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Aotearoa New Zealand finds itself in another election year and the current
National-led government continues to push through as many changes as possible
ahead of the November election. This current government term has seen
unprecedented change at a rapid pace in education across all sectors. There have
been substantial changes to early childhood education, a re-introduction of
charter schools, an overhaul of large parts of the curriculum, significant changes
to achievement measures and reporting, the decision to scrap the National
Certificate of Educational Achievement system and to replace it with something
new, changes to teacher education, changes to the governance structure of
teachers and teacher education, and many, many more — too many to be listed
here in full. Many of these educational changes are built on scant evidence or are
highly controversial. For instance, curriculum reform has been met with
significant resistance from teachers (cf. Ibell & Gerritson, 2026). In the case of
the Government’s efforts to roll back the implications of Te Tiriti o Waitangi
articles for educational settings, concerns centre on a lack of meaningful
consultation. This has led to an urgent Waitangi Tribunal inquiry into the
Government’s removal of the obligation for school boards to give effect to Te Tiriti
o Waitangi. Claimants argue that Maori were not consulted and that the changes
risk undermining Maori success as Maori in education, potentially causing
significant and lasting harm (Bailey-McDowall, 2026). And while these changes
in education over the last three years are strongly based in ideology rather than
robust evidence (cf. Amos, 2026), which is a significant shortcoming of this
particular situation, they will have an enduring impact on the educational
landscape in Aotearoa New Zealand.

Beyond the challenges of the current sweeping changes in education, we
want to draw attention to the systemic issues of how education is treated in New
Zealand as a political ping-pong game between Governments!. Due to the strong

1 In New Zealand, the central government is elected every 3 years, and in contrast to other
democracies, New Zealand only has one parliamentary chamber (no Senat or house of
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ideological and political division between the left- and right-wing parties,
including centrist parties such as Labour and National, education regularly
becomes a battleground of political ideology and action (cf. Salter, 2018; Seah,
2023). For example, the last Labour-led government undertook an extensive
review of the education and schooling system (Barker, 2023), which called for
substantial changes in the system. As part of this, a curriculum review was
initiated and an updated curriculum devised, under considerable consultation
with stakeholders in the system. On arrival of the National-led government in
2023 many of the changes proposed and implemented by the earlier government
have been reversed, the curriculum refresh has been re-drawn, and sweeping
changes have been implemented at pace, often with only rudimentary
consultation (cf. Gerritson, 2025). Another example is the ideological project of
charter schools: implemented 2013 by the National led government with ACT,
abolished in 2017 by the Labour-led government, and re-instated as political
ideological pet-project by the current government in 2023. We have examined
these changes in an earlier editorial in this journal (Couch et al., 2024).

A further example is the sweeping regulatory, licensing, and pay equity
changes that have dramatically shifted the professional landscape of the early
childhood education context. These changes have been instigated under the
rhetoric of offering “more choice and better access to parents” (Seymour, 2025).
Yet the underpinning logic for framing early childhood education as an economic,
rather than a social endeavour, has long been contested, and the language of
‘parental choice’ reduces education to another commodity in the market that can
be bought and sold, rather than a central community ethic (Moss, 2009).

This systemic tension of educational development and reform being
caught up in political swings on a regular basis, we argue, has significant
detrimental effects on the effectiveness and quality of the education system, as
well as on educators and students within the system. Each play of the educational
ping pong represents significant resource use, energy, and good will. Considering
how substantial amounts of money, time and energy have gone into the various
reforms in recent years, it is unsurprising that teachers, principals and academics
who were involved in these reforms report feeling disillusioned, exploited, and
fatigued (cf. Gordon & Lourie, 2026).

While rates of teachers leaving the profession are not currently of concern
as Aotearoa New Zealand sits within or slightly above the OECD average, overall
turnover rates are above OECD average and significantly higher than some other
high performing education systems (OECD, 2025a). However, in regard to
teacher stress, New Zealand features well above average in stress and challenges
created by top-down changes created by prescribed policy (65% vs. under 40%
OECD average) and curriculum changes (55% vs. under 35% OECD average)
(OECD, 2025b). The TALIS report by the OECD (2025b, “Changes and reforms”
section, para. 1) further states that:

43% of teachers believe that too many change initiatives are
introduced at their school (higher than the OECD average: 31%), 56%
report that they would like to see a period of stability before new

representatives or similar exists; nor does New Zealand have a constitution to protect
fundamental values). As such, any government in power with a majority of MPs can make
sweeping changes across all areas of New Zealand law.
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changes are introduced in their schools (higher than the OECD
average: 44%), and 40% report being asked to implement changes
without the necessary resources (higher than the OECD average: 31%)

In addition, teachers in Aotearoa New Zealand report significantly higher stress
on average (33% vs. 19% OECD average) and higher weekly working hours
(47.5h) compared to the OECD average (41h). This indicates that Aotearoa New
Zealand is tracking significantly higher on overall changes to the daily work for
teachers, indicated through above average negative impacts on teacher mental
health and stress across the OECD (OECD, 2025b).

Other negative effects that constant change can bring to our education
system is the reduction of ‘mastery’ of any given strategy, curriculum, or pedagogy
that comes with repeated practice and reflection on practice for improvement. If
strategies on how reading or math should be taught shift dramatically in a short
period of time, or what content needs to be taught in any given year is changing
repeatedly, teachers necessarily have to ‘start fresh,’ or, at least, take a step back
to make themselves familiar with the new requirements. Often these changes
assume that technical skills need to be learned, which takes away time that could
be spent on improving teachers’ relational practices to differentiate strategies to
better meet students’ varied learning needs, and time to engage with students as
they continue to provide high quality education.

WHAT IS NEEDED THEN?

We argue that it would be beneficial for Aotearoa New Zealand if our education
system had a more stable outlook, was steered by a larger vision of ‘good
education’ (cf. Biesta, 2022) and were to be protected from the ‘ping-ponging’
that occurs with governmental election cycles. In practical terms, Aotearoa New
Zealand could look to the Finnish system (European Commission, 2026), where
cross-partisan agreement has created a decentralised trusting educational
environment that provides more autonomy to local municipalities and schools
(arguably related but still different from our Tomorrow Schools model; e.g. less
demands on school boards, but more input and support from local government).
The Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture, while still responsible for
national policy, is balanced by the Finnish National Agency for Education,
“which works in close co-operation with the Ministry to develop educational
objectives, content and methods for early childhood pre-primary, basic, upper
secondary and adult education and training” (European Commission, 2026,
“Finnish National Agency for Education” section, para. 1). Local municipalities
are supported by regional administrative agencies that function as intermediates
between the Ministry of Education and Culture, and local authorities in terms of
implementing national policies. Such a system, paired with high appreciation and
social status of teachers, a high trust model in the teaching profession, and
relative stability through systemic distance from politically changing
environments, can support a long-term vision and plan for education, evidence-
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based decision-making and policy development, and create a more stable and less
stressful environment for teachers and studentsz.

Considering the recommendations made by the Tomorrow’s Schools
Independent Taskforce (2019; cf. Barker, 2023), it is maybe not surprising that
what is recommended there would bring the Aotearoa New Zealand system closer
to what Finland already has. This, paired with the recommendations of He
Taonga Te Tamaiti: Early Learning Strategic Plan 2019-2029, if it was realised
fully, could have created a more stable educational system. This report and plan
could still provide a vision for a research-informed reworking of our current
system into something that might work better for Aotearoa New Zealand’s people
and our society as a whole. Unfortunately, the current government and policy
direction — for example, through moving regulatory responsibilities from the
Teaching Council to the Ministry of Education — is taking Aotearoa New Zealand
further away from such a stabilising ideal.
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