to develop teaching inquiry in relation to 
removing barriers in the learning environment (Woodgate, 2025).  

At this point in the argument, it would be worth mentioning that the letter 
written to the Teaching Council of Aotearoa New Zealand, and the stance 
presented here, is pursued by a mother of a severely autistic child who has heard 
statements such as, “You have no right to place this burden on our shoulders”  
and “Your child will be just like another furniture in our classrooms” within the 
education systems of Aotearoa New Zealand. The first comment is from the ECE 
sector in 2018, and the second comment is from the school sector in 2020. Surely 
the readers would recognise that the ‘furniture’ and the ‘burden’ referred to in 
these comments is a taonga (treasure) to the whānau (family), and to some kaiako 
who have been successful in understanding inclusion. If every child matters, then 
this child should be treated as a taonga to all kaiako in the education system, 
contributing to positive change in the wider community and society. Holding that 
expectation, I question, when the intent of ITPG is to include all learners, the 
extent to which it enables me to assert, “I have every right to place this ‘burden’ 
on your shoulders”. 
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Māori. Education Review Office. https://www.evidence.ero.govt.nz/-
media/cf3iqk42/gp-tam-kkm-sep07_0.pdf  

Education Review Office. (2022a). Education for disabled learners: From early 
childhood to school. https://www.evidence.ero.govt.nz/media/-
q4vdzjws/education-for-disabled-learners-from-early-childhood-to-
school.pdf  

Education Review Office. (2022b). Thriving at School? Education Review Office. 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003235521-18  

Education Review Office. (2022c). A Great Start? Education for disabled 
children in early childhood education. 
https://www.evidence.ero.govt.nz/documents/a-great-start-education-
for-disabled-children-in-early-childhood  

Hohaia-Rollinson, F. (2026). If inclusion matters, why is it still do difficult? Te 
Rito Maioha ECNZ. 

Jones, E. K., & Orchard, V. (2024). Neurodiversity and disability: what is at stake? 
Medical Humanities, 50(3), 456–465. https://doi.org/10.1136/medhum-
2023-012808  

Kearney, A. C. (2009). Barriers to school inclusion: An investigation into the 
exclusion of disabled students from and within New Zealand schools. PhD 

https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1989/0080/latest/DLM175959.HTML
https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1989/0080/latest/DLM175959.HTML
https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/2020/38/en/latest/#LMS170676
https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/2020/38/en/latest/#LMS170676
https://www.evidence.ero.govt.nz/media/cf3iqk42/gp-tam-kkm-sep07_0.pdf
https://www.evidence.ero.govt.nz/media/cf3iqk42/gp-tam-kkm-sep07_0.pdf
https://www.evidence.ero.govt.nz/media/q4vdzjws/education-for-disabled-learners-from-early-childhood-to-school.pdf
https://www.evidence.ero.govt.nz/media/q4vdzjws/education-for-disabled-learners-from-early-childhood-to-school.pdf
https://www.evidence.ero.govt.nz/media/q4vdzjws/education-for-disabled-learners-from-early-childhood-to-school.pdf
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003235521-18
https://www.evidence.ero.govt.nz/documents/a-great-start-education-for-disabled-children-in-early-childhood
https://www.evidence.ero.govt.nz/documents/a-great-start-education-for-disabled-children-in-early-childhood
https://doi.org/10.1136/medhum-2023-012808
https://doi.org/10.1136/medhum-2023-012808


Inclusive Teaching Practice Guidance (ITPG): Does it allow me?       11 
 

 

thesis. Massey University. https://mro.massey.ac.nz/items/7d632980-
dbd0-413e-a113-cbf9731ffba2  

Krishnamoorthy, G., Ayre, K., Schimke, D., & King, D. (2023). Trauma informed 
education: Interdisciplinary Insights. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nuIVTEe9y9s  

Lynch, C., & Rata, E. (2018). Culturally responsive pedagogy: A New Zealand case 
study. International Studies in Sociology of Education, 27(4), 391–408. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09620214.2018.1468274  

McAnelly, K. (2017). Achieving citizenship for all: How can a kindergarten 
community of practice support the active participation of a disabled child 
and their family? MEd thesis. University of Otago. 
https://ourarchive.otago.ac.nz/esploro/outputs/graduate/Achieving-
citizenship-for-all-How-can/9926479594401891  

McAnelly, K., & Gaffney, M. (2025). Ahakoa he aha te rākau he hua kei roto 1 : 
Reviewing the Teaching Council’s draft Inclusive Teaching Practice 
Guidance through a children’s rights-oriented lens. New Zealand Journal 
of Teachers’ Work, 22(2), 103–115. 

McAnelly, K., Hall, L. J., Odom, S. L., Hall, E., & Purdue, K. (2025). Autistic 
children: Promoting their inclusion, engagement and skill development in 
early childhood education. Kairaranga, 26(1), 1–19. 
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.54322/1ab65618  

Ministry of Education. (2018). Tapasā. Ministry of Education. 

Ministry of Education. (2020). The statement of national education and learning 
priorities (NELP) & tertiary education strategy (TES) (pp. 1–5). 
https://www.education.govt.nz/our-work/overall-strategies-and-
policies/the-statement-of-national-education-and-learning-priorities-
nelp-and-the-tertiary-education-strategy-tes/  

Mitchell, D. T., & Snyder, S. L. (2015). The biopolitics of disability: 
Neoliberalism, ablenationalism, and peripheral embodiment. University 
of Michigan Press. https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.7331366.5 

New Zealand Teachers Council. (2011). Tātaiako: Cultural competencies for 
teachers of Māori learners. http://www.teacherscouncil.govt.nz/-
required/Tataiako.pdf  

Reid, D. K., & Knight, M. G. (2006). Disability justifies exclusion of minority 
Students: A critical history grounded in disability studies. Educational 
Researcher, 35(6), 18–23. https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X035006018  

Wills, R., Morton, M., McLean, M., Stephenson, M., & Slee, R. (2014). Tales from 
school: Learning disability and state education after administrative 
reform. Sense Publishers. 

Roguski, M. (2013). The hidden abuse of disabled people residing in the 
community: An exploratory study. https://www.abuseincare.org.nz/-
__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/28120/roguski-m-the-hidden-abuse-of-
disabled-people-residing-in-the-community-an-exploratory-study-
tairawhiti-community-voice-2013-1.pdf  

https://mro.massey.ac.nz/items/7d632980-dbd0-413e-a113-cbf9731ffba2
https://mro.massey.ac.nz/items/7d632980-dbd0-413e-a113-cbf9731ffba2
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nuIVTEe9y9s
https://doi.org/10.1080/09620214.2018.1468274
https://ourarchive.otago.ac.nz/esploro/outputs/graduate/Achieving-citizenship-for-all-How-can/9926479594401891
https://ourarchive.otago.ac.nz/esploro/outputs/graduate/Achieving-citizenship-for-all-How-can/9926479594401891
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.54322/1ab65618
https://www.education.govt.nz/our-work/overall-strategies-and-policies/the-statement-of-national-education-and-learning-priorities-nelp-and-the-tertiary-education-strategy-tes/
https://www.education.govt.nz/our-work/overall-strategies-and-policies/the-statement-of-national-education-and-learning-priorities-nelp-and-the-tertiary-education-strategy-tes/
https://www.education.govt.nz/our-work/overall-strategies-and-policies/the-statement-of-national-education-and-learning-priorities-nelp-and-the-tertiary-education-strategy-tes/
https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.7331366.5
http://www.teacherscouncil.govt.nz/required/Tataiako.pdf
http://www.teacherscouncil.govt.nz/required/Tataiako.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X035006018
https://www.abuseincare.org.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/28120/roguski-m-the-hidden-abuse-of-disabled-people-residing-in-the-community-an-exploratory-study-tairawhiti-community-voice-2013-1.pdf
https://www.abuseincare.org.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/28120/roguski-m-the-hidden-abuse-of-disabled-people-residing-in-the-community-an-exploratory-study-tairawhiti-community-voice-2013-1.pdf
https://www.abuseincare.org.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/28120/roguski-m-the-hidden-abuse-of-disabled-people-residing-in-the-community-an-exploratory-study-tairawhiti-community-voice-2013-1.pdf
https://www.abuseincare.org.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/28120/roguski-m-the-hidden-abuse-of-disabled-people-residing-in-the-community-an-exploratory-study-tairawhiti-community-voice-2013-1.pdf


Tahera Afrin      12 

 
 

Sharma, S. (2023). Understanding how Ableism Impacts Inclusion of Autistic 
Children in ECE in New Zealand [Doctoral Thesis]. The University of 
Waikato. 

Teaching Council of Aotearoa New Zealand. (2025). Inclusive teaching practice 
guidance-Draft. 
https://res.cloudinary.com/dwavcpl93/image/upload/s--4GW9CCLH--
/v1/extracted_pdfs_from_sspak/Inclusive-Teaching-Practice-
Guidance?_a=BAMAAAiu0  

Teaching Council of Aotearoa New Zealand. (2026). Introducing the 2026 
standards for the teaching profession. https://res.cloudinary.com/-
dwavcpl93/image/upload/s--e4CuXh-b--/Introducing-2026-Standards-
Teaching-Profession_iln5i6?_a=BAMAAAiu0  

Tupou, J., Ataera, C., Wallace-Watkin, C., & Waddington, H. (2023). Supporting 
tamariki takiwātanga Māori (autistic Māori children): Exploring the 
experience of early childhood educators. Autism, 1–13. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/13623613231181622  

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989). 

Whyte, M. (2024). What is inclusion? A focus on disabled children and their 
families in early childhood education. He Kupu, 8(2), 84–95. 
https://www.hekupu.ac.nz/article/what-inclusion-focus-disabled-
children-and-their-families-early-childhood-education  

Woodgate, F. (2025). Teaching Council of Aotearoa New Zealand (2025). 
Inclusive Teaching Practice Guidance (Draft). He Kupu, 8(3), 54–57. 
https://www.hekupu.ac.nz/article/document-review-teaching-council-
aotearoa-new-zealand-2025-inclusive-teaching-practice  

  

 
  

https://res.cloudinary.com/dwavcpl93/image/upload/s--4GW9CCLH--/v1/extracted_pdfs_from_sspak/Inclusive-Teaching-Practice-Guidance?_a=BAMAAAiu0
https://res.cloudinary.com/dwavcpl93/image/upload/s--4GW9CCLH--/v1/extracted_pdfs_from_sspak/Inclusive-Teaching-Practice-Guidance?_a=BAMAAAiu0
https://res.cloudinary.com/dwavcpl93/image/upload/s--4GW9CCLH--/v1/extracted_pdfs_from_sspak/Inclusive-Teaching-Practice-Guidance?_a=BAMAAAiu0
https://res.cloudinary.com/dwavcpl93/image/upload/s--e4CuXh-b--/Introducing-2026-Standards-Teaching-Profession_iln5i6?_a=BAMAAAiu0
https://res.cloudinary.com/dwavcpl93/image/upload/s--e4CuXh-b--/Introducing-2026-Standards-Teaching-Profession_iln5i6?_a=BAMAAAiu0
https://res.cloudinary.com/dwavcpl93/image/upload/s--e4CuXh-b--/Introducing-2026-Standards-Teaching-Profession_iln5i6?_a=BAMAAAiu0
https://doi.org/10.1177/13623613231181622
https://www.hekupu.ac.nz/article/what-inclusion-focus-disabled-children-and-their-families-early-childhood-education
https://www.hekupu.ac.nz/article/what-inclusion-focus-disabled-children-and-their-families-early-childhood-education
https://www.hekupu.ac.nz/article/document-review-teaching-council-aotearoa-new-zealand-2025-inclusive-teaching-practice
https://www.hekupu.ac.nz/article/document-review-teaching-council-aotearoa-new-zealand-2025-inclusive-teaching-practice


Inclusive Teaching Practice Guidance (ITPG): Does it allow me?       13 
 

 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

TAHERA AFRIN 
Unitec, New Zealand 
 

Tahera Afrin is Senior Lecturer in Early Childhood 
Education (ECE) at Unitec. She has years of experience 
as a teacher educator. Her research focuses on 
reflective practice, diversity and disability rights in 
teacher education. Her general interest in people and 
culture has   motivated   her   to   explore   the   
relationships between teacher educators   and   
student-teachers, entwined with the complexities of 
diversity and inclusion. Tahera is pursuing a PhD with 
Deakin University to understand and analyse the early 
childhood teacher education, aiming for an increased 

readiness in teachers for working with neurodiverse children.  
Email: tafrin@unitec.ac.nz  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The opinions expressed are those of the paper author(s) and not the New Zealand Journal of Teachers’ Work.  Copyright 
is held by individual authors but offprints in the published format only may be distributed freely by individuals provided 
that the source is fully acknowledged. [ISSN-1176-6662] 

mailto:tafrin@unitec.ac.nz

