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Editorial  

 Welcome to the third issue of the Journal of Initial Teacher 

Inquiry. The journal celebrates inquiry based research as 

conducted by Initial Teacher Education (ITE) students 

completing the intensive, one year Master of Teaching and 

Learning (MTchgLn) course at the University of Canterbury, 

Christchurch, New Zealand. Our MTchgLn programme 

whakataukǭ (proverb) emphasises the value we place on our ITE 

students and their learning;  

 

Ahakoa he iti, he pounamu 

Although it is small, it is greenstone 

 

 Our programme has an emphasis on professional inquiry 

with a specific focus on developing the skills of critical analysis 

and reflection on practice experiences to support Ǖkonga (learner) 

achievement. It is common for beginning teachers to have queries 

concerning contemporary issues in education based on personal 

experiences. This allowed our MTchgLn students to explore their 

own puzzles of practice through a research informed approach (as 

opposed to a practice based approach) into exploring such issues. 

Therefore our ITE students need to learn the skills required to 

explore, understand and critique research as they develop an 

inquiry approach to support their learning. One outcome of our 

ITE studentsô learning was a critical literature review based on a 

contemporary issue in education that resonated with puzzles of 

practice emerging from their developing contexts. 

 The themes for this issue were drawn from the Bolstad et al. 

(2012) report Supporting future-oriented learning and teaching ï 

a New Zealand perspective and were: 

Å Personalising learning 

Å Equity, diversity, and inclusivity 

Å Rethinking learner and teacher roles 

Å Partnerships and relationships 

Å The role of new technologies 

 

 Our ITE students were asked to consider these emerging 

principles for 21st century education system arising from a vision 

of future-orientated learning and teaching and to consider what 

aspects resonated with their current experiences, what were their 

puzzles of practice, what were their developing interests that 

would lead them to inquire into their own practice. This journal is 

the result of those inquiries.  

 

Ko te ahurei o te tamaiti arahia o tatou mahi 

Let the uniqueness of the child guide our work 

Personalising Learning 

 In the first article, Swan introduces the notion of personalised 

learning and considers how it is conceptualised and the 

implications on students learning. It discusses some of the 

benefits and constraints that can result from personalised learning 

approaches.  The second article builds on the first and Stewart 

continues to examine what personalised learning looks like in the 

context of classroom practice.  From his review of the literature, 

Stewart identifies and discusses four emerging themes that 

influence the effectiveness of a personalised learning approach. 

The next review, by Harris, looks more specifically at how 

schools have been able to use the key competencies as defined in 

the New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007) to 

support students as future focused learners. This article discuss 

how personalised learning can support competency development. 

In the final article in this section, Gibson takes a more 

philosophical approach as he discusses and critiques personalised 

learning and the implications for implementing it in practice.  

Equity, Diversity , and Inclusivity 

 In her article, Harbott identifies that although New Zealand is 

an inclusive society, teaching practices vary widely with regards 

to educating for diversity. In this review she explores the 

challenges facing teachers as they attempt to respond to the 

complex student diversity of their classes.  The second article has 

a specific focus on gender equity within the Science, Technology, 

Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) disciplines. Specifically, 

Huddleston explores the importance of developing, maintaining 

and retaining gender interest in STEM. In the third article within 

this section, Falconer has a particular interest in supporting 

Pasifika literacy education. In her literature review she discusses 

some of the key factors that influence Pasifika literacy outcomes 

and identifies two clear strategies for teachers that may improve 

literacy achievement. In the next article, Ford approaches the 

theme through an analysis of streaming in a secondary 

mathematics context and explores the influence of streaming on 

how students perceive their own capabilities (student self-

concept) in mathematics. The final article, by Ladkin, also takes 

a student perspective on inclusivity and considers the role of 

student voice and power relations within a school and the 

implication for minority students. 

Rethinking Learner and Teacher Roles 

 The first article within this theme by Robertson explores the 

idea of student voice and considers how students can gain more 

agency within a school setting and the implications for teaching 

practice. The second article, by Denton, considers citizenship 

education. In particular the role of the teacher, with respect to their 

beliefs, values and pedagogy is examined and the impact this may 

have on the teaching and learning of citizenship education for 

students. In her article, Page examines a specific pedagogical 

practice, cooperative learning, and considers some of the barriers 

and enablers to facilitate it in the classroom. The next article, by 

Spenner, looks specifically at growth mindset and discusses some 

examples of growth mindset interventions in the primary 

classroom as well as with parents.  The potential for using this 

pedagogy to support learning and the potential challenges 

associated with it are explored. In her article, Hooker has a 

particular interest in student wellbeing. Her literature review 

explores those factors that contribute to student wellbeing in 

schools and discusses the connection to student achievement. She 

also identifies the importance of considering teacher wellbeing 

and how it may be a significant influence on student wellbeing 

and makes the connection to the importance of developing shared 

learning environments that promote wellbeing. The last article in 

this section, by Johns, continues the theme of wellbeing and in 

particular examines mental health and wellbeing in schools. She 

provides a review of current support systems, identifies those 

factors that may place students at risk, and discusses the paucity 

of research into adolescent mental health and wellbeing in New 

Zealand. 

 

Partnerships and Relationships 

 The notion of connectedness is developed within this theme, 

drawing on connections between participants within schools, 

schools and outside organisations and schools and the wider 

community. In the first review, Hegarty explores how innovative 
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learning environments (ILE) provide opportunities for students 

and teachers to engage in a new type of partnership. The use of 

specific organisations that have a disciplinary focus, such as 

science centres, to help provide a greater contextual connection 

for learning opportunities is discussed by Abernethy. With a 

focus on science outreach, Abernethy provides a range of 

examples where positive outcomes for learning have been 

reported. Munro takes a particular interest in home-school 

partnerships and explores how technology can foster such 

partnerships. She identifies the challenges of using digital 

technologies to support home-school relationships.  In her review, 

Mackie explores the role of religion as a basis for a community-

based and inclusive approach to education. In particular she 

explores the role of school leaders and faith-based schooling and 

its impact on the development of community relationships.  The 

last article in this section, by Lawry, considers the relationship 

between teacher early into their career (pre-service and beginning 

teachers) and teacher mentors. The complexities of the mentoring 

process are explored and in particular the implications of 

mentoring on beginning teacher job satisfaction, job turnover, and 

student achievement are discussed. 

 

The Role of New Technologies 

 Schools that are technology-rich learning environments have 

been shown to utilise technology to: enable and support 

infrastructure, provide opportunities to connect and inspire, 

enhance capability, and to support innovation (Bolstad et al., 

2012). In this theme Heath presents a review that explores how 

technology can be used to support the nature of science in the 

classroom. In particular he discusses how technology can support 

student agency, access to new knowledge, opportunities to 

collaborate, and a contextual relevance to inquiry. Jackson 

continues the theme but explores it through mathematical 

discipline knowledge. His review explores a range of factors 

affecting the use of integration of information and 

communications technology (ICT) in the mathematics 

classroom. The role of ICT to support a teaching as inquiry 

approach is examined by Dobbertin-King. In the review he 

discusses a variety of strategies that are required to support 

teachers.  Husband explores the use of e-tools for assessment and 

in particular focuses on the challenges associated with the 

transition to technology based assessment, the benefits and 

challenges. In the final article of this section, Findlay discusses 

the notion of digital access within learning environments and the 

role of digital literacy. He explores a number of innovative 

practices, specifically the role of gamification as an example of 

future-focussed learning to support enhanced reading and writing 

skills in learners.  

 

 The articles selected for this journal reflect the high quality of 

our ITE graduates and provide an intrinsic value to those engaged 

in exploring practice through a teaching as inquiry approach. We 

value each and every article, and, for our ITE students as they 

begin their journey, we remind ourselves of the importance of 

each one of their contributions - ahakoa he iti, he pounamu. 

    

 

Chris Astall  

Associate Editor 
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Personalised Learning: Understandings and 

Effectiveness in Practice  
 

Caitlin Swan  

Te RǕngai Ako me te Hauora - College of Education, Health and Human Development, University of Canterbury, New Zealand  

 

Abstract 

Personalised learning is being promoted in New Zealand and around the world as one of the key components of a 

future-focussed education system. Although it is conceptualised and implemented in many different ways, it appears 

that the common aim of personalised learning is to tailor the education system to meet all studentsô diverse needs. 

While, or possibly because, most educators would support such an aim for education, there is very little research 

concerning its effectiveness. Studies have also shown that personalised learning is understood and implemented by 

teachers in multiple different ways. This literature review examines various conceptualisations of personalised learning 

and their effect on studentsô learning. Both benefits and detriments to studentsô achievement and engagement are 

identified and discussed in this review. The inconsistent findings suggest that ambiguities in the concept of 

personalised learning need to be addressed and further research done into its effects on studentsô learning. 

Keywords: Personalised Learning, Primary, Secondary, Inequality. 
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Introduction  

 In New Zealand, personalised learning has been promoted as 

one of the principles that support a future-focused education 

system (Bolstad et al., 2012). Personalised learning moves away 

from a traditional one-size-fits-all, teacher-centred model to 

shaping the system around students, providing differentiated 

education to support diverse needs (Bolstad et al., 2012). This 

focus is part of a global movement and now personalised learning 

is being implemented in education systems around the world 

(Beach & Dovemark, 2009). It is called many different names 

(personalised learning, personalised learning, personalisation, 

and in Sweden, individualisering) and there are many variations 

in the concepts (Beach & Dovemark, 2009; Campbell, Robinson, 

Neelands, Hewston, & Mazzoli, 2007; McGuinness, 2010; Prain 

et al., 2013). A common aim, however, appears to be tailoring the 

education system to meet all studentsô diverse needs (Bevan-

Brown, McGee, Ward, & MacIntyre, 2011; Prain et al., 2013; 

Underwood et al., 2007). The New Zealand Ministry of 

Education (MOE) positions personalised learning as a student-

centred approach that strives to make learning meaningful (MOE, 

2006). Within this initiative, students become informed and 

actively involved in their own education, and the school system 

is ñresponsive and flexible enough to ensure every young person 

can achieve their potential and is set up for life-long learningò 

(MOE, 2006, p. 3).  

 Although it would be difficult to find an educator who would 

disagree with such an aim for education, little research has been 

conducted on the implementation or effect of personalised 

learning programmes. What evidence there is reveals that 

personalised learning has been understood and implemented in 

schools in multiple different ways. Bevan-Brown et al. (2011) 

surveyed New Zealand educatorsô understandings and enactment 

of personalised learning. Although responses were mainly from 

primary schools with little student diversity, their findings suggest 

that there is great variety in educatorsô conceptions of 

personalised learning and that many are somewhat limited. The 

majority understood personalised learning as tailoring teaching to 

fulfil all learnersô diverse talents and needs (Bevan-Brown et al., 

2011). A small few, however, believed that personalised learning 

was individualised plans for special needs students (Bevan-

Brown et al., 2011). Underwood et al. (2007) found similar 

disparities in teacher understandings and implementation of 

personalised learning in their study in England. Their research 

also found that personalised learning does not necessarily lead to 

increased academic achievement, especially in high-performance 

schools (Underwood et al., 2007). Underwoodôs study is not the 

only one to raise questions about the effectiveness of personalised 

learning (Beach & Dovemark, 2009). This present literature 

http://www.education.canterbury.ac.nz/teacherinquiry/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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https://doi.org/10.1080/03054980903122267
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https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8527.2007.00370.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411926.2012.669747
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411926.2012.669747
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review, therefore, examines various conceptions of personalised 

learning in schools and their impact on student learning. 

 

Successful Programmes 

 Two different programmes of personalised learning 

implemented in New Zealand secondary schools have shown 

some benefits (McGuinness, 2010; Russell & Riley, 2011). They 

both are based on a concept of personalised learning that reflects 

that of the MOE (2006), in which teaching is tailored towards all 

studentsô holistic needs and students become co-authors of their 

learning supported by whǕnau (family) and teachers 

(McGuinness, 2010; Russell & Riley, 2011). Russell and Rileyôs 

(2011) programme was implemented for 40 Year 11-13 gifted 

and talented students and involved both individual and group 

pathways. McGuinnessô (2010) programme introduced learning 

mentors for all Year 10-13 students who provided support and 

guidance to students and parents in relation to student learning. In 

each programme students, parents and teachers/learning mentors 

met to develop studentsô goals. Evaluations by students and 

parents revealed that benefits in both programmes included 

improved relationships between students and teachers and 

parents and teachers, with parents becoming more involved in 

their childôs education. The implementation of learning mentors 

in Year 10-13 also resulted in a 38% decrease in behavioural 

problems (McGuinness, 2010) while the gifted and talented 

programme led to increased student empowerment, motivation 

and challenge (Russell & Riley, 2011). Although neither 

programme can be directly linked to academic gains, 

McGuinness (2010) reported that National Certificate of 

Educational Achievement (NCEA) results improved during the 

implementation of learning mentors. Although the conception of 

personalised learning demonstrated in these programmes was 

effective at improving relationships, further research will be 

needed to understand whether these benefits lead to academic 

gains and whether they are effective in non-secondary school 

settings or for students who are not gifted and talented.  

 Breakthrough is another initiative based on personalised 

learning (Fullan, 2009). It has been implemented to support 

literacy development in both Melbourne (Australia) and in the 

York Region (Canada) and has had a significant effect on learner 

outcomes. For example, the mathematics, reading, and writing 

results of York Region schools improved by 10 ï 20 % over five 

years (Fullan, 2009). One of Breakthroughôs key components, 

personalisation of learning, reflects the previously discussed 

definition in that it is based on tailoring education to meet 

studentsô learning and motivational needs (Fullan, 2009). In a 

manner similar to Russell and Rileyôs (2011) gifted and talented 

programme, Breakthrough positions personalisation as both an 

individual and a collective phenomenon, requiring relationships 

between students, teachers, parents, and the community (Fullan, 

2009). Breakthrough combines this conception of personalised 

learning with precise teaching and ongoing professional learning 

(continual professional development immersed in teachersô daily 

practice). Precise teaching requires teaching specifically needs of 

the students (Fullan, 2009). To be precise, teachers must engage 

in assessment for learning, ascertaining studentsô learning and 

instructional needs, and then sharing this feedback with students 

(Fullan, 2009). These three components have been combined to 

develop specific strategies, including: establishing a staff member 

as a literacy coach, monitoring learner progression through a case 

management approach, and involving parents and the 

community in promoting literacy development (Fullan, 2009). 

Breakthrough is one of the few models of personalised learning 

that specifies the practices required to achieve it which suggests 

that this model may be able to achieve consistent positive effects 

on student achievement.  

 Prain et al. (2013) also developed a model of personalised 

learning that proved to be beneficial to studentsô education. This 

model is based around three components: relational agency, a 

differentiated curriculum, and self-regulation. Relational agency 

is perceived as the interplay of teacher and student agency within 

the constraints of the education system (for example, national 

policy) (Prain et al., 2013). A differentiated curriculum refers, not 

to long-term streaming as is sometimes suggested, but to short-

term variations in subject matter or pedagogy in relation to 

specific units and informed by studentsô current needs (Prain et 

al., 2013). Self-regulation occurs when students ñtake 

responsibility for what and how to learnò (Prain et al., 2013, p. 

665). Because these capabilities are developmental, it initially 

requires explicit guidance and co-regulation with teachers for 

students to develop (Prain et al., 2013). Prain et al.ôs (2013) model 

was implemented in the mathematical programme of a Year 7-10 

school in Victoria, Australia. Academic performance in this 

school was well below national averages and surveys showed that 

learners were disengaged and unmotivated in mathematics (Prain 

et al., 2013). A differentiated curriculum that provided a range of 

mathematical experiences was implemented by teams of 

teachers, working with a consultant, to increase their expertise. 

Student learning was co-regulated with teachers through shared 

goal-setting and feedback. Analysis of quantitative and 

qualitative data show that the outcomes of this three-year study 

were increased student motivation and self-direction, increased 

teacher co-operation and improved academic attainment, with 

numeracy growth exceeding the state average (Prain et al., 2013). 

The consultant was key to the change of pedagogy in this 

programme, which suggests that teachers may need expert 

support to shift to a student-centred approach to education.  

 Campbell et al. (2007) discussed a concept of personalised 

learning that stems from Leadbeater (2003) concept of 

personalisation in the public sector in England (as cited in 

Campbell et al., 2007). Campbell et al. (2007) argue that this 

concept does not aim to marketise education and is more socially-

oriented that the individualism that it was first misunderstood for. 

Instead Leadbeaters concept promotes self-realisation with 

students earning the right to act as responsible co-authors of their 

education. Campbell et al. (2007) differentiate between shallow 

and deep levels of personalisation, the first being better access to 

public services and some limited recognition of user voice with 

the latter being ña more ódisruptiveô innovation in which users 

become ódesigners and paymastersô of servicesò (Campbell et al., 

2007, p. 136). Their study involved identifying the pedagogy of 

personalised learning in an English and a History class in a sixth-

form college in England with a high proportion of gifted and 

talented students, where teaching had been assessed as 

outstanding by the Office for Standards in Education. The 

pedagogy that they identified through observation and discussion 

with teachers was based on informal but respectful relationships 

and the co-construction of knowledge as a class, leading to 

individual learning. Campbell et al. (2007) argue that this co-
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http://www.giftedchildren.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/v16russell.pdf
http://www.giftedchildren.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/v16russell.pdf
http://www.giftedchildren.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/v16russell.pdf
http://www.giftedchildren.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/v16russell.pdf
http://www.giftedchildren.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/v16russell.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411926.2012.669747
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411926.2012.669747
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411926.2012.669747
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411926.2012.669747
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411926.2012.669747
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411926.2012.669747
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411926.2012.669747
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411926.2012.669747
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411926.2012.669747
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411926.2012.669747
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411926.2012.669747
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8527.2007.00370.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8527.2007.00370.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8527.2007.00370.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8527.2007.00370.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8527.2007.00370.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8527.2007.00370.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8527.2007.00370.x


Journal of Initial Teacher Inquiry (2017). Volume 3 

   5 

  

construction of knowledge requires considerable subject 

expertise. This could possibly be extended to professional 

expertise because both Fullanôs (2009) Breakthrough model and 

Prain et al.ôs (2013) study involved professional development. It 

is questionable, however, whether this pedagogy specifically led 

to academic improvements and if it could be transferred 

effectively into subjects where knowledge is positioned as 

objective truth, or with younger students, different abilities, or 

different social backgrounds (Campbell et al., 2007).  

 

Critiques of Programmes 

 Research into personalised learning has not always found 

positive results. Underwood et al. (2007) investigated 

personalised learning and technology in 67 English primary and 

secondary schools, analysing both quantitative and qualitative 

data. In their study, they defined personalised learning as ñthe 

tailoring of pedagogy, curriculum and learning support to meet 

the needs and aspirations of individual learners, irrespective of 

ability, culture or social status, in order to nurture the unique 

talents of every pupilò (Underwood et al., 2007, p. 57). Their 

study found that personalised learning does not necessarily lead 

to increased achievement, especially in high-performance 

schools. At Key Stage 2 of the General Certificate of Secondary 

Education (GCSE) there was a positive relationship between 

student perceptions of personalisation and achievement while at 

Key Stage 3 the reverse was true (Underwood et al., 2007). 

Underwood et al.ôs (2007) study also found that increased choice 

of learning methods was negatively correlated with studentsô 

investment in their education. They posit that such a finding may 

be due to poorly motivated learners preferring the predictability 

and comfort of set work methods over risk-involved novelty. 

They also suggest that it could equally be due to a pedagogical 

choice by the teacher who might decide to use less innovative 

methods to teach so-called difficult students. Underwood et al.ôs 

(2007) study found many inconsistencies in the effectiveness of 

personalised learning, particularly at the student-level. Further 

research is therefore needed to identify the specific factors of 

personalised learning that are beneficial or detrimental to 

studentsô learning (Underwood et al., 2007).  

 Beach and Dovemark (2009) critique personalised learning 

in relation to equality. Their study used ethnographic research to 

investigate the implementation of personalised learning in two 

Year 8 classes in two secondary schools in Sweden, one 

predominantly middle-class and the other with around 50% of 

students whose first language was not Swedish. In their study, 

personalised learning (individualisering in Sweden) is conceived 

as supporting ñthe promotion of freedom of choice, 

private/individual responsibility and personal dimensions of 

knowledge rather than the acquisition of particular formal 

knowledge packagesò (Beach & Dovemark, 2009, p. 690). This 

concept of personalised learning easily aligns with competitive 

market values. Beach and Dovemark (2009) argue that, in 

practice, personalised learning is influenced by an emphasis on 

performativity and neoliberalism within the education system and 

wider society. Their research found that students were evaluated 

not only on their academic performance but also their attitudes 

towards education. So-called good students were judged 

according to neoliberal values, creating the image of a learner as 

a rational choosing individual who creates their own success by 

consuming education (often, in this study, by monopolising 

teacher time). Beach and Dovemark (2009), however, interpret 

these traits from a different perspective. To them, they are 

ñédestructive (to othersô interests), disruptive (toward 

egalitarian principles), unreasonable (in their over-consumption 

of time and resources) and unfair (to other pupils)éò (Beach & 

Dovemark, 2009, p. 699). Students who exhibited these qualities 

were generally high-achieving and the Beach and Dovemark 

(2009) study found that teachers rewarded these traits 

(unconsciously or not) by expending more time supporting these 

students. The Beach and Dovemark (2009) research therefore 

suggests that personalised learning may perpetuate the gap 

between high and low achieving students.  

 Beach and Dovemark (2009) also argue that the neoliberal 

principles conveyed by personalised learning could exacerbate 

class educational inequalities. Neoliberal values are not universal 

but particular to upper-middle classes (Beach & Dovemark, 

2009). Middle-class identities centre around consumption and 

thus middle-class students are privileged by the recognition of 

their class identity (as resource consumers and hoarders of 

capital) in the classroom. Meanwhile the identities of 

classes/cultures that value helping one another and interests 

outside of school are marginalised (Beach & Dovemark, 2009). 

Thus, dominant cultural and social groups are privileged and 

existing hierarchies are perpetuated. Campbell et al. (2007) was 

also concerned that this could be an outcome of personalised 

learning; however, they did not find evidence in their study to 

support or deny this concern. Beach and Dovemark (2009) also 

argue that the concept of private choice that is emphasised in this 

concept of personalised learning means that self-interest and 

egotistical calculations over personal return may be the only 

unifying factor in educational culture, thus threatening 

democratic values. Because this research is based in Sweden, 

Beach and Dovemarkôs (2009) argument may not be applicable 

in New Zealand contexts; however, it is worth investigating in 

this country because New Zealand society is also influenced by 

neoliberal principles (Carrington & MacArthur, 2012). 

 

Conclusion 

 The literature suggests that a common aim to the concept of 

personalised learning is tailoring education to meet studentsô 

diverse needs. This focus, however, can be interpreted or 

extended in multiple different ways, creating tensions between 

different understandings of personalised learning. One such 

tension is whether personalised learning is an individualistic or 

more socially-oriented concept. Campbell et al. (2007) argues 

that personalised learning involves collective co-construction of 

knowledge that leads to individual learning, an idea that was 

reflected in several other studies (Prain et al., 2013; Russell & 

Riley, 2011). Beach and Dovemark (2009), however, identified 

an individualistic focus in their study, which supported the 

emphasis of selfish, neoliberal values. Another ambiguity is the 

interpretation of a differentiated curriculum which, according to 

Prain et al. (2013), is sometimes seen in terms of set labelling of 

student capabilities through long-term streaming instead of short-

term differences in curriculum or instruction that support 

studentsô current and ever changing needs. Several researchers 

have also identified that personalisation can be understood and 

implemented in deep or shallow ways (Bolstad et al., 2012; 
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Campbell et al., 2007; Fullan, 2009). Shallow understandings 

generally involve increased student choice in activity but do not 

challenge the teacher-directed nature of the education system. In 

contrast, deep personalisation requires students to be involved in 

decision making (Bolstad et al., 2012). For any programme of 

personalised learning to be successful these ambiguities and 

tensions in the concept should first be resolved (Campbell et al., 

2007).  

 Many of the studies reviewed here found personalised 

learning to be beneficial to studentsô learning. These benefits 

included improved academic performance, fewer behavioural 

problems, increased motivation and better teacher-student 

relationships (McGuinness, 2010; Prain et al., 2013; Russell & 

Riley, 2011). Several studies, however, found negative effects of 

personalised learning. For example, Underwood et al.ôs (2007) 

findings suggest that implementing personalised learning in 

shallow ways of increasing student choice without increasing 

student agency can increase student disengagement. Beach and 

Dovemarkôs (2009) research also found that implementing 

personalised learning could perpetuate existing inequalities in 

relation to achievement, class, and culture. In their study, the 

conception of personalised learning supported the neoliberal 

values of the dominant middle-class, marginalising those with 

differing values which is generally low achieving, lower class, or 

minority culture students. Underwood et al. (2007), however, also 

found that personalised learning resulted in lower achievement in 

high-performance schools. This suggests that different 

conceptions of personalised learning can either support or 

undermine the education systemsô emphasis on performativity. 

These conflicting findings suggest that the underlying values and 

purpose of personalised learning and of education need to be 

examined and perhaps re-evaluated so that they support rather 

than contradict one another. Personalised learning also needs to 

be implemented in a way that challenges rather than hides 

existing inequalities. As Fullan (2009) argues, personalised 

learning will only be successful if there is equality in all areas.  

 The literature reviewed here reveals that personalised 

learning programmes can prove beneficial or detrimental to 

studentsô learning. Further research is therefore needed to 

understand which conceptualisations and implementations of 

personalised learning are successful and which are damaging. 

Are they addressing, or perpetuating, marginalisation? Even if 

academic performance increases, are the values promoted by the 

programme desirable or do they promote selfishness as Beach 

and Dovemark (2009) found? Even supposing these factors are 

identified within a single study, research will need to be 

undertaken to investigate whether they are transferrable to other 

situations. Will they be effective with different age groups, 

achievement levels, classes, or cultures? Due to the contradictory 

findings and the inconsistencies with teacher understandings and 

implementations of personalised learning, I would argue that, for 

a successful programme to be implemented nation-wide, 

extensive research will need to be undertaken to identify specific 

strategies and understandings as was done in the Breakthrough 

study.  
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Abstract 

Personalised learning is emerging as the way forward for global education in the changing environment of 21st century 

teaching and learning. This involves the transfer of learning focus from teacher directed toward a more individualised 

approach, one that places learner needs, abilities, motivations, and desires in the forefront. Research suggests that the 

common in practice themes of a personalised approach are authentic assessment for learning, a flexible curriculum 

that is learner centred, the involvement of the community in learning, and the use of information communication 

technology (ICT) to provide multiple resources and learning platforms. The challenges that exist with this approach 

are the level of teacher buy in, student unfamiliarity with its processes, and lack of Government support and guidance 

for schools. This review focuses on case studies as well as primary and secondary research, relating to these common 

themes and challenges and identifies necessary personalised aspects and exemplars for future implementers.   
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Introduction  

 According to Patrick, Kennedy, and Powell (2013), 

personalised learning is defined as ñtailoring learning for each 

studentôs strengths, needs and interests - including enabling 

student voice and choice in what, how, when and where they 

learn - to provide flexibility and supports to ensure mastery of the 

highest standards possibleò (cited in Taylor, 2016, p. 3). This 

requires instructional models that provide opportunities for the 

mastery of specific learning competencies, attempted at a student-

centred pace, with the support of facilitated assessment that 

allows for individualised instruction (Taylor, 2016). Although 

extensive research leans  toward multiple interpretations and 

definitions of personalised learning in theory, the one common 

element is that personalised learning is learning that is catered to 

the needs of the individual. But what does this mean in the context 

of classroom practice? How are schools incorporating student 

voice and choice, while tailoring for the specific learning needs 

of a multitude of diverse students? The focus of this literature 

review is on research pertaining to the common features and 

challenges that are evident within contemporary primary, middle, 

and secondary schools that have broken away from traditional 

learning environments in favour of a more personalised approach. 

Through researching qualitative data from New Zealand, 

Australian, English, and American case studies, along with 

primary and secondary research material, four common features 

of an implemented personalised learning approach are emerging. 

These are: 

¶ The use of authentic assessment for learning, and the 

knowledge of student needs 

¶ A flexible curriculum that allows for student voice and 

choice 

¶ The involvement of family and communities in the 

teaching and learning process 

¶ The use of information communication technology (ICT) 

for learning and the collection of student data  

 

 Along with these features are challenges identified in the 

research, including: the level of kaiako (teacher) buy in through 

resistance to pedagogical change, the challenges for Ǖkonga 

(learner) adjusting to a personalised approach, and, on a New 

Zealand front, a lack of Government support and guidance for 

school principals. Although this is not an exhaustive review of 

current literature, nor a review on best practice evidence, it does 

provide useful information for potential implementers. 

 

Assessment 

Creating Learner Profiles  

 One of the common features of implemented personalised 

learning approaches to come out of the researched material is the 

http://hdl.handle.net/10092/14630
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value that is placed on identifying the learning interests and 

characteristics of individual Ǖkonga that enables adequate 

assessment for learning. According to the Organisation for 

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), one of the 

key components of personalised learning is the use of assessment 

for learning that is based on ñdetailed knowledge of the strengths 

and weaknesses of individual studentsò (OECD, 2006, p. 10). In 

a case study of one United States of America and one Canadian 

high school, Jenkins and Keefe (2002) found that the diagnosis of 

Ǖkonga learning characteristics are at the heart of the personalised 

learning approach. Both schools develop personalised 

educational plans with all their Ǖkonga, which allows for Learner 

Style Profiles (LSP), and these are then used as an instrument to 

help Ǖkonga choose relevant activities from learning guides and 

appropriate learning environments that have been identified in 

their profiles (Jenkins & Keefe, 2002). The kaiako then use this 

information, along with past achievement data and 

developmental information, to generate personal plan books for 

each Ǖkonga that are monitored by kaiako for time spent on 

curriculum areas and progress evaluation. The kaiako themselves 

collaborate across curriculum areas and departments through 

linkable databases that detail Ǖkonga profiles and progress reports 

that allows for the meeting of Ǖkonga learning objectives and 

goals in accordance with their learning styles and developmental 

needs (Jenkins & Keefe, 2002). A similar study was conducted in 

Australia on four Year 7 ï 10 regional schools in the state of 

Victoria that implemented personalised learning focuses (Prain et 

al., 2013). In one school, kaiako from the mathematics 

department obtained Ǖkonga data from surveys, Ǖkonga 

interviews, and national tests results to gain a precise snapshot of 

Ǖkonga achievement, motivation, learning needs, and desires. 

This information was then used for collaborative consultancy by 

all members of the mathematics department to establish a 

pedagogy that would be relevant for the learning needs of the 

researched Ǖkonga (Prain et al., 2013). Although not identical, 

these methods are valuable tools for vital Ǖkonga information that 

can be analysed, for authentic assessment for learning to be 

incorporated.  

 

Authentic Assessment for learning 

 Throughout the researched material, authentic assessment for 

learning is utilised to further the learning abilities of Ǖkonga. The 

OECD describe assessment for learning as assessment that 

ñhelp[s] learnersô work out how effective their learning was é 

allow[ing] students to adjust and adapt their learning strategiesò 

(OECD, 2006, p. 111), while also providing pivotal information 

for kaiako to base learning activities on. Taylor (2016), as part of 

a paper for her doctoral dissertation, conducted case study 

analysis of American middle school teachersô experiences of 

personalisation. For one school kaiako, assessment for learning 

was used to gauge Ǖkonga abilities at the start of the year through 

a ñdiagnostic assessmentò of specific standards that are covered 

throughout the year (Taylor, 2016, p. 150). This assessment 

allows Ǖkonga to recognise their unique strengths and 

weaknesses, so that they can understand and identify what they 

need to focus their learning on. From that information, Ǖkonga 

knowledge is assessed, and lessons are adjusted accordingly 

through a variety of instructional methods, including teacher-led, 

text and writing based, and hands-on activities (Taylor, 2016). 

Assessment for learning is also within the schools Jenkins and 

Keefe (2002) used for their case studies. In one high school, each 

student is assigned a kaiako that regularly meets with them to 

provide feedback on test results and completed learning activities. 

Students take tests when they feel they are ready, with no set 

schedule to compete against. Learning takes precedence over 

grades, as kaiako give one on one feedback, while allowing the 

redoing of their work until it is satisfactory to receive a pass grade 

(Jenkins & Keefe, 2002). Providing authentic assessment for 

learning is at the core of personalised learning, but, for individual 

progress to be achieved, special accommodations and 

adjustments to curriculum offerings are to be enacted. 

 

Curriculum  

Learner voice and choice  

 At the heart of a personalised learning pedagogy is the 

amount of Ǖkonga voice and choice that is evident within the 

proposed school wide curriculum. Parsons & Beauchamp (2012) 

in their report suggest that for student-centred learning to be 

produced, providing curriculum choice for Ǖkonga is vital, so that 

opportunities to ñbuild on individual strengths and achievements, 

pursue é passions and interests, and learn in ways consistent 

with their individual learning stylesò are enabled (2012, p. 230). 

From a New Zealand primary school perspective; regarding the 

provision of learner choice and voice in the curriculum, Howard 

(2016) investigated numerous schools around the country to 

identify three common themes surrounding personalised 

learning; learners at the centre, information and communications 

technology and communities of Collaboration.. Within the theme 

of ñlearners at the centreò she identified the need for ña highly-

structured approache that places the needs, interests and learning 

styles of students at the centreò  (Howard, 2016, p. 9). She also 

found that within the case study schools, Ǖkonga developed self-

managing skills that allowed for individual choice for what they 

wanted to work on, and when this would happen. They chose the 

context in which they were to learn the skills that were being 

focused on, and could choose how they presented their completed 

work .  

 Another qualitative study by Gilmore (2015) also 

investigated the use of personalised learning in various primary 

schools around New Zealand, as well as in Scotland. Her findings 

on learner voice and choice within the curriculum were that some 

of the researched schools collected learner voice to start each of 

their annual planning goals, while others enabled learner choice 

within an inquiry approach that allowed for Ǖkonga to focus on 

developmental skill sets (Gilmore, 2015, p. 12). Other common 

elements within the visited schools were the use of must do and 

can do activities for Ǖkonga, visible learning goals that Ǖkonga 

were able to self-select from, and a clear vision for both kaiako 

and Ǖkonga on what learning entailed (Gilmore, 2015, p. 12). In 

addition to providing learner voice and choice in personalised 

curriculum development, another common researched theme is 

the flexible use of such curriculum. 

 

Curriculum Flexibility 

 Evidence from researched material sheds light on the 

agreement that educators have toward the need for flexible 

personalised curriculum. Bolstad et al. (2012), in a report to the 

New Zealand Ministry of Education, identifies a method for 

providing curriculum flexibility through supporting Ǖkonga 
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interests and needs, while offering opportunities to work toward 

goals for their lives after schooling. They report on a case study 

of an Auckland high school that applies this method, of which 

they metaphorically term the Networked Campground that has, 

as its premise, a goal to develop individual strengths, while 

placing an emphasis on basic literacy and numeracy skills 

through systems that allow for personalised pathways for learning 

(2012, p. 23).  

 For the school in the Bolstad et al. (2012) case study, the 

curriculum is used to build strong relationships with Ǖkonga, to 

ensure that Ǖkonga choose personally relevant and engaging 

pathways through their secondary years. Support for learning is 

the primary focus, and is evident in the time table structures that 

include one day of the week in which personally chosen impact 

studies are worked on by Ǖkonga, with the other four days broken 

up into one hundred-minute episodes for specialist subject 

studies. Within these hundred-minute blocks, two are devoted to 

Ǖkonga and kaiako mentoring time, and this also allows for space 

to manoeuvre the curriculum to support their learning needs.  

 A further case study by Sebba, Brown, Steward, Galton, and 

James (2007) that investigated 13 English middle schools echoes 

the use of timetabling to create a flexible curriculum. The schools 

that were investigated used both collaborative and cross-

curricular methods to teach Ǖkonga, by providing time off blocks 

of timetabling in which real world and relevant open-ended 

learning challenges are administered (Sebba et al., 2007). This 

has allowed for both Ǖkonga and kaiako to monitor their 

individual strengths and needs, and develop these toward 

enhanced outcomes, which, for one teacher, includes providing 

accessible and relevant activities that are ñmore in tune with 

[student current and] future lifestyles and working livesò (Sebba 

et al., 2007, p. 25-26). This focus on the lives of Ǖkonga also 

involves another emerging common thread in personalised 

learning approaches that have been researched; the involvement 

of communities in its implementation. 

 

Community 

 The OECD (2006) state that ñpartnership and support beyond 

the classroom play[s] a crucial role in the [implementation] of 

personalisation é Home-school partnerships, mentoring to 

work-based learning, [and] a range of community resources act 

as powerful supports for educational attainmentò (OECD, 2006, 

p. 123). A research project by Bevan-Brown, McGee, Ward, and 

MacIntyre (2011) on personalised learning approaches within 

New Zealand schools found that all schools using this approach 

were also in partnership with strong and engaged communities 

(Bevan-Brown et al., 2011). The schools investigated were 

organising ethnic and community support groups with regular 

gatherings and involving church and business groups, inviting 

parents to be involved with their childôs learning and assessment 

through kaiako-Ǖkonga-whǕnau conferencing, engaging with 

community leaders in school events and programmes, as well as 

regular whǕnau (family) contact through newsletters, blogs, and 

an open-door policy (Bevan-Brown et al., 2011). Similar 

community involvement was found in a principalôs research 

sabbatical report by Wilson (2008). He describes how the Ǖkonga 

in his school look to the community for expert knowledge to 

interview, interact with, and visit, and how the community is 

involved through information evenings for parents, surveys, open 

nights, parent interviews, and individual Ǖkonga portfolios that 

are sent home to whǕnau (Wilson, 2008, pg. 13). One of the cases 

discussed in their report (Bolstad et al., 2012) identifies an area 

school in New Zealand that has developed an inclusive, 

collaborative partnership approach that involves Ǖkonga, kaiako, 

and the wider community. They describe how the school 

provides two days a week break from the set curriculum, whereby 

year 1 ï 13 Ǖkonga focus on topics and tailored learning 

programmes that lead them into the community and surrounding 

areas, using connections with local businesses and employers for 

career opportunities. Through primary research, gaining vital 

skills for these future career opportunities has divulged another 

common feature of implemented personalised learning; the use 

of ICT in the classroom. 

 

Informatio n and Communications 

Technology 

 Wolf (2010), in a symposium report on ICT use in the 

classroom, advocates for the use of technology by stating that 

without it, personalised learning cannot eventuate ñat scaleò 

(2010, p. 6). Her report argues that technology enables the 

tracking and managing of the learning needs of Ǖkonga, provides 

a platform for access to a multitude of engaging learning 

activities, and enables opportunities to meet student needs 

ñeverywhere at any time, but which are not all available within 

the four walls of the traditional classroomò (Wolf, 2010, p. 6). 

The report describes a case study high school in the United States 

of America that tracks and manages its Ǖkonga through its use of 

a Big Picture model of learning that requires Ǖkonga to plan a 

personalised programme of learning with their families that 

allows two days a week for internships in the community (Wolf, 

2010). The report describes the benefits for, and the increased 

engagement levels from students within the programme through   

the focus placed on ñcommunications, empirical research, 

personal qualities, quantitative research, and social reasoning,ò  

allowing for a personalised learning experience beyond the 

school, emphasising that learning should not and does not just 

happen within the school day (Wolf, 2010, p. 4).  

 A case study by Jewitt, Clark, and Hadjithoma-Garstka 

(2011) on the use and potential of ICT based learning platforms  

in 12 English primary and secondary schools, reports on the 

success of the use of learning platforms to provide Ǖkonga with 

activities that supplement and support their individual learning 

needs (Jewitt et al., 2011). Kaiako set individual activities on 

Ǖkonga platforms, used blogs and discussion forums to track 

Ǖkonga engagement and progress, and uploaded individualised 

homework tasks that Ǖkonga work through at their own pace 

(Jewitt et al., 2011). The focus of these platforms is to increase 

Ǖkonga opportunities for ñindependent and personalised learning, 

[whereby] all pupils are able to progress, achieve, and participate 

in different ways and at their own paceò (Jewitt et al., 2011, p. 

343).  

 

Challenges 

 Data from the mainly qualitative research that has been 

undertaken in this review has also exposed challenges that 

schools and Ǖkonga experience while implementing personalised 

learning. Tolmie (2016), in her Masterôs thesis on the 
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implementation of personalised innovative learning 

environments in three Auckland primary schools, identified that 

a lack of buy in from kaiako, through resistance to change, 

provided evident challenges for researched schools (Tolmie, 

2016). Tolmie (2016) noted that due to the multiple levels of 

communication and collaboration required between multiple 

kaiako, kaiako resisted the pedagogical adjustments that 

personalised learning requires. For some kaiako, ñtaking the leap 

to teach collaboratively was é scary and one of the biggest initial 

challengesò to implementation (Tolmie, 2016, p. 72). Tolmie 

(2016) also identified challenges that Ǖkonga faced in an 

innovative learning environments. These occurred when Ǖkonga, 

who had come from more traditional schools, became 

overwhelmed at the distinct change in pedagogy that 

personalisation involved (Tolmie, 2016). Other challenges were 

through Ǖkonga choosing easy activity options that did not extend 

their abilities. Kaiako countered this by providing work sheets 

that contained must do and can do activities to ensure progress 

and development (Tolmie, 2016). Hargreaves (2010), in a 

Masterôs thesis on the perspectives of four New Zealand 

principals that incorporated personalised learning in their schools, 

found that a lack of support and direction from the Ministry of 

Education was a major implementational challenge (Hargreaves, 

2010, p. 90). Many of the principals reported that a lack of 

information about the ñdesired direction for New Zealand 

educationò from the Ministry of Education had left them in the 

dark about what future focused goals were needed to move their 

schools forward, and  they stressed that guidance from the 

Government would ñassist principals in developing the research 

foundations for future [curriculum] decisionsò (Hargreaves, 

2010, p. 91). 

 

Conclusion 

 This literature review has focused on the common features 

and challenges that are evident from case studies and primary and 

secondary research materials on the implementation of 

personalised learning within New Zealand, English, and 

American, primary, middle, and high schools. Four emerging 

common themes: the authentic assessment for learning, a flexible 

curriculum, community involvement, and the use of ICT have 

been identified as necessary for personalised learning to exist. 

These themes put the learner at the centre of learning that enables 

individualised pathways and opportunities for Ǖkonga to choose 

the pace and activities that are best suited for their own learning 

strengths and needs. For these to be relevant for individual 

Ǖkonga, kaiako need to provide suitable assessments for learning 

and obtain a multitude of data that enables systems and learning 

platforms that are best suited for Ǖkonga progress and 

development. As research has suggested there are challenges to 

implementing personalised learning. This is through kaiako being 

hesitant or uncomfortable with changing their pedagogical 

practice, Ǖkonga being unfamiliar with a personalised approach, 

and a seemingly lack of direction and guidance from Government 

departments. The limitations to this review are that although there 

are a large number of theoretical approaches and definitions of 

personalised learning, there exists a lack of case studies that 

specifically deal with the implementation processes. Another 

limitation is that, of the case studies researched, a majority deal 

with a small cross-section of schools. This hinders the ability for 

this researcher to assess the commonalities on a  broader scale. 

Further case study research on implemented personalised 

learning practices is needed to enable a more synthesised analysis 

of best practice approaches. 

 

References 
Bevan-Brown, J., McGee, A., Ward, A., & MacIntyre, L. (2011). 

Personalising learning: A passing fad or a cornerstone of education? 
New Zealand Journal of Educational Studies, 46(2), 75-88. Retrieved 

from 
http://search.informit.com.au/documentSummary;dn=956593406382

955;res=IELNZC  

Bolstad, R., Gilbert, J., McDowall, S., Bull, A., Boyd, S., & Hipkins, R. 
(2012). Supporting future-oriented learning and teaching: A New 

Zealand perspective. Wellington, New Zealand: New Zealand 

Council for Educational Research Press. Retrieved from 
http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/schooling/109306 

Gilmore, B. (2015). Personalising learning in primary schools: A primary 

principalsô sabbatical report. Retrieved from 
http://www.educationalleaders.govt.nz/Leadership-

development/Principals-sabbatical-reports/Report-archives-for-

2007-2015/Primary-award-recipients-2015/Gilmore-Bede  
Hargreaves, P. (2010). Personalising learning: Principalsô perspectives 

(Masterôs thesis, University of Waikato, Waikato, New Zealand). 

Retrieved from http://hdl.handle.net/10289/4296 
Howard, M. (2016). The castle of goodies, baddies, kings and queens: An 

exploration of personalising learning. Principalsô Sabbatical Report. 

Retrieved from http://www.educationalleaders.govt.nz/Leadership-
development/Principals-sabbatical-reports/Primary-award-

recipients-2016/Howard-Moira  

Jenkins, J., & Keefe, J. (2002). Two schools: Two approaches to 
personalized learning. The Phi Delta Kappan, 83(6), 449-456. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20440166   

Jewitt, C., Wilma, C., & Hadjithoma-Garstka, C. (2011). The use of 
learning platforms to organise learning in English primary and 

secondary schools. Learning, Media and Technology, 36(4), 335-348. 

doi:10.1080/17439884.2011.621955 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (2006), 

Schooling for Tomorrow: Personalising Education, Paris, Centre for 

Educational Research and Innovation, OECD. 
Parsons, J. & Beauchamp, L. (2012). From Knowledge to Action: Shaping 

the Future of Curriculum Development in Alberta. Alberta, Canada: 

Retrieved from https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/bc0bd7df-2bfe-4b8b-
8af0-db19b17a7721/resource/5f11d83e-3074-408b-bff7-

bcc27987864a/download/5976960-2012-From-Knowledge-Action-

Curriculum-Development-Alberta.pdf   
Prain, V., Cox, P., Deed, C., Dorman, J., Edwards, D., Farrelly, C., Keeffe, 

M. éYagera, Z. (2013). Personalised learning: Lessons to be learnt. 

British Educational Research Journal 39(4), 654ï676. doi: 
10.1080/01411926.2012.669747  

Sebba, J., Brown, N., Steward, S., & Galton, M., James, M. (2007). An 

Investigation of Personalised Learning Approaches Used by Schools 
(R843). Nottingham: Department for Education and Skills 

Publications. Retrieved from 

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130323005808/https://
www.education.gov.uk/publications/eOrderingDownload/RR843.pdf 

Taylor, B. (2016). A case study of middle school teachersô experiences 

with personalized Learning. Doctoral thesis, Mercer University, 
Atlanta, GA. Retrieved from 

https://search.proquest.com/openview/7b48dd172e06ecd8948cf5aec

710b1fd/1.pdf?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750&diss=y   
Tolmie, E. (2016). Implementing personalised learning in New Zealand 

primary schools innovative learning environments. (Masterôs thesis, 
Unitech Institute of Technology, Auckland, New Zealand). Retrieved 

from 

http://unitec.researchbank.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10652/3655/MEdL
M_2016_Emma%20Tolmie_1387132_Final%20Research.pdf?seque

nce=1  

Wilson, N. (2008). Personalising learning: Sabbatical report. Retrieved 
from http://www.educationalleaders.govt.nz/Leadership-

development/Principals-sabbatical-reports/Report-archives-for-

2007-2015/Primary-award-recipients-2008/Wilson-Nigel  

http://unitec.researchbank.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10652/3655/MEdLM_2016_Emma%20Tolmie_1387132_Final%20Research.pdf?sequence=1
http://unitec.researchbank.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10652/3655/MEdLM_2016_Emma%20Tolmie_1387132_Final%20Research.pdf?sequence=1
http://unitec.researchbank.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10652/3655/MEdLM_2016_Emma%20Tolmie_1387132_Final%20Research.pdf?sequence=1
http://unitec.researchbank.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10652/3655/MEdLM_2016_Emma%20Tolmie_1387132_Final%20Research.pdf?sequence=1
http://unitec.researchbank.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10652/3655/MEdLM_2016_Emma%20Tolmie_1387132_Final%20Research.pdf?sequence=1
http://unitec.researchbank.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10652/3655/MEdLM_2016_Emma%20Tolmie_1387132_Final%20Research.pdf?sequence=1
http://unitec.researchbank.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10652/3655/MEdLM_2016_Emma%20Tolmie_1387132_Final%20Research.pdf?sequence=1
http://unitec.researchbank.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10652/3655/MEdLM_2016_Emma%20Tolmie_1387132_Final%20Research.pdf?sequence=1
http://hdl.handle.net/10289/4296
http://hdl.handle.net/10289/4296
http://hdl.handle.net/10289/4296
http://hdl.handle.net/10289/4296
http://hdl.handle.net/10289/4296
http://search.informit.com.au/documentSummary;dn=956593406382955;res=IELNZC
http://search.informit.com.au/documentSummary;dn=956593406382955;res=IELNZC
http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/schooling/109306
http://www.educationalleaders.govt.nz/Leadership-development/Principals-sabbatical-reports/Report-archives-for-2007-2015/Primary-award-recipients-2015/Gilmore-Bede
http://www.educationalleaders.govt.nz/Leadership-development/Principals-sabbatical-reports/Report-archives-for-2007-2015/Primary-award-recipients-2015/Gilmore-Bede
http://www.educationalleaders.govt.nz/Leadership-development/Principals-sabbatical-reports/Report-archives-for-2007-2015/Primary-award-recipients-2015/Gilmore-Bede
http://hdl.handle.net/10289/4296
http://www.educationalleaders.govt.nz/Leadership-development/Principals-sabbatical-reports/Primary-award-recipients-2016/Howard-Moira
http://www.educationalleaders.govt.nz/Leadership-development/Principals-sabbatical-reports/Primary-award-recipients-2016/Howard-Moira
http://www.educationalleaders.govt.nz/Leadership-development/Principals-sabbatical-reports/Primary-award-recipients-2016/Howard-Moira
http://www.jstor.org/stable/20440166
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439884.2011.621955
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/bc0bd7df-2bfe-4b8b-8af0-db19b17a7721/resource/5f11d83e-3074-408b-bff7-bcc27987864a/download/5976960-2012-From-Knowledge-Action-Curriculum-Development-Alberta.pdf
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/bc0bd7df-2bfe-4b8b-8af0-db19b17a7721/resource/5f11d83e-3074-408b-bff7-bcc27987864a/download/5976960-2012-From-Knowledge-Action-Curriculum-Development-Alberta.pdf
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/bc0bd7df-2bfe-4b8b-8af0-db19b17a7721/resource/5f11d83e-3074-408b-bff7-bcc27987864a/download/5976960-2012-From-Knowledge-Action-Curriculum-Development-Alberta.pdf
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/bc0bd7df-2bfe-4b8b-8af0-db19b17a7721/resource/5f11d83e-3074-408b-bff7-bcc27987864a/download/5976960-2012-From-Knowledge-Action-Curriculum-Development-Alberta.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411926.2012.669747
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411926.2012.669747
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130323005808/https:/www.education.gov.uk/publications/eOrderingDownload/RR843.pdf
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130323005808/https:/www.education.gov.uk/publications/eOrderingDownload/RR843.pdf
https://search.proquest.com/openview/7b48dd172e06ecd8948cf5aec710b1fd/1.pdf?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750&diss=y
https://search.proquest.com/openview/7b48dd172e06ecd8948cf5aec710b1fd/1.pdf?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750&diss=y
http://unitec.researchbank.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10652/3655/MEdLM_2016_Emma%20Tolmie_1387132_Final%20Research.pdf?sequence=1
http://unitec.researchbank.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10652/3655/MEdLM_2016_Emma%20Tolmie_1387132_Final%20Research.pdf?sequence=1
http://unitec.researchbank.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10652/3655/MEdLM_2016_Emma%20Tolmie_1387132_Final%20Research.pdf?sequence=1
http://www.educationalleaders.govt.nz/Leadership-development/Principals-sabbatical-reports/Report-archives-for-2007-2015/Primary-award-recipients-2008/Wilson-Nigel
http://www.educationalleaders.govt.nz/Leadership-development/Principals-sabbatical-reports/Report-archives-for-2007-2015/Primary-award-recipients-2008/Wilson-Nigel
http://www.educationalleaders.govt.nz/Leadership-development/Principals-sabbatical-reports/Report-archives-for-2007-2015/Primary-award-recipients-2008/Wilson-Nigel


Journal of Initial Teacher Inquiry (2017). Volume 3 

   11 

  

Wolf, M. (2010) Innovate to educate: System [re]design for personalized 

learning; a report from the 2010 symposium, Washington, DC: 

Software and Information Industry Association. Retrieved from 

https://library.educause.edu/resources/2010/1/innovate-to-educate-

system-redesign-for-personalized-learning-a-report-from-the-2010-

symposium  
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

  

https://library.educause.edu/resources/2010/1/innovate-to-educate-system-redesign-for-personalized-learning-a-report-from-the-2010-symposium
https://library.educause.edu/resources/2010/1/innovate-to-educate-system-redesign-for-personalized-learning-a-report-from-the-2010-symposium
https://library.educause.edu/resources/2010/1/innovate-to-educate-system-redesign-for-personalized-learning-a-report-from-the-2010-symposium


Journal of Initial Teacher Inquiry (2017). Volume 3 

12 

  http://hdl.handle.net/10092/14632   

How can Teachers put Competency-Based Curricula into 

Practice? 
 

Emma Harris   

Te RǕngai Ako me te Hauora - College of Education, Health and Human Development, University of Canterbury, New Zealand  

 

Abstract   

The current New Zealand Curriculum suggests a new way of thinking about student development in schools. A shift 

to a more future-focussed curriculum has brought a greater emphasis on supporting students to develop the key 

competencies outlined in the 2007 document. Consequently, teachers must learn to balance the new competency-based 

curriculum, with existing demands to develop student academic success. This can be challenging when ways of 

integrating the key competencies into teaching practices vary depending of the learning context. The reviewed 

literature suggests principles embraced by early-adopters of the New Zealand Curriculum can be used to direct teachers 

in leading their teaching focus to assist in developing studentsô key competencies.    

Keywords: Key Competencies, Implementation, Development, Principles, Personalising Learning, Inquiry 

Learning, Knowledge. 

 

 

Journal of Initial Teacher Inquiry by University of Canterbury is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 

International License. 

Permanent Link: http://hdl.handle.net/10092/14632   

 

 

 

Introduction  

 The New Zealand Curriculum intends to ensure all studentsô 

future participation in both the community and the economy 

(Ministry of Education, 2007) . It is hoped that the five key 

competencies (Thinking; Using language, symbols, and texts; 

Managing self; Relating to others; Participating and contributing) 

will play an essential role in achieving this goal. Understanding 

ways that they will do so, however, can be challenging for 

teachers who must meet the demands of teaching specific subject 

content when a strong focus remains on summative assessment. 

This review examines an assortment of contemporary literature 

to establish how teachers can incorporate the key competencies 

into their classrooms to benefit the learning of all students and 

develop ñconfident, connected, actively involved, lifelong 

learnersò (Ministry of Education, 2007, p. 7).  

 Because it remains a challenge for some schools to weave the 

key competencies into their teaching philosophies and practice, 

up-to-date findings on successful approaches are difficult to come 

by. Yet much can be said for earlier studies on the early-adopters 

of the new curriculum that recognise significant shifts in schoolsô 

perceptions of learning. These shifts have led them to value the 

key competencies and successfully implement them in their 

teaching to better develop studentsô learning and skills.  

Many of the findings hint at re-defining teacher and student roles 

as strategies for implementing the key competencies into practice. 

Attempts to make the key competencies explicit to students, 

personalise their learning, and to re-define what knowledge is 

taught, have brought a change in the way teachers and students 

work together to develop lifelong skills.  

 

Implementation: Strategies or Principles? 

 The key competencies have been widely valued by many for 

their ability to prepare students in becoming lifelong learners who 

will thrive in our ever-changing world. Yet while many school 

leaders and teachers recognise their benefits in preparing students, 

implementing them can be challenging when there is little 

clarification on exactly how this can, or should, be done. The key 

competencies were adapted from those expressed by the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD), and in the process were given plain-language titles that 

minimise the use of jargon (Hipkins & Boyd, 2011). Still it seems 

there is little, or no, guidance provided within the New Zealand 

Curriculum on how to integrate the key competencies with the 

learning area content that composes the back section, which is the 

more traditional half of the document (Hipkins & Boyd, 2011). 

Cowie et al., (2009) provide a possible explanation for this, 

believing the curriculum implementation is ñevolutionary and 

adaptive, contingent on the people involved, their history together 

and the cultural, material and structural contextò (p. 2). This 

suggests that perhaps the implementation of key competencies 

relies on broader principles, rather than specific strategies that 

may work for some, but not all, learning contexts. As Brough 

(2008) explained, Deweyôs theories on curriculum integration 

may assist in developing a direction for key competency 
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http://www.education.canterbury.ac.nz/teacherinquiry/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://hdl.handle.net/10092/14632


Journal of Initial Teacher Inquiry (2017). Volume 3 

   13 

  

implementation. He stated how Dewey viewed schools as 

ñéminiature democratic communities, where learners work 

collaboratively in order to solve real-life problems. Through 

active participation he believed students would develop the skills 

required to become well-functioning members of societyò (p. 16). 

These views on student-centred pedagogy align with the New 

Zealand Curriculumôs vision and highlight the importance of 

positioning students at the centre of teaching and learning.  

 

Making Key Competencies Explicit 

 Crucial to implementing the key competencies in teaching 

pedagogy is a strong understanding of learning intentions by 

students. For students to successfully understand not only what 

they are learning but why, it is essential that the key competencies 

are made explicit. As Brough (2008) asserts, the Ministry of 

Education (2007) advocates that effective teaching occurs when 

students understand what they are learning, why they are learning 

it, and how they can use their own learning. A study conducted 

by Boyd and Watson (2006), found that teachers viewed the key 

competencies as something they would embed within the 

curriculum and be explicit about introducing to students. It 

seemed that the teachers interviewed from six different schools 

across New Zealand considered that their focus on the key 

competencies had given them and their students a shared 

language to talk about motivation, social skills and behaviour and 

why these were important (Boyd & Watson, 2006). Being 

explicit about the key competencies had also enabled them to be 

developed and enacted, as teachers saw a shift in focus from 

behaviour management towards assisting students to self-manage 

and understand the importance of the key competencies (Boyd & 

Watson, 2006). Furthermore, the results showed that students 

considered their learning to be more successful when their 

schoolwork was in-depth and cited the exploration of the key 

competencies. In addition, they found the use of learning 

intentions, goal setting, and success criteria helped to focus their 

learning (Boyd & Watson, 2006). This highlights a need for 

teachers to make the key competencies more explicit to students 

to support and encourage competency-based curricula within 

their practice. Twist and McDowall (2010) support this notion 

when they discuss life-long literacy and the integration of the key 

competencies and reading. They believe that when the key 

competencies are integrated into reading programmes, 

interpretive space is opened up. This means students have more 

opportunity to make meaning according to the world they bring 

to the act of reading, rather than merely making meaning 

according to the world revealed by the text (Twist & McDowall, 

2010).  

 Making the key competencies explicit to students requires 

teachers to model and help to facilitate the learning of them 

(Hipkins, 2006, cited in Brudevold-Iverson, 2012). Teachers can 

have a significant influence on studentsô socioemotional skill 

development, either through explicitly teaching the key 

competencies or by modelling the key competencies and 

integrating them into teaching practices (Hattie, 2008, cited in 

Brudevold-Iverson, 2012). Brudevold-Iverson, (2012) found that 

the influence of both school and community characteristics on the 

school culture could impact studentôs learning and engagement 

of the key competencies in many ways. Links between the school 

and community could further assist in providing students with 

authentic learning opportunities as they see direct links between 

the key competencies and their outside worlds (Brudevold-

Iverson, 2012). Moreover, when teachers consider how the key 

competencies might transform existing practices, connections 

appear between the Effective Pedagogy section of the New 

Zealand Curriculum and Learning to Learn, one of the New 

Zealand Curriculumôs principles (Hipkins & Boyd, 2011). This 

highlights a way for teachers to make the key competencies 

explicit to themselves through areas of the curriculum that are 

familiar, as well as to their students.  

 

Personalising learning 

 In alignment with the New Zealand Curriculumôs student-

centred vision, a common theme throughout the examined 

studies in implementing the key competencies was the idea of 

personalising learning. As Bolstad (2011) outlines in her report of 

the synthesised findings from the New Zealand Council for 
Educational Research (NZCER) studies of future-oriented 

education, personalising learning means that learners have time, 

support, and opportunities to have an input into how their learning 

is shaped. This means that they tend to be better at describing 

what they have come to learn about their strengths, weaknesses, 

interests and motivations as learners and therefore, they can 

understand how these relate to other contexts of their lives and 

their ideas about how they see themselves in the future (Bolstad, 

2011). Bolstad (2011) ascertains that personalising learning 

means that students are supported in learning through ñauthentic, 

relevant, real-world contexts, where studentsô interests, aptitudes 

and the issues and opportunities within their own communities 

can form the basis for learningò (p. 84). A key message 

established from Bolstadôs (2011) findings is the importance of 

not simply finding better ways to raise everyoneôs achievement 

to an identical level or standard, but to support every person to 

develop their full potential. Moreover, Hipkins, Roberts, and 

Bolstad, (2007) assert that students must be encouraged to play 

an active part in making decisions in learning activities and 

become actively aware of themselves as learners (an important 

aspect of the key competency ñmanaging selfò). They assert: 

ñMore active student involvement in learning is central to the idea 

of becoming a capable learner, which is the main thrust of the key 

competenciesò (sec. 1, p. 5). This suggests that it is essential for 

teachers to consider their learners as active participants in their 

own learning and development of the key competencies.   

 While clear arguments for the advantages of personalising 

learning to incorporate the development of the key competencies 

into teaching practices have been established, Boyd & Watson 

(2006) outline that inquiry learning is key in supporting students 

to develop the key competencies. Likewise, Cowie et al., (2009) 

assert that some schools have encouraged studentsô development 

on the key competencies through greater use of inquiry learning 

and independent research. Furthermore, Beane (as cited in 

Brough, 2005) believes that critical inquiry into socially 

significant issues helps young learners to develop an 

understanding of themselves and the world, and at times, allows 

opportunity for social action. It is believed that inquiry-based 

learning enables students to make use of their personal 

knowledge and therefore, heightens their ability to develop their 

skills in participating and contributing and other key 

competencies (Twist & McDowall, 2010). Specifically, Twist 

and McDowall (2010) identified that the teachers in their study 
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were unaware of the power of drawing studentsô personal 

knowledge into reading conversations, and saw key 

competencies develop as students and teachers learnt how to 

make use of who they were and what they knew as they made 

meaning of text. Moreover, Hongôs (2012) research on the 

practices outlined in schools in South Korea, Australia, and New 

Zealand suggest more diversified and student-centred 

instructional methods including self-directed inquiry, project-

based learning, group discussions, and presentations should be 

used to develop a more competency-based curriculum.  

 

A Shift in Knowledge Focus 

 Since studies indicate that personalising learning acts as a 

broad principle for weaving the key competencies into classroom 

learning, questions are raised about the types of knowledge that 

should be taught to help shift the focus to future-focussed 

learning. It seems that early adopters of the ideas about the key 

competencies discovered that exploring the key competencies 

were moving schools away from content-focussed learning 

(Bolstad, 2011). An increasing emphasis was being placed on 

students developing a wider range of skills and competencies and 

learning dispositions, and schools valued pedagogies of co-

construction with students (Bolstad, 2011). Highlighting this 

notion of co-construction, in Hongôs (2012) study of the changing 

nature and role of school curricula, she acknowledges schools that 

since taking the competency-approach to teaching, have begun to 

shift their attention to how students respond to their teaching 

rather than covering content knowledge in textbooks. In the 

context of New Zealand, teachers in Hongôs (2012) study 

believed that they needed to revise their curriculum from a 

content-driven to a more process-driven one to develop studentsô 

key competencies. Hongôs (2012) idea suggests a need for 

teachers to focus on teaching their learners the importance of 

valuing their learning process and reflecting on it so they can 

develop their skills in learning to learn and develop the key 

competencies.  

 Some social realist writers have highlighted a world-wide 

trend for new curricula models to downgrade knowledge 

(Priestley & Sinnema, 2014). Yet as the key competencies are 

often seen as developing a new type of knowledge in themselves, 

perhaps Priestley and Sinnemaôs (2014) argument that critics are 

pointing at an overall shift from specification of disciplinary 

knowledge to an emphasis on the development of generic skills, 

highlights a shift in knowledge focus, rather than a development 

of knowledge hierarchy. As Hipkins et al., (2007) affirm, content-

coverage is no longer the single most important factor in 

developing successful learners (Hipkins et al., 2007). It seems that 

the key competencies and content knowledge are, in fact, more 

complementary than oppositional, as without something to teach, 

teachers cannot develop studentsô key competencies (Hong, 

2012). Hong (2012) discovered that the schools in her research 

never totally disregarded or downgraded content knowledge in 

traditional subject areas, rather they used content knowledge as a 

tool for students to develop and use various aspects of the key 

competencies. Thus, Hong (2012) believes: ñwhat competency-

based curriculum requires is reforming the way content 

knowledge is organised and brought to students, not denying its 

valueò (p. 35).  

 Still, while content-coverage may need to be reduced, this 

does not mean that curriculum content no longer matters, it means 

that knowledge will not necessarily always be acquired in a 

nationally co-ordinated manner simply for its own sake (Hipkins 

et al., 2007). Instead, students will be taught new knowledge in 

the form of the key competencies and develop skills to use their 

competencies in new contexts (Hipkins et al., 2007). Yet to not 

under-estimate the importance of subject-based knowledge, 

Hipkins, Cowie, Boyd, Keown & McGee (2011), highlight that 

teachers need a strong knowledge of the nature of their subject as 

a knowledge-building discipline, particularly if they are going to 

shift their pedagogical focus from ready-made products of 

learning to more participatory acts of making meaning. In 

connecting the school curriculum to develop studentsô key 

competencies, Hong (2012) establishes that it requires a 

transformative, not additive approach. The key competencies are 

not seen as a new teaching component, but as an addition onto an 

existing curriculum (Hong, 2012). This highlights the idea that 

the key competencies can be considered as new knowledge, and 

should be balanced out with more traditional content knowledge. 

As teachers in Cowie et al.ôs (2009) study have acknowledged, 

students need to achieve both more traditional knowledge 

outcomes and other types of outcomes related to being an 

ongoing learner and knowing how to use knowledge, not just get 

it.  

 In addition, a shift in knowledge focus has seen changes in 

assessment, with some schools adopting a more explicit focus on 

the teacher sharing learning intentions and encouraging personal 

goal setting to prioritise assessment-for-learning and incorporate 

the key competencies (Cowie et al., 2009). Yet, while teachers 

should aim to implement more activities and ideas related to 

assessment-for-learning to assist learners in developing the key 

competencies, making pedagogical changes should not alter the 

intended content or conceptual learning focus (Hipkins & Boyd, 

2011). Hipkins and Boyd (2011) argue that when teachers use 

assessment-for-learning strategies, students may become more 

involved in monitoring their own progress, yet the targets of that 

progress may remain as they were. They explain that changes in 

teaching pedagogy, such as focus on assessment-for-learning, 

position key competencies as agents of curriculum improvement, 

but not necessarily as potentially transforming the curriculum that 

students experience (Hipkins & Boyd, 2011).  

 

Conclusion 

 The New Zealand Curriculum intends to guide schools in 

developing students who are well-prepared for the future through 

competency-based curricula. In doing so, the New Zealand 

Curriculum has established the key competencies as being 

fundamental for students to actively participate in society today, 

and in the future. Teachers have a significant role to play in 

working to guide students in developing the key competencies. 

However, doing so can be challenging when a significant focus 

in schools still lies with high-stakes assessment and subject-based 

knowledge. Approaches for successfully incorporating the 

development of the key competencies are difficult to come by, 

yet as the research in this review has outlined, perhaps this is due 

to the nature of the key competencies. That is, that they will be 

approached and developed by teachers and students differently, 

depending on the learning context.  

 This suggests that teachers must find a balance between 

content-focussed learning, and competency development and 
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avoid regarding one as more important than the other. In 

supporting this, the reviewed literature suggests that teachers 

should make the key competencies explicit and place learners at 

the centre of learning through personalising learning and focus on 

studentôs process of knowledge and competency development. 

While the reviewed literature has outlined specific principles for 

developing studentsô key competencies from early-adopter 

schools, further research on more recent findings of the 

successfulness of these principles would greater develop 

teachersô ability to balance both academic, content-focussed 

pedagogy with competency-based curricula.  
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Abstract   

This brief literature review focuses on criticism of personalised learning and the implications for implementing it in 

practice. In particular it explores the ideological underpinnings, noting a common thread questioning links between 

personalised learning and neo-liberalism. In addition power dynamics between students and teachers/schools are 

discussed, noting that it is easy to unintentionally undermine well intended attempts to give students more say in their 

education by neglecting the impact of the teacher/schoolôs presence. Finally, the lack of clarity around personalised 

learning is considered, particularly noteworthy is how it appears to have impacted the extent and direction of the 

literature, leaving little concrete data about what it looks like in practice and how it affects student achievement 

Keywords: Personalised Learning, Student Voice, Self-Regulated Learning, Review, Power Dynamics, Education, 

Neo-Liberalism. 
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Introduction  

 This literature review endeavours to garner a cursory 

impression of the literature surrounding personalised learning. 

Although personalised learning is of primary concern, student 

voice and self-regulated learning are also being considered. These 

concepts may seem similar, but it would be quite possible to have 

either student voice or self-regulated learning without any 

personalised learning whatsoever. It would be prudent, at this 

point, to provide a definition of personalised learning to help 

expand on this idea, however a precise definition appears elusive 

(Prain et al., 2012). Here, student voice refers to the practice of 

giving students a say in their education, while self-regulated 

learning refers to giving students greater responsibility over their 

own learning. Note that neither of these requires the student has a 

say in what they are learning about or that the education is tailored 

specifically to them, which are both key aspects of personalised 

learning. Perhaps personalised learning could be seen as a 

natural, though not necessary, meeting point for the student voice 

and the self-regulated learning.  

 The personalised learning movement carries a great deal of 

weight, as discussed further in this review; however, this review 

focuses on criticisms of, and practical concerns for, personalised 

learning. Focusing on the criticisms for this review is an 

intentional attempt to counterbalance the sheer force of the 

personalisation narrative. Personalised learning is a compelling 

ideal that it would be easy to accept without considering carefully, 

and this review is an attempt to resist this urge. There are three 

main points drawn from the literature that this review engages 

with. The first is centred on discussion in the literature around the 

ideological issues, including the extent to which personalised 

learning is equitable, how it connects to other ideologies and, a 

recurring theme, how closely personalised learning appears to 

align with neo-liberal market based ideologies. The second main 

point is the role that power discrepancies in the student-

teacher/school relationship affects students willingness to express 

their voice in a genuine way. The third main point is about the 

ñfuzzinessò of the term personalised learning, and perhaps as a 

consequence of this, the lack of specific details backed up by 

literature about personalised learning in practice. It appears that 

there has been only a light amount of concrete details about what 

personalised learning looks like in practice or what kind of impact 

it has on achievement (Prain et al., 2012). 

 

Personalised Learning  

 The momentum behind the personalised learning movement 

is strong. Not only does it exert a strong social force, in some 

countries, such as the United Kingdom it is embodied in law. 

Personalised learning is supported by the New Zealand 

Curriculum in that aspects of its vision may be best achieved 

through personalised learning, such as the assertion that learners 

will be ñactive seekers, users, and creators of knowledgeò 

(Ministry of Education, 2007, p.8) . In addition, the New Zealand 

Curriculum states on effective pedagogy that ñeffective teachers 

... look for opportunities to involve students directly in decisions 

relating to their own learningò (Ministry of Education, 2007, 

p.34). According to Pykett personalised learning has also large 
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impact on education policy in England (Pykett, 2009). Perhaps 

most indicative of the force behind the personalised learning 

movement is Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the 

Rights of the Child, which Robinson (2011) argues supports 

personalised learning. 196 countries are party to the Rights of the 

Child articles (United Nations General Assembly, 1989), though 

notably this does not include the United States of America. 

Robinson (2011) focuses on a particular clause from Article 12 

about childrenôs right to have a say in all matters affecting them, 

as appropriate to the age and maturity of the child. Robinson 

appears to interpret this in an extreme way, suggesting that even 

children as young as four should be viewed as appropriately 

mature to have such a say. It is unclear where Robinson would 

draw the line, if at all, though it is noteworthy that the subjects of 

Robinsonôs study held different beliefs on this topic, excluding 

children aged 4-6 from taking a questionnaire because of an 

anticipated inability to recognise their own preferences 

(Robinson, 2011).  

 Although the idea of personalised learning is a powerful one, 

it is not without its detractors. Personalised learning has been 

criticised with regards to its conceptual ñfuzzinessò, its 

ideological underpinnings and the assumptions it makes about 

students (Prain et al., 2012). A specific complaint that seems to 

concern at least a few authors (such as Beach & Dovemark; 2009, 

Hartley, 2009) is that personalised learning appears to be founded 

on market based neoliberal ideology, however this narrative is 

called into question by Pykett (2009). Hartley (2009) discussed 

the apparent similarities between personalisation and the student 

centered learning movement from the 1960s. This discussion 

suggests that personalisation separates itself from the student 

centered learning movement in a market-model that treats 

students and their families as customers that ought to have a say 

in the product they are consuming. Hartley (2009) also 

emphasises that personalisation promotes customisation at the 

individual level, promoting a more equitable stance than student 

centred learning, since it must necessarily be tailored to all 

children.  

 Beach and Dovemark (2009) investigate two Swedish classes 

in their eighth year of post early childhood learning within close 

proximity of each other, but with different socioeconomic status. 

The investigation focused on what kind of attitudes were valued 

and led to success. Beach and Dovemark (2009) used their 

findings to draw a comparison between education and a 

competitive marketplace, within which consumerism is valued. 

In this case it is the education, and the teacherôs time, that is 

consumed. Building upon this analogy they argue that this kind 

of environment promotes selfishness and neo-liberal beliefs at the 

expense of other worldviews (Beach and Dovemark, 2009). This 

conflicts with Hartleyôs (2009) suggestion about the equitable 

nature of personalised learning. 

 Pykett (2009) works to complicate the issue with regards to 

personalised learning being a neo-liberal ideal, investigating other 

possible, conservative, political motivations and links to the de-

schooling movement of the 1960s and 1970s. Specifically Pykett 

links the de-schooling movement to personalised learning in that 

they both limit government authority on childrenôs learning, 

instead promoting child and parental influences instead. Pykett 

also points out that this has been undermined with recent 

understandings of personalised learning, because it is being 

positioned as a tool to create more flexible workers achieved 

through greater surveillance, which both run counter to the ideas 

behind the de-schooling movement. She suggests that this 

appears to stem from a reimagining of the goal of education, that 

is, to create an idealised worker, rather than to free people from 

the tyranny of their government (Pykett, 2009). In addition, 

similar to Beach and Dovemarkôs findings, Pykett (2009) points 

out that personalised learning rhetoric assumes that the 

child/parent is best informed on their education. Ultimately 

Pykett (2009) suggests that it is not the case the moral imperative 

is being leveraged by personalised learning, but rather created in 

order ñto govern citizens through their freedomò.  

 Netcoh (2017) followed a project in an urban middle school 

in the United States of America which implemented a 

personalised learning project called E-time. E-time was dedicated 

class time where students had a high degree of control over the 

content and direction of their learning. Teachers and students 

each ended up struggling with the amount of choice the students 

should be given. Some students felt they did not get enough 

choice - teachers expected them to be more rigorous and this 

interfered with student autonomy. Teachers worried they had 

stressed the element of choice too much and not presented it as a 

learning activity. Although some students found the teachers 

involvement stifling, other students found the choice paralysing 

or boring, preferring to be directed, reinforcing both Beach and 

Dovemark (2009) and Pykettôs (2009) concerns about the extent 

to which personalised learning is well suited to all students. 

Interestingly, a connection was found between student 

confidence and their success in E-Time, further reinforcing this 

concern (Netcoh, 2017).  

 A concept closely related to the idea of personalised learning 

is that of student voice. Student voice entails giving students some 

sort of influence over their education, typically in expressing their 

interests to those with the power to make changes. This relates to 

personalised learning insofar as personalised learning entails 

student directed learning. That is, as long as the learning is not 

personalised to the student solely by outside forces, such as the 

teacher, and thus the student gets some say in their education. One 

concern raised in the literature is that student voice might not 

necessarily represent their genuine opinions, just because they 

have had an opportunity to express themselves. This could be 

because of the subtle power dynamics at play in education. 

 Robinson (2011) conducted a study in two schools where 

they gave students opportunity to lead a project changing 

something about their school. In the primary school students 

seemed interested in changing how literacy was taught so it might 

be more exciting, but their teacher intervened, in a way the 

researchers implied was inappropriate and that they had warned 

against, overriding the students interests and pushing them in a 

direction the researchers noted the students did not seem 

particularly enthusiastic about. Robinson (2011) suggests that we 

must be aware of power of the position we hold as educators in 

this process, and that should exercise caution, not only in the 

actions we take, but also what kinds of communication we 

consider appropriate if we want to hold a genuine dialogue.  

 Canning (2016) discusses the role of student voice in tertiary 

education in the United Kingdom, coming to similar conclusions 

to Robinson (2011) with regards to how conscious we must be of 

the role of power disparities in the genuine expression of studentôs 

opinions (Canning, 2016). Although Canning advises a similar 

kind of caution, the tertiary context leads symptoms presenting in 
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a different kind of fashion. Canning (2016) uses regulatory 

capture as an analogy for one of the ways student voice may be 

undermined in a tertiary context, suggesting that students may use 

avenues for student voice and activism on behalf of the student 

body as a career move, undermining the genuine expression of 

the students, particularly as one is unlikely to cause controversy 

when they are acting in the interests of their career. 

 Prain et al. (2012) conducted a review of personalised 

learning literature, gathering a sizeable list of concerns about the 

field. Many of the concerns flagged I have already discussed, 

though others include how personalised learning has defied 

precise definition, how it does not seem to fit well with 

prescriptive curricula and, with surprisingly little emphasis, how 

there seemed to be a lack of research on how it is implemented in 

practice or how successful it is at raising student achievement. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, given the lack of definition, the 2012 

Prain et al. review found that there seems to be confusion as to 

what personalised learning is, with reports that traditional 

methods are being used to achieve personalised learning, such as 

whole class teaching (Prain et al., 2012). But perhaps the most 

powerful concern they raised seems to have gone unnoticed. 

They cite motivational benefits as a justification for personalised 

learning, that is, that it will improve the motivation of students; 

however, later in the same article, when discussing self-regulated 

learning they suggest that self-regulated learning is achieved 

insofar as the student is motivated, among other factors (Prain et 

al., 2012). This suggests a possible circular dependency, insofar 

as there is overlap between personalised learning and self-

regulated learning, in order to gain the motivation benefits of 

personalised learning they must first be motivated enough to 

achieve self-regulated learning.  

 Waldrip et al. (2014) detail in depth a process used to develop 

a survey about personalised learning, largely consisting of 

statistical analysis of the survey to ensure its reliability. They 

found that the questions were statistically reliable, meaning we 

would expect to find someone taking the survey multiple times to 

give fairly consistent responses; however, they also employed a 

discriminant validity test to ensure the survey items were not 

overlapping conceptually. They found that many of the scores on 

the discriminant validity test suggested overlap conceptually. 

They disregard this result because they do not believe there to be 

any conceptual overlap (Waldrip et al., 2014). This begs the 

question of why they applied the test in the first place if they had 

already decided there was not any conceptual overlap. This 

survey was utilised by Prain et al. (2012) to investigate studentôs 

attitudes towards personalised learning. They found that students 

generally viewed personalised learning positively, but that there 

were issues with the extent to which they felt they had agency. 

Encouragingly Prain and colleagues also did a case study of 

personalised learning in a mathematics context and found it 

improved motivation and grades of students as well as the 

collaboration of teachers involved (Prain et al., 2012).  

 I have briefly explored the literature for several potential 

issues for practitioners, who are implementing personalised 

learning. While specific strategies for resolving these issues have 

not been discussed, awareness of the issues helps teachers inform 

their practice in the way they see best fits to their specific 

situation. I have demonstrated that practitioners need to be aware 

of the power dynamics in the school/classroom and the kind 

impact that they can have on student willingness to express 

themselves honestly. In addition practitioners need to careful how 

they manage self-directed learning, so as to scaffold and support 

students with low confidence as well as modelling self-directed 

learning approaches and explicitly stating expectations about the 

focus on learning. Awareness that not all students feel 

comfortable in the roles required by personalised learning and 

self-directed learning is also important. Some students may not 

be as comfortable as others demanding the teacher's time, because 

it could be seen as selfish in large classrooms. This leads into a 

final consideration for practitioners, that just giving all students 

freedom to choose the direction of their learning is not inherently 

equitable. The teacher may have to consciously, and cautiously, 

factor for personalised learning favoring students more willing 

and better positioned to capitalise on the resources available to 

them. 

 

Conclusion 

 In this review I have resisted the compelling nature of 

personalised learning and investigated criticism of it and practical 

implications. An apparently resonant chord in the literature, that 

personalised learning is suspiciously similar to neo-liberal market 

based ideology, was identified. Power struggles, or perhaps more 

dangerously unwitting oppression of students voice was a 

significant feature in the literature. Finally, personalised learning 

was accused of conceptual ñfuzzinessò (Prain et al., 2012). This 

entails not only a lack of clarity of what personalised learning 

means, but also how it is interpreted in practice and what kind of 

impact it has on student achievement. Though this is perhaps not 

surprising for a movement that an ethical appeal that seems so 

natural and strong. In spite of the concerns and criticism raised by 

the literature, it is hard to argue against the notion that students 

should have a say in something as important to them as their 

education. An idea this powerful is a dangerous kind of idea that 

need not be pinned down or solidly grounded to become 

pervasive. 
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Abstract   

This article reviews what the current practices are for educating students for diversity, and what considerations need 

to be made. New Zealand prides itself on being a diverse and inclusive society with bicultural foundations. Although 

all people have the right to an education free of bias and discrimination, the experiences of many disabled, minority, 

or ethnic groups, gender and sexually diverse students, and their families suggest that there is still a long way to go in 

educating for diversity. This literature review considers approaches to teaching that encourage diversity, and reviews 

certain factors that may need to be reconsidered by educators if we are to truly appreciate, and educate for, diversity. 
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and how valuing this diversity can provide 21st century students and their communities with a diverse knowledge base, 

and willingness to work and collaborate with people from diverse backgrounds. 
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Introduction  

As part of The Global Education 2030 Agenda, the United 

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

UNESCO (2017, p. 7) defined diversity as ñpeopleôs differences 

which may relate to their race, ethnicity, gender, sexual 

orientation, language, culture, religion, mental and physical 

ability, class, and immigration statusò. This paper draws on this 

comprehensive understanding of diversity alongside a range of 

research, to consider what is being done, and what could be done 

to educate for diversity in New Zealand.  

 New Zealand is a multiethnic society with a population who 

are mostly PǕkehǕ (New Zealand European), with the largest 

minority group being MǕori (Statistics New Zealand, 2015). 

Following on from high unemployment rates in skilled migrants, 

and global security threats, the New Zealand Government set out 

to create a diverse, friendly nation that welcomes and supports all, 

and celebrates difference (Kolig, 2003, as cited in Simon-Kumar, 

2014). The Ministry of Education (2007) reflects this image for 

the education system through its principles for educators to 

acknowledge, consider, and reflect a respect for inclusion, 

cultural diversity, and the Treaty of Waitangi through the New 

Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007).  

 In 2007, the New Zealand Government claimed that it was an 

inclusive society that led to New Zealandôs prosperity 

(Department of Labour, 2007), however, the literature reveals 

that current teaching practices vary widely, with certain schools 

taking steps to specifically address topics around student diversity 

(Burford, Lucassen, & Hamilton, 2017), and evidence revealing 

that many students are still discriminated or excluded, even if 

unintentionally (Major & Santoro, 2014; Stead, 2014). Current 

attitudes to diversity are portrayed through school cultures, and 

the discourse of educators. When these attitudes are negative, 

students and their families are left feeling unsupported and alone 

(Purdue, 2009), in contrast to the opportunities that arise for 

educators who incorporate and value diverse backgrounds and 

knowledge (Hindle et al., 2011). Through looking at international 

research alongside New Zealand research, a promising pathway 

to diversity comes through knowledge of self and students. 

Taking oneôs own identity into consideration, and making a real 

effort to get to know students, could have a significant impact on 

student motivation, and student perceptions on diversity (Maged, 

2014; Walrond, 2008). Current education on diversity is often 

based on cultural diversity (Hajisoteriou, & Angelides, 2015), 

and fails to address the diversity within groups; the people who 

do not match their given labels, or fit the social norms. 

 

Current Practices and Considerations 

Attitudes to Diversity.  

 To educate and prepare students for diversity, schools and 

communities must seek to understand how the presence of wider 

societal attitudes within the school culture and environment assist 

or hinder an acceptance for diversity. Although children with 
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disabilities have as much of a right as any other student, many 

families still find the New Zealand education system 

discriminatory; it was the negative attitudes, and a lack of 

understanding shown by early childhood teachers towards 

disabled studentsô learning which caused great stress for parents 

(Purdue, 2009). These discriminatory and negative attitudes 

towards diverse students appear to continue through to secondary 

schools. For example, a Rainbow Youth Workshop in two 

Auckland Secondary Schools, aimed to promote acceptance and 

understanding of gender diverse students, reduce the associated 

bullying, and create a more supportive environment (Burford et 

al., 2017). The results from student questionnaires in this 

workshop revealed that many learners felt that their school culture 

would negatively impact on gender-diverse, and sexually-diverse 

students. Nevertheless, the students found the workshop to be 

highly beneficial, and for many, encouraged their desire to 

support peers who feel victimised or alone (Burford et al.,  2017). 

Sousa and Lima (2017) highlighted how in Brazil, incorporating 

and valuing knowledge about the diverse ethnicities that make up 

the Brazilian people, from an early age, could be a vital step in 

creating cultures of belonging, inclusion and acceptance for 

cultural and ethnic diversity in the school and wider society. In 

New Zealand, this can be seen through certain schools that are 

using Kaupapa MǕori (MǕori cultural practices and views of the 

world) and bicultural experiences to implement the curriculum 

and to educate for diversity. Hindle et al. (2011) demonstrated 

how, by teaching the arts through the context of a pǾwhiri 

(welcome ceremony), students would experience an integration 

of dance, drama, and performing for an audience in a familiar 

context, without following a Western tradition of separating art, 

music, dance, and theatre into separate disciplines (Anderson, 

1996, as cited in Hindle et al, 2011). Such examples of 

incorporating education, experience, and understanding, reveals 

a possible pathway to improve attitudes towards diversity. 

 Attitudes to diversity may be portrayed in explicit or implicit 

ways through discourse and labels, which highlight difference in 

both positive and negative ways. The conversations that teachers 

have with, about, or in front of, their students, the way they 

respond to situations, and the attitudes that they deem praise-

worthy, all contribute to the formation, and acceptance, of diverse 

learner identities, and the opportunities that students have to test 

out different ways of being (Major & Santoro, 2014). The term 

special education, although commonly used, suggests ñthat there 

was an education apart from, and different to, the types of 

education that other learners in schools receivedò (Bourke, 2006). 

Whether this has arisen to address the needs of diverse learners, 

or to support struggling teachers, the assumption that disabled 

children require a different or special education constructs the 

idea that children with disabilities are inferior and different from 

their peers (Bourke, 2006; Purdue, 2009). Because it is often 

expected that disabled students need special education, similarly 

students from minority cultures are expected to learn and 

communicate in English, regardless of their native tongue 

(Ballam, 2008). Although it may be fair to expect those new to a 

country to make an attempt at learning about the local language 

and customs, the literature recognises that such attitudes of 

expectation to become like the dominant culture fail to value 

diverse knowledge, experiences, and often result in poor 

academic or social outcomes (Ballam, 2008). Ballam (2008) also 

highlighted the need for educators to allow, and therefore 

normalise, the use of multiple languages within the classroom, 

and seek ways of representing information not solely through 

language, so to improve attitudes towards diversity, and better the 

experience of diverse learners.  

 

Knowledge of Self and Students 

 Knowledge of self and students is imperative in educating 

highly adaptable, connected 21st century citizens, who recognise 

and value diversity (Bolstad et al., 2012). An important 

consideration therefore, is how our expectations and experiences 

form our identities, and how knowledge of students provides a 

platform for understanding diverse approaches to teaching and 

learning. Walrond (2008) explored Caribbean education 

philosophy through Caribbean culture and education, and 

considered it necessary to acknowledge and implement aspects 

of this when teaching Caribbean Canadian students. The research 

presented a stark contrast between Caribbean teachers, who 

would take on an almost parental role, going to student homes to 

encourage students to come to class, providing assistance, caring 

for them and their wellbeing, in comparison with the typical 

Western teacher who says ñcome to me if you need helpò 

(Walrond, 2008, p. 198). As such, knowing student and 

community expectations and being flexible in accommodating 

diverse needs is especially important for teachers from a 

dominant, able-bodied, and heterosexual PǕkehǕ ethnicity; for 

such teachers, it is challenging to fully understand the ways in 

which teaching practice may implicitly discriminate, or 

negatively impact on learners and their achievement (Major & 

Santoro, 2014; Stead, 2014). Furthermore, knowledge of prior 

experiences and expectations for the role of a teacher or student, 

reveal the importance of a teacherôs need to reflect and inquire 

into issues within a class, and collaborate with diverse members 

of the community, so to continually develop an inclusive practice, 

and actively respond to diverse learner needs (Bourke, 2006; 

Stead, 2014).  

 A willingness to understand oneself, and have a genuine 

interest in knowing students calls for teachers be aware of cultural 

taxation in their efforts to embrace and educate for diversity. 

Higher education institutions that fail to address the needs of 

culturally incompetent teachers, may factor in a Pre-Service 

Teachers (PST) unintentional cultural taxation due to lack of 

practical examples. Maged (2014) explored how PST are 

prepared for meeting the variety of learning needs in New 

Zealandôs increasingly culturally diverse classrooms. Over the 

period of a four-year degree, the PST participants revealed that 

they had only had one compulsory course specifically on cultural 

diversity; the course lasted one semester and many students found 

it too theoretical. In this course, a MǕori teacher educator 

acknowledged that people often see him as an expert in regards 

to working with MǕori children, instead of realising that even if a 

PST is from the dominant culture, they can still address diverse 

needs showing respect, and making an effort to know all diverse 

students. Knowing how other students in the class see diverse 

peers provides a teacher with the agency to frame discussions and 

activities that address misunderstandings, and educate students 

for diversity in school and in their communities. Ethnic minority 

groups and refugees are often portrayed positively, as active 

citizens who are proud of their cultural diversity, and want to 

contribute positively and voluntarily to New Zealand society 

(Simon-Kumar, 2014). This is in comparison with minority 
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groups such as Pasifika families, of whom over half are 

represented as living in poverty (Veukiso-Ulugia, 2016), or 

disabled students who may rely on school resources to determine 

whether they are able to go to a certain school (Purdue, 2009). 

Diversity should not mean that such students have to prove 

themselves as worthy or as active citizens to be able to receive the 

same inclusive education as their peers; furthermore diversity 

certainly should not deny any assistance due to lack of an expert 

person or resource (Purdue, 2009). 

 

Diversity within Groups  

 A common issue throughout the research is that there appears 

to be little evidence of educating about diversity within groups. 

Due to this, many minority groups face perpetuating stereotypes, 

and a struggle against the dominant social norms. Maged (2014) 

considered one issue in educating for diversity to be the lack of 

cultural and ethnic diversity amongst teachers, because this often 

does not align with the diversity within a classroom. Similarly, it 

has been recognised that, regardless of background, most students 

in New Zealand are in schools that represent the dominant 

mainstream ideas and values, which can significantly marginalise 

students, and hinder achievement (Hindle et al, 2011). A typical 

way to educate for diversity in schools is by celebrating different 

festivals, organising international potluck meals, or listening to 

music in different languages (Hajisoteriou, & Angelides, 2015). 

Although there is nothing wrong with including such aspects in 

school life, this can foster stereotypes and disregard the diversity 

among all students. Forty students in Cyprus were selected as part 

of a research on intercultural pedagogical practices in primary 

schools. Half of the students were Cypriot, and half were 

immigrants from Europe, the United Kingdom, and Asia. Many 

of the students interviewed responded to diversity in terms of 

cultural diversity, and felt discussions around this usually 

followed up incidents between native Cypriots and immigrants. 

Immigrant children saw these conversations as positive, however 

felt that they were teacher-led, and offered little opportunity for 

them to share their feelings or experiences ï which they wanted 

to do (Hajisoteriou, & Angelides, 2015). Similarly, out of 33 

secondary schools participating in Te Kotahitanga (a professional 

development programme to improve educational achievement of 

MǕori students in English-medium secondary schools), 25% of 

the teachers were considered to be low implementers of culturally 

responsive pedagogies. These teachers, in largely MǕori classes, 

missed opportunities to incorporate Te Reo (the language of the 

indigenous population), MǕori content, or student perspectives 

and experiences (Hindle et al, 2011). The resulting contrast 

between self and other, heightens the likelihood of perpetuating 

stereotypes in schools. For example, a committee member and 

parent at a New Zealand early childhood centre questioned the 

need and appropriateness for a disabled child to be enrolled at a 

kindergarten even though it was made clear that the child had the 

right to attend (Purdue, 2009), and for Cypriot children who were 

friends with immigrants, they felt the need to justify their 

friendship choices because the school culture made them feel that 

such friendships were not normal (Hajisoteriou, & Angelides, 

2015).  

 In contrast, Sousa and Lima (2017) revealed how in early 

childhood education, Brazilian teachers presented a mix of 

indigenous and Afro-Brazilian musical instruments to the class 

without specifying which instruments were indigenous, or Afro-

Brazilian. The children were able to test out the different 

instruments, and play along to various songs. It was only after the 

experimentation that the teachers specifically introduced the 

instruments, and explained that they are not commonly used 

instruments because they were made by indigenous and black 

people. In this way, the children were able to see the value in 

indigenous and Afro-Brazilian music and instruments, before 

they were confronted with the knowledge and wonderings 

around their societyôs history of devaluing them.   

 Being aware of social norms in New Zealand and abroad is 

important to consider when educating for diversity within groups. 

In Samoa, there are strict moral codes and traditional Christian-

influenced values, which expect young people to uphold the 

family name, refrain from, and protect younger siblings from, 

sexual activities before marriage (Veukiso-Ulugia, 2016). 

Although Samoan migrant families may still hold traditional 

Samoan expectations for their children, research has shown that 

the attitudes and behaviour towards sexual health, for New 

Zealand-raised Samoan youth in particular, is becoming 

increasingly diverse. A survey of 535 Samoan secondary students 

revealed these changing attitudes for Samoan youth in New 

Zealand: 45% claimed to have had sexual intercourse, and two-

thirds of these students stated that their first experience of sexual 

intercourse took place before they turned fifteen (Veukiso-

Ulugia, 2016). When teachers do not consider or acknowledge 

the diversity within groups, and that not every student from a 

certain group is the same, there is a risk of hindering studentsô 

freedom to test out diverse ways of being. Major and Santoroôs 

(2014) year-long case study between two classrooms, in two New 

Zealand primary schools, focused on two nine-year-old children; 

Beth, a South Korean girl, and Vincent, a Chinese boy. The 

teacherôs construction that serious, hardworking female students 

are good and sensible reinforced Bethôs knowledge of South 

Korean social norms. This caused her to hold the same 

expectations for herself as a learner in New Zealand and 

prevented her from being able to experiment with shaping her 

identity in a different way. In contrast, the strong Chinese values 

which were enforced in Vincentôs home life did not align with the 

school expectations for students, and therefore allowed Vincent 

to be a loud and silly boy when he was at school. As such, it is 

vital that educators consider their own attitudes towards teaching 

and learning, and how these may support or hinder educating for 

diversity in New Zealand classrooms. 

 

Strengths and Limitations 

 A strength of the literature is that there is a range of New 

Zealand-based research regarding diversity. New Zealandôs 

unique bicultural context no doubt contributes to the 

considerations that are being made regarding to educating diverse 

learners, for a diverse society.  

 The evaluation of the Rainbow Youth workshop was 

beneficial as it provided a student voice in regards to their gender 

and sexually diverse peers, however this came from secondary 

students and did not provide a follow up to evaluate any resulting 

impacts on the school environment and attitudes in the long term. 

It was not until 2015 that the Ministry of Education added a 

specific section for gender, and lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender, intersex and questioning (LGBTIQ) students into 

ñBullying prevention and response: A guide for schoolsò and 
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therefore this may still seem like a new issue for many educators 

(Ministry of Education, 2015). 

 Perhaps the most significant limitation, is that the current 

research divides diversity into specific categories, for example 

culture, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, disability, and so on; there 

appeared to be no research which looked at educating for 

diversity as a whole. Therefore, there is a gap in the research in 

regards to possible pathways for connecting effective practices 

and educating for diversity.  

 

Conclusion 

 This review of literature highlighted a range of contexts both 

in New Zealand and abroad to connect common practices, and to 

highlight factors that need to be considered when educating for 

diversity. The comparison of negative attitudes towards diversity, 

and efforts to incorporate diverse knowledge in the classroom, 

calls teachers to consider their own attitudes alongside those of 

the school and wider community. Through considering the 

impacts of these attitudes on students, and seeking to normalise, 

and value the diversity of each child, a possible pathway to 

educating for diversity can be seen. An important contribution to 

the literature was the research by Walrond (2008), who examined 

how western teachers failed to meet the expectations set by 

Caribbean teachers who provided parental and pastoral care to 

their students. This can easily be imagined in a New Zealand 

setting, and highlighted the importance of getting to know 

students and understanding oneself. 

 There is a gap in diversity research in regards to educating for 

a more comprehensive diversity, which is not separated into 

different categories, for example cultural or gender diversity. 

However, the various research on different types of diversity is an 

invaluable resource for creating connections between which 

practices work, and which factors need to be considered. In this 

way, when integrated, there are multiple potential pathways to 

work towards educating for diversity in New Zealand. 
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Abstract   

Despite similar achievement levels, females continue to be underrepresented in Science, Technology, Engineering, 

and Mathematics (STEM) disciplines. Given the strategic importance of these for New Zealandôs future, ensuring 

females have equitable access to education and careers in these sectors is vital for upholding diversity and equality. 

This literature review examines current research on gender disparities in STEM, and identifies three key contexts of 

gender interest in STEM: developing, maintaining, and retaining. These contexts are aligned to the primary, secondary, 

and tertiary, education sectors, within which current research on self-concept and self-efficacy, social belongingness, 

and stereotypes are investigated. A key finding of the importance of physical science exposure and experience for later 

female vocational interest and retention is identified. This and other outcomes from the literature, provide evidence 

for potential tangible strategies to encourage increased gender uptake in STEM. 
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Introduction  

 The importance of science in enhancing and sustaining New 

Zealandôs future has been shown through the development and 

implementation of current New Zealand Government initiatives 

such as the National Statement of Science Investment 2015 - 

2025 (NSSI) whose vision is ña highly dynamic science system 

that enriches New Zealand, making a more visible, measurable 

contribution to our productivity and wellbeing through excellent 

scienceò (Ministry of Business Innovation and Employment, 

2015, p.7). However, despite New Zealandôs national push for 

science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM), 

women continue to be underrepresented in many of these 

academic and vocational areas (Ministry of Education, 2016). 

 A literature review into educational gender differences was 

commissioned by the Ministry of Education in 1999 to 

investigate mounting concerns of falling academic achievement 

rates in boys from 1989-1999 (Alton Lee & Praat, 2000) 

Interestingly, within science however no significant differences 

in gender achievement was evidenced at the primary education 

stage, however by the beginning of secondary school significant 

gender differences in favour of boys was evidenced (Alton Lee 

& Praat, 2000). Furthermore, girls attitudes towards science 

showed decline consistent with international trends (Alton Lee & 

Praat, 2000) .  

No updated report has been commissioned since 2000, but 

current international testing data from PISA (Programme for 

International Student Assessment) and TIMSS (Trends in 

International Mathematics and Science Study) shows that there 

are no significant differences in average science achievement 

between genders (Ministry of Education, 2017). Therefore, the 

lack of females in certain STEM disciplines such as the physical 

and mathematical sciences, engineering, and computer science 

(Ministry of Education, 2016) cannot be explained by lower 

achievement levels. A review of current literature provides 

insight in understanding gender disparities across the primary, 

secondary, and tertiary sectors. 

 

Developing Interest: Self-Concept and 

Achievement 

 Differences persist in early science exposure between the 

genders, with research from Jones, Howe, and Rua (2000) 

demonstrating that by sixth grade, boys are more likely to have 

had higher extra-curricular exposure to physical sciences 

whereas, in contrast, girls were more likely to have had biological 

sciences experiences. Prediger (1982) surmised that the RIASEC 

vocational framework which measures six interest types; 

Realistic, Investigative, Artistic, Social, Enterprising, and 

Conventional, has two fundamental dimensions of data-ideas 

and people-things. Using these dimensions, Lippa (1998) 

investigated the differences between gender vocational interests 

in ideas-data and people-things subgroups. Men were shown to 
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have a greater interest in working with things, compared to 

women whose preference was people based professions (Lippa, 

1998). Whilst some research maintains there are minimal 

differences between the genders (Hyde, 2005), statistical meta-

analyses such as that by Su, Rounds, and Armstrong (2009) 

continue to assert innate differences in the people-things 

dimension as a factor in gender vocational interest disparities.  

 Research by Leibham, Alexander, and Johnson (2013) aimed 

to further investigate links between early science interest in 

preschool and later achievement levels at age eight. Interestingly, 

early interest was shown not to be a factor in predicting later 

science achievement for boys, however it was related to later 

achievement levels for girls (Leibham et al., 2013). Furthermore, 

whilst there were no gender differences in overall achievement 

levels, subsequent analysis did show that boys achieved higher in 

physical science and girls higher in biological science (Leibham 

et al., 2013). Therefore, as discussed by Jones et al. (2000) early 

exposure of girls to physical science may increase interest and 

thus achievement levels, and the importance of doing so is that 

ñfrom the perspective of power, equity, and financial resources, 

encouraging girls in the physical sciences can open doors that 

lead away from traditional lower paying jobs held by womenò (p. 

189). 

 Despite differences in early preschool interest, Leibham et al. 

(2013) found no difference in science self-concept between 

genders at age eight whereby they defined self-concept as ña 

multidimensional concept that reflects oneôs perceptions of 

relative competence in various domains including social, 

cognitive, and physical activitiesò (p. 577). Whilst there were no 

differences overall, Leibham et al. (2013) did conclude that girls 

with early interest in science had a higher science self-concept at 

age eight than boys with the equivalent initial interest. Self-

concept, however, was not shown to have a mediating effect on 

the relationship between early science interest and later 

achievement, and they therefore concluded that early interest in 

science raises achievement levels for girls (Leibham et al., 2013). 

The effects of interest on gender equity in STEM is a common 

research theme in much of the literature.   

 

Maintaining Interest: Self-efficacy and 

Social Belongingness  

 Vocational interest remains a pivotal aspect throughout 

secondary education for encouraging gender equity in STEM. 

The leaky pipeline metaphor is used within the literature to 

describe the phenomenon of high initial student interest in STEM, 

and the characteristic loss of interest amongst some students, 

especially women (Sadler, Sonnert, Hazari, & Tai, 2012). As 

previously identified an early interest in science in girls can be a 

predictor of higher later achievement (Jones et al., 2000; Leibham 

et al., 2013), therefore if achievement is equal or higher than boys 

(Ministry of Education, 2017) we must next examine potential 

mediating factors which may be affecting the differences in 

gender vocational interest.  

 Sadler et al. (2012) identified students shifts in STEM 

attitudes in secondary school and related vocational interests. In a 

6,860 cohort of American students, male STEM vocational 

interests remained stable throughout secondary education from 

39.5% beginning to 39.7% finishing high school (Sadler et al., 

2012). In compararison, female student STEM vocational 

interests were significantly lower and displayed higher attrition 

from 15.7% at the beginning, reducing to 12.7% by the end of 

high school (Sadler et al., 2012). Interestingly, retention rates of 

STEM vocational interest were shown to be higher in females 

with initial physics or engineering interest and lower in males 

with biology or earth/environmental science (Sadler et al., 2012), 

which conflicts with current early science exposure whereby the 

majority of females had more exposure to biology as outlined by 

Jones et al. (2000). The links between the retention of females in 

STEM and early science education were identified by Sadler et 

al. (2012) as a potential strategy for raising the number of women 

in later STEM careers.     

 Research by Tellhed, Bäckström, and Björklund (2017) 

concludes that consideration of self-efficacy and social 

belongingness are important in explaining gender differences in 

interest between STEM and HEED (Health care, Elementary 

Education, and the Domestic spheres). Tellhed et al. (2017) argue 

that current literature focuses on levels of participation of women 

in STEM with little consideration given to the opposing 

underrepresentation of men in HEED, and in their research they 

aim to contribute to the study of both disciplines. Self-efficacy is 

a similar term to self-concept in that both relate to an individualôs 

competence beliefs; however, self-efficacy has more specificity 

surrounding a learning area or task (Leibham et al., 2013; Tellhed 

et al., 2017). Although Leibham et al. (2013) concluded their 

research showed no evidence for self-concept as a mediator in 

science interest and achievement in elementary school, new 

evidence from Tellhed et al. (2017) in Sweden suggests that self-

efficacy does in fact act as a mediator for STEM interest in 

secondary school students. 

 Furthermore, Tellhed et al. (2017) found that social 

belongingness was a mediator for both STEM and HEED 

interest, though the effect of this was strongest on STEM. They 

argued that social belongingness was particularly important at a 

high school student age level because student expectations are 

that they will experience greater social belongingness from their 

own gender and thus this helps to explain why males are 

generally more interested in STEM and females in HEED 

(Tellhed et al., 2017). This was an important novel finding from 

their research which indicates more consideration may be needed 

for encouraging more women in to gender minority vocations.   

 

Retaining Interest: Society, Stereotypes 

and Bias 

 Females currently outnumber males in attainment rates of 

undergraduate degrees in New Zealand (Ministry of Education, 

2016) but gender disparities remain in the choices of major 

subject within STEM. These numbers reflect the current literature 

on differences in gender vocational interest and STEM 

experiences (Jones et al., 2000; Lippa, 1998; Sadler et al., 2012; 

Tellhed et al., 2017). Latest available statistics show that of the 

bachelor degrees conferred on domestic New Zealand students in 

2015, males outnumbered females in engineering, mathematics, 

and computer science, whereas females outnumbered males in 

health (with particularly significant disparity in nursing) and 

biological sciences (Ministry of Education, 2016). Ratios of 

gender within these major subjects supports international trends 

of differential STEM and HEED interests.  
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 Diekman, Clark, Johnston, Brown, and Steinberg (2011) 

argue for a goal congruity perspective where they cite evidence 

that females are more likely to value communal societal goals, 

such as working with people, which conflicts with the notion that 

STEM careers do not facilitate communal goals. These STEM 

goal affordance stereotypes were, unsurprisingly, therefore 

shown to be stronger in females than males (Diekman et al., 

2011). Furthermore, there was evidence for a causal link between 

the goal congruity model of communal goals and goal affordance 

stereotypes and STEM interest, by statistically significant results 

which demonstrated that by increasing communal goal values, 

STEM vocational interest was decreased amongst participants, 

whilst there was no effect on alternative career interest (Diekman 

et al., 2011). It is important to note however that this causal link 

was only shown in the small sample size of 64 participants.  

 Whilst the goal congruity perspective demonstrates links 

between communal goals and goal affordance stereotypes to 

STEM vocational interest, the authors highlight that their research 

should be seen as a contribution to the field and that ña focus on 

communal processes should not supplant a focus on other critical 

variables, such as self-efficacy, experience in math and science, 

or prejudice against women in these fieldsò (Diekman et al., 2011, 

p. 913) Furthermore, with consideration to raising levels of 

women in STEM careers, thought must be given not only to 

recruitment but also retention (Diekman et al., 2011).  

 Recent research on self-efficacy, interest and experience have 

been shown to influence STEM gender interest (Diekman et al., 

2011; Jones et al., 2000; Lippa, 1998; Sadler et al., 2012; Tellhed 

et al., 2017) but the effects of societal influence, such as persistent 

science and gender stereotypes, has had reduced research. 

Research has shown that when there are strong heteronormative 

gender-science stereotypes, females tend to have lower science 

identification and vocational interest whereas males display 

higher science identification and vocational interest when the 

same gender-science stereotypes are present (Cundiff, Vescio, 

Loken, & Lo, 2013). Cundiff et al. (2013) showed that implicit 

stereotyping lead to lower rates of femalesô intention to persist in 

science education, however this result was offset when science 

identity was accounted for. They suggest that strong identification 

with science mediates the effect of implicit stereotyping and the 

intent to persist (Cundiff et al., 2013). Interestingly, gender 

identity did not have the same mediating effect on implicit 

stereotyping in either gender and limited results for a potential 

mediating factor for males self-reported stereotyping where self-

report is personal identification of agreement with stereotypes 

(Cundiff et al., 2013).  

 There is also evidence to support that gender-science 

stereotypes may not only influence undergraduate choices 

(Cundiff et al., 2013) but may also lead to implicit bias higher 

within tertiary science faculties (Moss-Racusin, Dovidio, 

Brescoll, Graham, & Handelsman, 2012). In a sample of 

university professors of physics, chemistry, and biology from the 

United States of America (USA), faculty members of both 

genders displayed implicit bias during a double-blind study 

where faculty members were presented with applications for a 

laboratory manager job, the applications had identical credentials 

whereby the only variation was gender name (Moss-Racusin et 

al., 2012). Results showed the male application was more likely 

to be hired, be offered greater career mentoring and a higher 

starting salary than the equivalent female applicant (Moss-

Racusin et al., 2012). Thus for Moss-Racusin et al. (2012) this 

raised the concerns about the potential negative consequences of 

faculty bias in the retention of female graduates in STEM post-

undergraduate education.  

 

Limitations  

 Lack of contemporary empirical New Zealand based 

research on gender equity in STEM remains a limitation; 

however, current tertiary statistics (Ministry of Education, 2016) 

support the same trends in gender vocational data which has been 

identified in the, mostly, USA-centric literature. It is also 

important to note, that in many of the studies the results showed 

only the correlation between variables rather than causation, 

which suggests there may remain unidentified mediating factors 

influencing the data (Cundiff et al., 2013; Diekman et al., 2011; 

Tellhed et al., 2017). The methodologies used by researchers, 

such as retrospective studies (Sadler et al., 2012) or the use of 

parental survey (Leibham et al., 2013), have the potential to affect 

the ability to obtain accurate data because answers may be 

unintentionally skewed and therefore this should also be taken in 

to consideration.    

 Furthermore, participants in samples may not reflect the total 

diversity within populations. For example, many of the studies 

had samples in which the majority of participants were identified 

as Caucasian (Cundiff et al., 2013; Diekman et al., 2011; 

Leibham et al., 2013) and often from urban geographical areas. 

Considerations of socioeconomic status should also be 

considered as a potential limitation, such as that identified by 

Leibham et al. (2013). 

 

Future Research 

 As previously identified, a current lack of participant diversity 

identifies potential areas for future research. Diverse samples may 

include more research on gender interest in STEM within ethnic 

minority groups, or students from low socioeconomic groups. 

Furthermore, currently the focus remains on gender as a 

dichotomous variable rather than a continuous spectrum, 

therefore increased consideration on a wider range of gender 

identity experiences in STEM may help to contribute to the 

current body of literature. Cundiff et al. (2013) also suggests 

research on strong ógender-scienceô stereotypes and the potential 

effects in the underrepresentation of females in STEM.  

 

Conclusion 

 The issue of continued underrepresentation of females in 

traditionally male dominated STEM disciplines is decidedly 

complex and challenging. As educators are facing increasingly 

diverse classrooms, consideration of limiting factors in achieving 

equitable access for minorities, such as females in STEM, is 

crucial for ensuring inclusive education. A common recurring 

theme was the importance of motivating STEM interest in girls, 

particularly at an early age. Ensuring equitable access and 

exposure to physical science may set students on a pathway 

which enables them to successfully navigate and circumvent the 

leaky pipeline. As educators, consideration must therefore be 

made on the potential strategies and pedagogies of how to 

effectively implement and enact this in the classroom.  
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 Furthermore, there was an awareness throughout the 

literature reviewed, that an obstacle to achieving gender equity in 

STEM is not only the ability to recruit more women but also, 

crucially, how to retain them in the field. To be able to effectively 

do this the literature suggests it will likely require a societal shift 

in our embedded stereotypes and practices, as inherent biases 

remain unchallenged. Examining assumptions and remaining 

open to reflection of our own values and beliefs, may help to 

mitigate potential unexamined stereotypes or bias.    

 Although the issue is complex, the literature highlights the 

potential areas for intervention and action, which educators may 

be able to enforce to make meaningful change in STEM uptake 

rates. Considering the equal science achievement levels in 

assessment between genders, encouraging self-concepts and 

promoting STEM as a viable career pathway for females should 

be considered for beginning to address the current vocational 

disparities.      
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Abstract   

This literature review identifies the factors influencing Pasifika literacy education throughout a range of primary, 

intermediate, and secondary New Zealand schools. Literacy achievement outcomes for Pasifika students in New 

Zealand are increasing; however, Pasifika students are still below-average when compared with other ethnicities like 

European/PǕkehǕ, Asian, and MǕori. The factors that influence Pasifika achievement are the maintenance of home-

school partnerships, cultural capital, library access, church-based literacy education, and the classroom environment. 

Two main conclusions about what teachers can do to improve literacy achievement are drawn from the research: 

teachers need to establish a positive partnership between the home and school, and teachers need to enact a culturally 

responsive pedagogy for Pasifika learners.  
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Introduction  

Literacy education was traditionally viewed as the acquisition of 

skills such as reading, writing, listening, and speaking. Vygotsky 

(1978) emphasised that language acquisition is dependent on 

social interaction and stressed the importance of explicit teaching 

(Fletcher, Parkhill, Faôafoi, & Taleni, 2008; Taleni, Parkhill, 

Faôafoi, & Fletcher, 2007;). In a post-Vygotskian era literacy is 

seen as a social construction where critical literacy and 

sociocultural approaches need to be acquired (Cullen, 2001). In 

the past many Pasifika students in New Zealand were shown to 

be disengaged and underachieving in literacy at school (Alton-

Lee, 2003). The Programme for International Student 

Achievement (PISA) statistics for 2015 (OECD, 2015) reveal 

that while there has been an increase in Pasifika achievement in 

reading, writing, and mathematics since 2013, Pasifika students 

are still underachieving in all three areas compared with their 

European/ PǕkehǕ, Asian, and MǕori counterparts (OECD, 

2015). Taleni et al. (2007) found that ethnicity alone does not 

account for these statistics but ethnicity combined with low 

socioeconomic status does. Pasifika peoples is a term used to 

refer to all peoples from a range of unique cultural backgrounds: 

such as peoples from Samoa, Tonga, Tokelau, Niue, and the 

Cook Islands (Taleni et al., 2007). The largest sub-group of 

Pasifika peoples in New Zealand is Samoan. This literature 

review refers to Pasifika peoples and has a particular focus on 

Samoan peoples. The factors identified that were shown to 

influence Pasifika literacy achievement were home-school 

partnerships, cultural capital, library use, church-literacy 

education, and the classroom environment (Allen, Taleni, & 

Robertson, 2009; Alton-Lee, 2003; Dickie, 2010; Fletcher, 

Greenwood, & Parkhill, 2010; Fletcher, Parkhill, & Faôafoi, 

2005; Fletcher et al., 2008; Fletcher, Parkhill, Taleni, & OôRegan, 

2009; Spiller, 2012; Taleni et al., 2007; Wilson, Madjar, & 

McNaughton, 2016). One conclusion from the literature is that 

teachers can maintain home-school partnerships focused on 

student learning and enact culturally responsive pedagogy in 

order to improve Pasifika achievement in literacy (Allen et al., 

2009; Alton-Lee, 2003; Fletcher et al., 2009; Spiller, 2012; Taleni 

et al., 2007). This literature review focuses predominantly on the 

factors that influence achievement for under-achieving Pasifika 

students in New Zealand but there is also research that examines 

the factors influencing high Pasifika achievement in literacy 

which is cited in this review (Fletcher et al., 2008; Parkhill et al., 

2005).  

 

Pasifika Literacy Education  

Home-school partnerships  

 In the studies cited in this literature review home-school 

partnerships were identified as critical when supporting literacy 

education for Pasifika students. Alton-Leeôs (2003) synthesis for 

diverse learners was commissioned by the Ministry of Education 

in order to provide a comprehensive review based upon research 

to enhance educational outcomes for all students. The synthesis 

identifies ten key characteristics of quality teaching for diverse 

students in New Zealand. One of the characteristics identified is 

the importance of making connections between schools and the 
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http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://hdl.handle.net/10092/14627
https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0019/7705/BES-quality-teaching-diverse-students.pdf
https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0019/7705/BES-quality-teaching-diverse-students.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264266490-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264266490-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264266490-en
http://search.informit.com.au/documentSummary;dn=475029950870571;res=IELHSS
http://search.informit.com.au/documentSummary;dn=475029950870571;res=IELHSS
https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0019/7705/BES-quality-teaching-diverse-students.pdf
http://search.informit.com.au/documentSummary;dn=320910959403865;res=IELHSS
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2009.05.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2009.05.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2008.06.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2008.06.002
http://search.informit.com.au/documentSummary;dn=475029950870571;res=IELHSS
http://search.informit.com.au/documentSummary;dn=475029950870571;res=IELHSS
https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0019/7705/BES-quality-teaching-diverse-students.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2008.06.002
https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0019/7705/BES-quality-teaching-diverse-students.pdf


Journal of Initial Teacher Inquiry (2017). Volume 3 

   29 

 

additional cultural contexts students are situated in. Home-school 

partnerships that focus on student learning proved to have 

positive effects on student learning outcomes (Alton-Lee, 2003). 

Fletcher et al. (2010) is a small qualitative study involving thirteen 

parents across six New Zealand schools which explore parental 

perceptions of children learning to read in schools. In Fletcher et 

al. (2010) all thirteen participants agreed that having a rapport 

with the teacher and the school was important. A limitation of this 

study was that the six schools included were identified by literacy 

stakeholders as schools with effective reading practices (Fletcher 

et al., 2010). The school was also decile 5 which indicates that the 

socioeconomic area the school is situated in is relatively affluent. 

Fletcher et al. (2009) found two challenges when attempting to 

establish a home-school partnership: schools found it difficult to 

get parents to acknowledge their role in the home-school 

partnership and Pasifika parents did not have enough time to be 

involved. The study found that in three schools many adults in 

Pasifika families tended to be working in low-paid shift work or 

working multiple jobs, and were without the support of their 

extended family, which they would have had back home 

(Fletcher et al., 2009).  

 Fletcher et al.ôs study (2010) is a qualitative study which 

explores teachers and parentsô views of factors that support or 

hinder literacy education for Pasifika students. The strength of 

this study is that throughout the research process matai (Samoan 

chiefs) were consulted to co-construct the meaning of evidence 

used. A weakness of this study, however, was that the principals 

of each school selected the staff who participated in the study; 

thus principals could have chosen teachers who were more 

culturally responsive. In comparison, Allen et al. (2009) is a 

qualitative study that explored the journey of five teachers (from 

primary, intermediate, and secondary schools) who went on a trip 

to Samoa to find out more about their Samoan studentsô culture 

and background to help them as teachers in the classroom. One 

teacher found that Samoa every family member was supported 

and cared for, and this made her reflect on the different context 

Pasifika families are exposed to in New Zealand (Allen et al., 

2009). Taleni et al. (2007) elaborates on the context of New 

Zealand: theirs is a qualitative study that surveyed 37 Pasifika 

students from a range of four different primary, intermediate, and 

secondary schools in the South Island. These schools were in the 

1 to 5 decile rating and were identified to have a large number of 

Pasifika students. Taleni et al. (2007) found more than 50% of 

students said that they did not have enough time nor space to do 

their homework due to the fact that they had to look after younger 

siblings and cousins. In addition to this, fewer than 20% of 

students reported that their parents could read (Taleni et al., 2007). 

Fletcher et al. (2009) found that parentsô abilities in reading 

influenced their childrenôs reading at home as well. A limitation 

of Taleni et al. (2007) is the reliability of findings because 

children were selected as interview subjects which raises 

questions about the reliability of childrenôs perceptions. Home-

school partnerships are an integral part of supporting literacy 

education for Pasifika students.  

 

Cultural Capital  

 The notion of cultural capital posits the view that if a student 

has values that are consistent with school norms and values then 

the student is more likely to be successful compared to those 

whose cultural dispositions differ (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). 

Alton-Lee (2003), Fletcher et al. (2010), Fletcher et al. (2009) and 

Taleni et al. (2007) all identify this notion of cultural capital as a 

factor influencing the success of Pasifika students in literacy 

education in New Zealand schools. This is problematic because 

Pasifika peoples have their own set of cultural values and beliefs 

which may not directly coincide with the schoolôs dominant 

culture. Taleni et al. (2007) found that over 60% of participants 

preferred to read stories about Pasifika peoples, however, in 

school the reading material provided was predominately about 

European peoples. Cultural capital can be understood in relation 

to socioeconomic status. Wilson et al. (2016) completed a study 

that looks at the achievement rates of secondary Pasifika students 

in 34 secondary schools across New Zealand and examines 

teacher practices of teaching literacy. Wilson et al. (2016) found 

that opportunities to learn were significantly decreased if families 

were situated in a lower socioeconomic area versus living in a 

higher socioeconomic area. The Wilson et al. (2016) study is a 

sizable study of 34 schools from a range of decile ratings. 

However, a limitation of the study is that 34 schools entered the 

study between 2011 and 2012 and there was not a check for 

possible variations in findings between the schools that entered in 

the two different years. The studies mentioned above found that 

generally schools with a high percentage of Pasifika students 

tended to be lower in decile (Alton-Lee, 2003; Fletcher et al., 

2009; Fletcher et al., 2010; Taleni et al., 2007). Cultural capital is 

important to Pasifika literacy education because the amount of 

cultural capital Pasifika students have can hinder their literacy 

development in New Zealand schools.  

 

Library Use 

 Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) refer to the importance of 

students and families having access to social and cultural 

resources. Alton-Lee (2003) found that limited access to library 

resources was a barrier to learning for low-achievers in New 

Zealand. This is supported by Taleni et al. (2007) who found that 

student access to libraries was a critical resource for students and 

their families. Taleni et al. (2007) reported that fewer than 50% 

of low-achieving Pasifika students used the library. In 

comparison, the Fletcher et al. (2010) study found that most 

parents used the school and community libraries, no matter what 

reading ability their child had. Fletcher et al. (2008) focused on 

the factors influencing Pasifika studentsô achievement in literacy. 

The researchers interviewed achieving and high-achieving 

Pasifika primary students about their literacy education. Fletcher 

et al. (2008) found that all the achieving and high-achieving 

Pasifika students belonged to the community library and visited 

it regularly whether with their parents, peers or themselves. 

Fletcher et al. (2005) found that the addition of Information 

Communication Technology (ICT) use was important to School 

A in the study; a specialist in ICT was employed as a teacher to 

help students with their use of technologies. The limitation of the 

study was that it was a small (only two Christchurch schools were 

involved) (Fletcher et al., 2008). Pasifika students who have 

regular access to a library are more prepared to success in literacy 

education in New Zealand schools. 

 

Church Literacy Education  

 Many Pasifika students in New Zealand experience their out-

of-school literacy education from the Church (Dickie, 2010). 

Dickie (2010) examines the out-of-school literacy experiences of 
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14 Pasifika students. The study focused on whether Church-

based literacy helps or hinders Pasifika studentsô literacy 

education. The students were trained as junior ethnographers to 

document their own out-of-school experiences with literacy. A 

limitation of this method is that students may not be able to 

recognise all the times where they were using literacy outside of 

school or students could manipulate the material to make it look 

like they were doing more literacy than they actually were or vice 

versa. The two main types of church literacy education identified 

in the study was reading passages out from the Bible with 

accuracy and tauloto which is reciting passages from the Bible on 

White Sunday in Samoan or English (Dickie, 2010). Pasifika 

church literacy education also involves the comprehension of 

texts, because is very important that students understand what 

they are reading (Dickie, 2010). Although memorisation of a text 

is important, students are encouraged to offer their own 

explanations about what the passages mean to them (Dickie, 

2010). One hindrance of church literacy education that was 

identified in the study was that students were taught not to 

question the Bible, and therefore students are not exposed to 

critical literacy skills. Fletcher et al. (2009) states that questioning 

the Bible is like challenging faôasamoa (traditional Samoan 

knowledge), therefore it is not encouraged. Fletcher et al. (2005) 

study supports Dickieôs (2010) argument that Church-based 

literacy education that does not involve critical literacy is a 

hindrance for schools: because students are unable to question the 

Bible this could be counterproductive for the development of 

critical literacy skills.   

 

Classroom Environment  

 New Zealand school practices and Samoan school practices 

differ: for example, in Samoa children are taught to respect the 

teacher, not to talk back directly to the teacher, and are told what 

to do (Fletcher et al., 2009). In contrast, New Zealand encourages 

collaboration, discussion on contemporary issues and the 

development of critical literacy skills (Ministry of Education, 

2006). The Taleni et al. (2007) study found that over 60% of 

students wanted a quiet room over a noisy room at school because 

it was easier to concentrate. Spillerôs (2012) qualitative study 

identified the effects that the classroom environment had on 

students: researchers followed a group of Year 9 Pasifika students 

across a range of their classes and found that they displayed a 

wide range of behaviours in different classroom contexts. A 

limitation of the study was that it was a small sample in that only 

one school was involved in the study. Spiller (2012) found that 

when Pasifika students displayed poor behaviour in their 

classrooms, teachers blamed Pasifika values. Teachers in the 

study additionally held the view that Pasifika parents do not 

support their childôs learning, however, it has been found that one 

of the main reasons for Pasifika people migrating to New Zealand 

is for their childrenôs education (Spiller, 2012). Therefore, teacher 

assumptions about Pasifika students can be dangerous and affect 

what Pasifika students experience in the classroom which can 

ultimately impact upon achievement.  

 

Supporting Literacy Development  

Establishing home-school partnerships 

 Studies by Allen et al., 2009; Dickie, 2010; Fletcher et al., 

2010 and Spiller, 2012, identify teachers establishing and 

maintaining home-school partnerships as something that teachers 

can do to support literacy education for Pasifika students in New 

Zealand. Fletcher et al. (2010) states that teachers and schools can 

facilitate relationships between parents and school in a number of 

ways: for example teachers can invite parents into their 

classrooms, have individual discussions, parent interviews, and 

talk through school reports. In the Allen et al. (2009) study 

teachers said that they would try to make a larger effort to contact 

families, participate in cultural activities and to organise activities 

that would attract Pasifika families, now that these teachers saw 

the power of relationships particularly in Samoan culture (Spiller, 

2012). Dickie (2010) found that it would be beneficial for 

teachers in Church sites to know what is expected of students at 

school regarding critical literacy education. In addition, Fletcher 

et al. (2009) found that teachers and schools needed support when 

breaking down language barriers; the employment of a Pasifika 

liaison officer that could liaise with the school and Pasifika 

families would benefit Pasifika students in their literacy 

education. Implications for practice identified included a 

strengthening of home and school communication and to put 

adequate structures in place for this to happen (Fletcher et al., 

2010). 

 

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy  

 Teachers should also incorporate culturally responsive 

practices in their teaching because it is shown to enhance student 

learning outcomes (Alton-Lee, 2003). Alton-Lee (2003) found 

that when learning was made relevant to studentsô lives, cultural 

practices were valued, and when new information was linked to 

student experiences student learning outcomes were improved. 

Spiller (2012) states that teachers need to make sure they can 

support literacy development by going over basic literacy and 

comprehension skills where required. Taleni et al. (2007) found 

that teachers need to find ñculturally appropriate resources and 

contexts for learning.ò (p. 66). Allen et al. (2009) found that 

teachers started to acknowledge studentsô prior knowledge, to use 

basic Samoan and Pasifika languages in their classroom, and they 

found and made culturally appropriate resources. Similarly, 

Spiller (2012) identified that teachers in the study found that 

Pasifika students wanted their lessons to be active which included 

discussions, videos, and games. The study also found that 

teachers need to be respected and know how to manage the 

classroom because a noisy classroom disrupted student learners 

(Spiller, 2012). Therefore, teachers need to be self-reflective and 

examine how their beliefs may impede upon Pasifika studentsô 

learning (Spiller, 2012), and to enable a culturally responsive 

pedagogy. In these ways teachers are able to respond to Pasifika 

studentsô literacy education needs effectively.  

 

Areas for Future Research 

 There appears to be a lack of research on Pasifika literacy 

education in higher decile schools. Taleni et al., (2007) state that 

they had difficulties finding higher decile secondary schools with 

an adequate number of Pasifika students to research. This could 

be due to the fact that in higher decile schools (ranging from 5-

10) there is a significantly lower proportion of Pasifika students 

(Wilson et al., 2016). Across this decile range 11 out of 34 schools 

had an average of 7% Pasifika students in total (Wilson et al., 

2016). These findings appear to remain largely the same for 
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primary and intermediate schools (Fletcher et al., 2009; Taleni et 

al., 2007).   
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Abstract   

Whilst there is an abundance of varied research on the benefits and drawbacks of course-by-course streaming, there is 

agreement in the literature on the value of a studentôs positive self-concept. This analysis consolidates the findings of 

a number of primary research papers on the effects of independent course streaming in secondary school mathematics 

on studentsô self-concept. Although conclusions vary, the role of social comparison is widely accepted and the 

subsequent Big Fish Little Pond Effect (BFLPE) and associated contrast and assimilation effects prove to be dominant 

concepts. To what degree these dictate a studentôs self-concept is debated but the majority of literature is in support of 

some degree of contrast effect: that is, a studentôs academic self-concept is negatively related to the average 

achievement of their peers. In a streamed context, that puts those most at risk the lower achieving students in all 

streams. 
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Introduction  

 Streaming ï and similar practices, also known as ability 

grouping, setting, or regrouping ï refers to the grouping students 

based on academic achievement in an attempt to create more 

homogenous groupings (Chmielewski, Dumont, & Trautwein, 

2013). Although there is an abundance of research on the 

perceived benefits and disadvantages of streaming classes, this 

analysis is written in an effort to consolidate the effects of 

streaming on student self-concept, with a particular focus on the 

literature that is based on research in mathematics classrooms. 

While drawing from a range of research, conclusions and 

implications will be focused on within-school, course-by-course 

streaming, where students are streamed in respect to separate 

subjects independently. 

 Mathematics is a dominant domain in research on course-by-

course ability grouping, perhaps due to it being a more commonly 

streamed subject (Ireson & Hallam, 2009). In an Australian 

context, Forgasz (2010) states that mathematics carries 

authoritative performance connotations and has strong influence 

on conceptions of achievement, which is similar to the arguments 

of Bonne and Johnston (2016) and Chui et al. (2008). This 

suggests that mathematics, as a subject, may have stronger effects 

on self-concept. 

 Academic self-concept can be described as how one perceives 

his or her capabilities (Chmielewski et al., 2013; Chui et al., 

2008). Specifically, mathematics self-concept is referred to ñas an 

individualôs belief regarding his or her present capability to solve 

a given set of mathematics problemsò (Bandura, 1986, as cited in 

Bonne & Johnston, 2016, p. 20). Researchers have alluded to the 

importance of clarifying concepts of academic self-concept from 

that of the more global self-concept or self-esteem (Chmielewski 

et al., 2013; Marsh, 1987). 

  The research question asked is how, through social 

comparison and the subsequent effects, does course-by-course 

streaming of mathematics, affect secondary studentsô academic 

self-concepts in the subject and what are the implications for 

those practising in the education sector, with particular reference 

to New Zealand education documents. 

 

Review of Literature 

 Even though positive self-concept in itself is desirable, studies 

have also shown strong, positive links to motivation, effort, and 
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subsequent achievement (Marsh, Trautwein, Lüdkte, Köller, & 

Baumert, 2005; Valentine, DuBois, & Cooper, 2004). Generally, 

and specifically, in mathematics, findings hold that self-concept 

can also have longer term effects on outcomes, such as aspirations 

and course selections (Ireson & Hallam, 2009). This is an 

interesting and noteworthy link to the claims that streaming in 

itself can also affect long term outcomes by locking in lower 

achieving students because future options are likely to be 

curtailed (Forgasz, 2010). 

 Supporters of streaming practices (Guill, Lüdtke, & Köller, 

2016; Preckle, Göts, & Frenzel, 2010) refer to the benefits of 

teachers being able to cater to individual student needs, while the 

contrary argument, including that from New Zealand research, 

raises the issue of educational inequality (Hornby & Witte, 2014; 

Macqueen, 2013; Oakes, 1985; Turner, Rubie-Davis, & Webber, 

2015). In reference to education in New Zealand, Anthony and 

Hunter (2017, p. 77) advocate heavily for more flexible, 

heterogeneous grouping practices with the belief that ñover 

reliance on ability grouping practices are counter to equitable 

pedagogical practices for diverse learnersò. These are practices 

that New Zealandôs Ministry of Education are pushing for with 

documents such as The New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of 

Education, 2007) and TǕtaiako (Ministry of Education, 2011). 

They discuss the confusion and conflict that is created when other 

Ministry of Education initiatives, such as the Numeracy 

Development Project (NDP) openly support the use of ability 

grouping (Ministry of Education, 2008).  

 

Social Comparison and Frames of 

Reference 

 Researchers agree that a studentôs academic self-concept is 

shaped by social comparison (Chmielewski et al., 2013; Chui et 

al., 2008; Ireson & Hallam, 2009; Liem, Marsh, Martin, 

McInerney, & Yeung, 2013; Liem, McInerney, & Yeung, 2015). 

The relative frame of reference used in the research of student 

self-concept is varied, with older studies primarily using 

measures of whole school academic achievement (Marsh, 1987; 

Marsh & Parker, 1984). It is now largely agreed that the frame of 

reference taken most into consideration by students is the more 

prominent one, in this case being those in their immediate class 

or stream environment (Ireson & Hallam, 2009; Liem et al., 

2013; Liem et al., 2015). In their studies, Liem and colleagues 

discuss and investigate what is known as the local dominance 

effect which theorises that, even if it is less representative, people 

tend to base self-evaluations on the most local frame available 

(Zell & Alicke, 2010). However, this was only somewhat 

supported because Zell and Alicke concluded that stream-

average achievement was the most salient frame, when class-

average achievement should have been the most accurate 

predictor if strictly following the effect of local dominance. Liem 

and colleaguesô research was justifiably motivated, because prior 

to their study, support for the local dominance effect was largely 

based on laboratory evidence with a lack of application to 

naturalistic school contexts (Liem et al., 2013; Liem et al., 2015). 

The generalisability of their findings is discussed in following 

sections. Chui et al. (2008) also explored a smaller school context 

in the United States, 170 students from one school, and found that 

students ñmost frequently compare themselves with other 

students who perform similarly to themò in the same stream 

(p.125). 

 While specifically investigating frames of reference across 

English and mathematics, Liem et al. (2015) also raise the notion 

that studentsô mathematics self-concepts appear to correspond to 

their actual proficiency in the subject. This was supported by 

evidence of achievement in the form of a nation-wide, 

standardised Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE) 

compared to self-concept measured by a self-description 

questionnaire. They concluded that due to mathematics being a 

subject with more definite solutions and evaluation standards, 

students then rely on the task-based criterion standards as a more 

accurate frame for self-evaluation. This is an interesting factor to 

contribute towards the research of studentsô frames of reference 

in opposition of social comparison.  

 

Contrast vs. Assimilation Effects 

 The theory on the development of academic self-concept 

refers to two mechanisms which affect the result of social 

comparison within onesô frame of reference ï contrast and 

assimilation effects (Marsh, Chessor, Craven, & Roche, 1995). 

The contrast effect refers to a student comparing and contrasting 

their own achievement with that of their groupings average. If 

conforming to a contrast effect, the student will have a lower self-

concept when those around them have a higher achievement 

average, and the same student, a high self-concept when the 

group average achievement is lower (Chmielewski et al., 2013). 

On the other hand, where upward comparisons make a student 

feel confident and positive about their own abilities and therefore 

improve their self-concept, it is the assimilation effect at play 

(Chmielewski et al., 2013; Chui et al., 2008). Therefore the 

assimilation effect results in studentsô academic self-concepts 

being positively affected because they are ñbasking in the 

reflected gloryò of the members of their high achieving group 

(Chmielewski et al., 2013, p. 928). There is less consistent 

evidence for the solidarity of assimilation effect, particularly as 

the only evidence in reference to streaming refers to upward 

assimilation, that is, comparison with higher-achieving students 

raising onesô academic self-concept as described above. 

 By way of an international comparison of Programme for 

International Student Assessment (PISA) data, Chmielewski et 

al. (2013) observed that ñstudents in course-by-course tracking 

have the highest level of exposure to students in other tracks é 

and are thus constantly reminded of the relative status of their 

trackò. They then concluded from their analysis that when 

streamed in this way assimilation effects outweigh that of 

contrast, and students in higher mathematics streams had higher 

mathematics self-concepts and those in lower streams, lower self-

concepts (pg. 932). Ireson and Hallam (2009) reached similar 

conclusions in their study, conducted across 23 secondary 

schools in England, a sample that was not included in 

Chmielewski et al.ôs (2013) international comparison. 
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 In comparison, some literature argues and agrees that, when 

controlling for achievement, the influence of contrast effect 

outweighs that of assimilation, resulting in what is known as big-

fish-little-pond-effect (BFLPE) (Marsh, 1987). This is defined as 

ñequally able students have lower academic self-concepts in 

high-ability schools than in low-ability schoolsò (Marsh, 1987, p 

.280) 

 

Big Fish Little Pond Effect 

 From their sample of Singaporean students, at a level 

equivalent to intermediate school in New Zealand, Liem and 

colleagues found evidence of the BFLPE (Liem et al., 2013; 

Liem et al., 2015). Their data showed that students in higher 

mathematics streams did not show more favourable mathematics 

self-concepts in relation to their peers in lower streams. In their 

2013 study, findings indicated that students in the higher stream 

had lower mathematics self-concepts than those in the lower 

stream, providing evidence towards a dominating contrast effect. 

The entirety of their sample, 4,461 Grade 7 ï 9 students (age 12-

14), were from nine Singaporean schools which reduces the 

generalisability of their study. However, because all schools 

followed the same national streaming and assessment policies, 

they had uniform, comparable measures across every school and 

stream, which reduced the effect of confounding variables. The 

education environment in which these studies took place could be 

described as competitive with emphasis placed on academic 

success (Liem et al., 2015). 

 As well as findings about frames of social comparison, Chui 

et al. (2008) contribute interesting conclusions towards the 

academic discussion on self-concept. Although they found that 

higher stream students had higher self-concepts than their lower 

stream counterparts, which aligns with a dominant assimilation 

effect, after controlling for grades, stream placement no longer 

affected studentsô self-concepts about their mathematics ability. 

That is, they suggested that in mathematics, a studentôs grade is 

the influencing factor on self-concept as opposed to the stream in 

which they were placed subsequently. With this said, the single 

American school in which this study took place consistently 

performed highly in mathematics which suggests for this sample, 

grades were a significant factor in self-concept. Although also not 

highly generalisable, this study brings forth valuable future 

research questions in terms of controlling for grades. 

 In contrast with the theories of contrast and assimilation, after 

finding that students tend to compare themselves with those 

doing better than them, Chui et al. (2008) suggested students do 

not submit to either of these effects as a form of social 

comparison. A key conclusion they deduced from their study, 

which included directionality of student comparison, is that 

because across-stream comparisons are rare, this should alleviate 

researchersô concerns that lower stream students have lower self-

concepts because they are comparing themselves to higher 

stream students. Chui et al. (2008) stand by it being other factors 

that account for this, such as grades, teacher practice, and labels. 

 

 

Limitations  

 The use of standardised, one-off testing appears to be a 

favourable measure of student achievement in studies of 

streaming and self-concept. For example, the Organisation for 

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)-developed 

PISA mathematics assessment (Chmielewski et al., 2013), the 

Maryland School Assessment (MSA) (Chui et al., 2008), GCSE 

examinations (Ireson & Hallam, 2009) and PSLE (Liem et al., 

2013; Liem et al., 2015), many of which were self-reported. As I 

have already noted this has the potential to allow researchers 

access to a directly comparable measure across their sample, but 

using measures, such as high-stake national examinations, could 

influence a studentôs association between their own achievement 

and self-concept. Other researchers have attempted to broaden 

their use of achievement indicators by using measures such as 

self-reported Grade Point Average (GPA) (Marsh, 1987) or a 

Cognitive Abilities Test in correlation with teacher-assigned 

school mathematics grades (Preckle & Brüll, 2010). 

 Another recurring reservation raised by multiple researchers, 

but as yet not addressed, is the complexity of reference groups 

students use. Such reference groups are known to be ñfar more 

complexò than those based simply on class peers or stream 

achievement (Chmielewski et al., 2013, p. 950). Examples raised 

are other peer groups, parent influence, previous achievement, 

teacher influence, and variance in teaching practice between 

streams (Chui, et al., 2008; Liem et al., 2013; Liem et al., 2015). 

Although Marsh (1987, p. 804) used achievement measures of 

the whole school to measure against student self-concept, he 

recognised that in a high school setting ñolder students have a 

broader perspective from which to evaluate their own academic 

abilityò ï not just their immediate classmates. He suggested that 

this would result in a smaller BFLPE but also that it would 

account for the variance in research results. This, in combination 

with studies taking place in a multitude of different countries with 

different streaming policies and practices, could further account 

for variations in research. It is through efforts such as controlling 

for grades, as discussed earlier, that researchers are attempting to 

control these extraneous variables (Chui et al., 2008; Preckle & 

Brüll, 2010). 

 It appears there is a balance for researchers to manipulate 

between sample size, common achievement measures, and 

uniform grouping practices when constructing samples and 

methodology. From this information, future research should 

include those whose aims are to broaden their achievement 

indications, strive to use actual grades obtained from official 

records, and investigate how other potential factors (for example 

teacher interaction or labelling) interact with social comparison 

and the self-concept of students in different streams.  

 

Implications 

 Between 2003 and 2012, the self-concepts (self-beliefs) for 

mathematics of 15-year-old New Zealanders declined (Ministry 

of Education, 2015). The OECD, an organisation that New 

Zealand is part of, maintains that the ñdevelopment and 
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maintenance of positive academic self-concepts is one of the key 

objectives of educational systems worldwideò (OECD, 2003, as 

cited in Liem et al., 2015, p. 104). This illustrates a potential 

slippage between objective and outcome. Those in support of 

BFLPE can conclude that those most at risk are the low achievers 

in all streams (Liem et al., 2015). 

 There is agreement amongst researchers that there is a need 

for teachers to downplay the undertaking of social comparison 

amongst students in the classroom (Chmielewski et al., 2013; 

Liem et al., 2013). Even if students are constantly reminded of 

their ability grouping, educators in mathematics can endeavour to 

promote positive academic self-concepts by focusing on 

criterion-based assessment, putting less emphasis on competition 

and developing a supportive classroom environment that 

appreciates the unique strengths of each individual. In their study 

based in New Zealand classrooms, Anthony and Hunter (2017) 

compiled the statements of 102 primary mathematics support 

teachers and suggested that it is through mixed-ability classes that 

students can be allowed to listen to and support each other, 

valuing individual strengths.  

 Boaler (2013) connects the concept of ability grouping to 

studentsô beliefs about potential and mindset. She contends that 

generally, grouping practices can communicate damaging fixed 

ability mindsets. It is important that ability is promoted as 

something that can improve with effort and, specifically in 

mathematics, that mistakes are opportunities for growth. Bonne 

and Johnston (2016) connected this idea of mindset and student 

self-concept to teachersô deliberate use of intervention in the form 

of pedagogical strategy. Although their study was also conducted 

in a small number of New Zealand primary schools, students in 

mathematics classes where teachers made micro-interventions, 

with the intent of increasing studentsô mathematics self-concept, 

such as making student progress explicit, indeed showed an 

increase in growth mindset belief, academic self-concept, and 

achievement. Even though Bonne and Johnson (2016) didnôt 

have control over how the intervention was enacted in each case, 

they stand by the finding that micro-interventions, in the form of 

pedagogical strategy, resulted in these increases and this perhaps 

has implications for all teachers. 

 In their research Anthony and Hunter (2017) found that 

although New Zealand teachers are being prompted to rethink the 

largely unquestioned ability grouping practices, there is 

uncertainty around change. While these observations were only 

from a select number of primary school teachers, they contributed 

in a valuable manner that any change in practice to avoid the 

exclusion and marginalisation of disadvantaged students requires 

multiple-levels of influence, particularly around streaming. They 

give examples of professional learning support, exemplars of 

practice, and whole-school leadership.  

 

Conclusion 

 This literature review shows some of the connections 

between independently streamed mathematics classes and 

studentsô academic self-concept in the subject. Although research 

is inconclusive, perhaps due to variations in statistical analysis, 

ability grouping practices, sample locations or other confounding 

variables, the concepts of BFLPE as well as contrast and 

assimilation effects are dominant. There is agreement in the 

literature that academic self-concept is shaped through social 

comparison, but to what extent and the outcomes of such is 

debated. A common finding amongst the research evaluated in 

this paper was evidence and extent of BFLPE. That is, a studentôs 

academic self-concept is negatively related to the average 

achievement of their peers. However overall, students in higher 

mathematics ability streams perhaps show higher academic self-

concepts due to there being some accuracy and correlation 

between said self-concept and their proficiency in the subject. It 

is suggested that in order to foster positive academic self-concept, 

teachersô practice should incorporate less emphasis on 

competition by appreciating the unique strengths of each 

individual student and their capability to learn. 

 

References 
Anthony, G., & Hunter, R. (2017). Grouping practices in New Zealand 

mathematics classrooms: Where are we at and where should we be? 

New Zealand Journal of Education Studies, 52(1), 73-92. 

doi.org/10.1007/s40841-016-0054-z  

Boaler, J. (2013). Ability and mathematics: The mindset revolution that is 

reshaping education. FORUM, 55(1), 143-152. doi.org/ 

10.2304/forum.2013.55.1.143 

Bonne, L., & Johnston, M. (2016). Studentsô beliefs about themselves as 

mathematics learners. Thinking Skills and Creativity, 20,  17-28. 

doi.org/10.1016/j.tsc.2016.02.001 

Chmielewski, A., Dumont, H., & Trautwein, U. (2013). Tracking effects 

depend on tracking type: An international comparison of studentsô 

mathematics self-concept. American Educational Research Journal, 

50(5), 925-957. doi.org/ 10.3102/0002831213489843 

Chui, D., Beru, Y., Watley, E., Wubu, S., Simson, E., Kessinger, R., . . . 

Wigfield, A. (2008). Influences of math tracking on seventh-grade 

studentsô self-beliefs and social comparison. The Journal of 

Educational Research, 102(2), 125-135. doi.org/ 

10.3200/JOER.102.2.125-136  

Forgasz, H. (2010). Streaming for mathematics in years 7-10 in Victoria: 

An issue of equity? Mathematics Education Research Journal, 22(1), 

57-90. doi.org/ 10.1007/BF03217559  

Guill, K., Lüdtke, O., & Köller, O. (2016). Academic tracking is related to 

gains in studentsô intelligence over four years: Evidence from a 

propensity score matching study. Learning and Instruction, 47, 43-

52. doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2016.10.001 

Hornby, G., & Witte, C. (2014). Ability grouping in New Zealand high 

schools: Are practices evidence-based? Preventing School Failure: 

Alternative Education for Children and Youth, 58(2), 90-95. 

doi.org/10.1080/1045988X.2013.782531 

Ireson, J., & Hallam, S. (2009). Academic self-concepts in adolescence: 

Relations with achievement and ability grouping in schools. Learning 

and Instruction, 19(3) 201-213. 

doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2008.04.001 

Liem, G., Marsh, H., Martin, A., McInerney, D., & Yeung, A. (2013). The 

big-fish-little-pond effect and a national policy of within-school 

ability streaming: alternative frames of reference. American 

Educational Research Journal, 50(2), 326-370. doi.org/ 

10.3102/0002831212464511 

Liem, G., McInerney, D., & Yeung, A. (2015). Academic self-concepts in 

ability streams: Considering domain specificity and same-stream 

peers. The Journal of Experimental Education, 83(1), 83-109. 

doi.org/10.1080/00220973.2013.876227  

Macqueen, S. (2013). Grouping for inequity. International Journal of 

Inclusive Education, 17(3), 295-309. 

doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2012.676088 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00220973.2013.876227
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220973.2013.876227
https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831213489843
https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831212464511
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40841-016-0054-z
https://doi.org/10.2304/forum.2013.55.1.143
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tsc.2016.02.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tsc.2016.02.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tsc.2016.02.001
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40841-016-0054-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40841-016-0054-z
https://doi.org/10.2304/forum.2013.55.1.143
https://doi.org/10.2304/forum.2013.55.1.143
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tsc.2016.02.001
https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831213489843
https://doi.org/10.3200/JOER.102.2.125-136
https://doi.org/10.3200/JOER.102.2.125-136
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03217559
file://///file/UsersC$/cmc60/Home/My%20Documents/PGITE/Journal%20Teacher%20Inquiry/2017/2nd%20edits/doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2016.10.001
https://doi.org/10.1080/1045988X.2013.782531
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2008.04.001
https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831212464511
https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831212464511
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220973.2013.876227
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2012.676088


Journal of Initial Teacher Inquiry (2017). Volume 3 

   36 

  

Marsh, H. (1987). The big-fish-little-pond effect on academic self-

concept. Journal of Educational Psychology, 79(3), 280-295. 

doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.79.3.280 

Marsh, H., & Parker, J. (1984). Determinants of student self-concept: Is it 

better to be a relatively large fish in a small pond even if you don't 

learn to swim as well? Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 

47, 213-231. doi.org/ 10.1037/0022-3514.47.1.213 

Marsh, H., Chessor, D., Craven, R., & Roche, L. (1995). The effect of 

gifted and talented programs on academic self-concept: The big fish 

strikes again. American Educational Research Journal, 32(2), 285-

319. doi.org/10.3102/00028312032002285 

Marsh, H., Trautwein, U., Lüdtke, O., Köller, O., & Baumert, J. (2005). 

Academic self-concept, interest, grades, and standardized test scores: 

Reciprocal effects of models of causal ordering. Child Development, 

76(2), 397-416. doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2005.00853.x 

Ministry of Education. (2007). The New Zealand Curriculum. Wellington: 

Learning Media. 

Ministry of Education. (2008). Numeracy professional development 

projects 2008, Book 3: Getting started. Wellington: Learning Media. 

Ministry of Education. (2011). Tataiako: Cultural competencies for 

teachers of Maori learners. Wellington: Ministry of Education. 

Ministry of Education. (2015, May). Insights for Teachers: New Zealand 

student self-belief and confidence, and implications for achievement. 

Retrieved from Education Counts: 

https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/16

5450/Insights-for-Teachers-NZ-Student-self-belief.pdf  

Oakes, J. (1985). Keeping track: How schools structure inequality. New 

Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 

Preckle, F., & Brüll, M. (2010). The benefit of being a big fish in a big 

pond: Contrast and assimilation effects on academic self-concept. 

Learning and Individual Differences, 20, 522-531. 

doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2009.12.007 

Preckle, F., Götz, T., & Frenzel, A. (2010). Ability grouping of gifted 

students: Effects on academic self-concept and boredom. British 

Journal of Educational Psychology, 80, 451-472. 

doi.org/10.1348/000709909X480716 

Turner, H., Rubie-Davies, C., & Webber, M. (2015). Teacher 

expectations, ethnicity and the achievement gap. New Zealand 

Journal of Educational Studies, 50(1), 55-69. 

doi/org10.1007/s40841-015-0004-1 

Valentine, J., DuBois, D., & Cooper, H. (2004). The relation between self-

beliefs and academic achievement: A meta-analytic review. 

Educational Psychologist, 39(2), 111-113. doi.org/ 

10.1207/s15326985ep3902_3 

Zell, E., & Alicke, M. (2010). The local dominance effect in self-

evaluation: Evidence and explanations. Personality and Social 

Psychology Review, 14(4), 368-384. doi.org/ 

10.1177/1088868310366144 

 

 

  

 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.79.3.280
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.47.1.213
https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312032002285
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2005.00853.x
https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/165450/Insights-for-Teachers-NZ-Student-self-belief.pdf
https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/165450/Insights-for-Teachers-NZ-Student-self-belief.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2009.12.007
https://doi.org/10.1348/000709909X480716
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40841-015-0004-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1207/s15326985ep3902_3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1207/s15326985ep3902_3
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868310366144
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868310366144


Journal of Initial Teacher Inquiry (2017). Volume 3. 

37 

  http://hdl.handle.net/10092/14625  

Exploring Unequal Power Relations within Schools: The 

Authenticity of the Student Voice  
 

Sharnae Ladkin   
Te RǕngai Ako me te Hauora - College of Education, Health and Human Development, University of Canterbury, New Zealand  

 

Abstract   

The literature examined within this review criticises the validity of the current student voice work and initiatives 

occurring within schools. The authenticity of student voice comes into question as the various unequal power relations 

within school environments leaves students inferior to teachers and school leaders. This creates a significant 

implication for minority students, because they are unable to analyse critically the current school environments. In 

order for schools to become a more supportive working environment, teachers and school leaders need to release the 

power they currently hold and be open to a new pedagogical structure developed by a variety of students.  
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Introduction  

 The New Zealand Curriculum aims to ensure all school 

students become ñconnected, actively involved, lifelong 

learnersò, who are empowered by their peers and teachers 

(Ministry of Education, 2007, p. 37). Student voice projects and 

initiatives within school educational reforms have been tipped as 

a successful way to improve all studentsô schooling experiences, 

particularly those who struggle to connect with the current system 

(Mitra, 2004). Many schools, particularly within New Zealand, 

have developed opportunities, such as student councils, to create 

opportunities for students to incorporate their views (Bourke & 

Loveridge, 2016). These opportunities emphasise the importance 

of engaging students in school decisions to help improve the 

educational outcomes and achievement of all students (Lodge, 

2005). Typically, student voice projects actively involve students 

in the facilitation and management of the educational system, 

where their views and conflicts are given equal weight with those 

of leaders within the school (Robinson, 2011). Numerous 

educational inquiry tasks within New Zealand incorporate some 

shape or form of student voice within them (Education Review 

Office, 2014); however, it is difficult to find schools that explicitly 

restructure school policies, practices, and assessments due to the 

empowerment of student voice. Furthermore, many teachers 

understand the importance of student voice, yet fail to 

successfully enable students to voice their opinions within the 

teaching and learning process. Teachers often feel that student 

voice projects and initiatives contend with the expectations of 

school and curriculum leaders, thus try to avoid fully 

implementing these (Bourke & Loveridge, 2016). The 

misalignment of student voice combined with prehistoric school 

structures, creates an imbalance in power between students and 

school leaders at various levels, which constrains the extent of 

students becoming actively involved and connected (Robinson, 

2011).  

 The current literature and research on the containment of the 

effectiveness of student voice due to power imbalances appears 

to be limited within the New Zealand context. For this reason, this 

critical literature review will focus on a number of case studies 

undertaken in various contexts throughout the United Kingdom, 

as well as a single case study in New Zealand. These case studies 

are particularly important when addressing the limitations felt by 

many minority students within the New Zealand education 

system (Bishop, 2003); particularly when addressing the cultural 

mismatch in achievement currently observed within New 

Zealand schools (Nusche, Lauveault, MacBeath & Santiago, 

2012). Through explicit revision of these case studies, this review 

will examine a number of ways that school teachers and leaders 

exercise their power, both implicitly and explicitly, to ensure 

students remain inferior education participants (Sellman, 2009). 

This paper focuses on the various types of power currently 

displayed within schools, why student voice is not accurately 

acknowledging all students, and how student voice can become 

more effective.  
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What is Power? 

 The word power is often associated with oneôs ability to 

influence another less dominant individualôs opinion, behaviour 

and values (Vlļkov§, Mareġ, & Jeģek, 2015). Power within the 

current educational context represents the struggle between 

unequally positioned individuals, which renders one individual as 

powerful and the other as powerless (Nelson, 2017). Sellman 

(2009) describes this relationship in terms of a transactional 

process, whereby teachers are in control of curriculum links and 

teaching styles, and students are oppressed receivers of selected 

information. Because of this, power continuously operates 

through differing forms of pedagogy that regulate and control 

studentsô freedom and choice within educational spaces (Nelson, 

2017). Furthermore, the repetitiveness of this transactional 

process throughout studentsô education journey, creates a ñculture 

of silenceò (Friere, 1971, as cited in Robinson, 2011), meaning 

that students often refrain from questioning or rebelling against 

the norm. Power within education is therefore continuously re-

made through education processes and relationships to ensure 

that the rituals of school environment remain stable (Nelson, 

2017).  

 Unequal power relationships within educational institutions 

are likely to have an impact on student voices in numerous ways. 

These relationships reduce the honesty of student opinions and 

feelings, as students say what they think teachers want to hear, 

rather than what they instinctively feel (Robinson & Taylor, 

2013); meaning that schools are not hearing the true opinions and 

needs of students. In all cases examined within this study, the 

education leaders, teachers, and staff were committed to ensuring 

students could voice their opinion in an effective manner within 

the school environment. However, as examined in this review, it 

appears that educational institutions exerted their power, both 

visibly and invisibly, by determining the nature, implementation, 

and outcomes of projects. It is, therefore, important to consider 

the implications of teachersô and school leadersô choices, 

especially with a particular focus on the impact this has on 

studentsô freedom.  

 

Authoritarian Power  

 The institutionalised roles developed within society and 

educational practices often causes an asymmetrical relationship 

between many school leaders, teachers and students (Mitra, 

2008). Robinson and Taylor (2013) argue that the pre-historic 

norms of teachers, whereby teachers were held accountable for 

studentsô learning creates a power imbalance between students 

and teachers. This potentially causes students to perceive student 

voice projects in a way that does not actively allow them to 

selectively address the norms and practices that may be impacting 

on their ability to progress and achieve. Instead, students tend to 

address minor issues, as they trust that teachers are doing their job 

and are selecting the best options with regards to the major 

pedagogical issues (Robinson, 2011). Therefore, numerous 

student voice projects whereby students selected the topic to 

focus on, critiqued something that was irrelevant to pedagogy and 

assessment. This negatively impacts studentsô ability to 

successfully address and implement changes that will identify 

and contest the current teacher superiority in schools.  

 

Design Processes That Silence Students 

 The complex processes within schools typically make it 

difficult for teachers to recognise how their decisions and choices 

create a dominant culture that can implicitly and explicitly silence 

studentsô voices (Robinson & Taylor, 2013). Furthermore, it is 

often difficult for many teachers to understand the procedures 

required to actively include student perspectives that will initiate 

effective changes (Sellman, 2009). Teachers are typically 

unaware of the numerous oppressive micro-processes that 

students experience when voicing their opinion (Robinson & 

Taylor, 2013). Many of the participating teachers in the research 

asked for volunteers, whereby students are granted the choice 

whether they will participate or not (Nelson, 2017; Robinson, 

2011; Sellman, 2009). On the surface, a volunteer system seems 

free of any student biases and appears to encourage all students to 

participate. This system displays a hidden unequal power, 

whereby students who fit the culture, which the school enforces 

upon them, are significantly more likely to volunteer than are 

others (Robinson, 2011). The academic nature of these projects 

further implies to students with social, emotional, or behavioural 

difficulties that they will not be successful in helping the school. 

Furthermore, many teachers emphasise the academic nature of 

student voice initiatives by selecting students who are seen as 

capable and engaged, implying to other students that they are not 

academically smart enough to produce effective change to the 

school environment (Robinson & Taylor, 2013). Therefore, 

volunteer and teacher selection creates a skew within the data of 

student voice initiatives, whereby the results obtained continually 

favour the dominant culture of teacher superiority already present 

within the schools (Sellman, 2009).  

 Students who volunteer, or who are selected, to voice their 

concerns or ideas about school policies and practices are often 

asked to do so in a room that already holds some sort of hidden 

power. The neo-liberal nature, already displayed within schools, 

makes it difficult for students to question the ideologies, beliefs, 

and norms (Robinson & Taylor, 2013). Robinson (2011) 

discussed the difficulties of accurately engaging students in these 

initiatives due to the prior history of unequal power relations and 

silencing within school classrooms and staffrooms. The rooms 

chosen typically encourage a transactional process, which 

ensures the teacher is the most powerful individual in the room 

(Sellman, 2009). The selection of these rooms by teachers and 

school leaders ensures that students only question those ideas that 

they know teachers will approve of (Nelson, 2017). This implicit 

regulation by adults within school environments to actively 

regulate social interactions between more powerful students 

ensures that these students resist questioning the unstated values, 

norms and beliefs of the school, and adhere to the school culture 

enforced upon them (Robinson, 2011). This, therefore, makes it 

difficult for students to develop a connection with the school that 

enables them to create a democratic working environment, that 

ensures all students are empowered.  

 

Idiosyncratic Power and Misalignment of 

Values 

 The pressure placed on students, who participate within these 

projects, often reinforces the idea that they must fulfil this 

opportunity to a predisposed level (Robinson, 2011). This is often 
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influenced by many teachers and school leaders showing 

disagreement about the effect that these projects can have 

(Morgan, 2011). Although some of the research examined did not 

look at teachers and leadersô preconceptions, those that did found 

that many teachers questioned the value of such projects, making 

it difficult to include students in a more authentic way (Sellman, 

2009). This preconception may never be communicated to the 

students; however, due to previous authoritarian styles within 

schools, students are likely to feel disempowered when given 

these opportunities. This desultory commitment by all teachers 

with relation to student voice projects, encourages the 

idiosyncratic nature of power to exist (Nelson, 2017). The 

idiosyncratic nature of power emphasises to students that they 

should not hold any views about curriculum values, and instead 

conform to the pedagogy of the classroom teacher. This creates a 

difficult situation for many students, who are often unaware of the 

nature of these projects, especially because teachers typically do 

not address this. Within the research examined, no teachers 

explicitly identified the nature of the project to students (Nelson, 

2017; Robinson, 2011; Robinson & Taylor, 2013; Sellman, 

2009). Nor did they identify the ability for students to re-examine 

the processes of pedagogy they currently experience within 

schools. This failure to address teachers as learners and students 

as facilitators of school improvement, makes it difficult to identify 

the success with which student voice projects may have on the 

positive shift towards a democratic school environment (Nelson, 

2017).  

 Students perceived impairment to fully grasp the concept of 

these initiatives, is often evident in their inability to focus their 

attention on meaningful discussions that question classroom and 

school spaces (Nelson, 2017). When students genuinely wanted 

to articulate an idea they felt needed addressing, they often 

struggled to conceptualise the idea in a purposeful manner that 

encouraged discussion (Sellman, 2009). Furthermore, teachers 

and researchers failed to help guide students to explicitly examine 

their thoughts, feelings, and emotions with their peers. Instead, 

guiding questions often reinforced pedagogical and institutional 

power relations previously developed, whereby students listened 

to the adult and replied with the expected answer (Robinson & 

Taylor, 2013). This ensured discussions were based around ideas 

the teachers expected students could address, rather than those 

that involved higher-order thinking (Robinson, 2011). Teachers 

typically used scaffolding to constrain the ideas and discussions 

students produce to ensure students remained the inferior 

participants within the education system.  

 

Explicit Barriers  

 The activities involved to address student conflicts within 

classroom pedagogy and school practices often fail to progress 

further than the peer activities schools provide (Mitra, 2008). 

When students willingly engage to review in a critical manner the 

normalisation of unequal power relations currently occurring, 

they often feel further disempowered by the explicit silencing of 

adults within the school (Robinson, 2011). Students are often 

eager to present their ideas and findings to school peers, leaders, 

and teachers to ensure that schools become a more inclusive 

environment; however students are rarely granted the opportunity 

to present these findings in a meaningful way. Typically, students 

who are given this opportunity to present their issues with 

teachers, often felt teachers perceived the students to be 

dissatisfied, further disempowering their ideas (Sellman, 2009). 

Furthermore, these projects are rarely granted with importance, 

thus there is typically long gaps between student meetings and 

student presentations, resulting in a loss of interest from students 

involved. Thus, the current nature of schools to prioritise 

teachersô ideas above studentsô ideas, makes it difficult for 

students to stand up and display behaviours that do not conform 

to the culture of the school. Instead, students who have previously 

queried the ideas, concepts, and behaviours of schools, are 

typically classed as students with behavioural issues who are 

actively silenced (Robinson & Taylor, 2013).  

 Furthermore, students who present their findings to an 

audience and are granted the opportunity to change school norms, 

are quickly informed that changes are only temporary (Robinson, 

2011). Thus, students are further oppressed by student voice 

initiatives to ensure that teachers and school leaders are viewed as 

the dominant figures who make the permanent changes observed 

in the school. This ensures students remain spectators while 

teachers are empowered to sustain their choice-making role 

within the school environment (Robinson & Taylor, 2013). For 

this reason, although the nature of these student projects was to 

increase the student voices and enable all students to connect with 

school culture and curriculum, students were instead limited by 

teachersô and school leadersô comfort zones.  

 

Power imbalance - the Student Voice? 

 The current reform within the education system to engage 

students in the facilitation of school system appears to have 

reached a stalemate, as teachers and school leaders often fear that 

students will harm school morale (Sellman, 2009). The literature 

has highlighted several key points about current issues within the 

facilitation and implementation of student voice projects. To 

implement a successful democratic environment, teachers need 

to review their application of group work, to ensure that students 

build supportive relationships with their peers to allow 

comprehensive discussion to be developed (Mack, 2012). 

Teachers also need to work with students in an explicit way to 

recognise the dominant school culture currently at play, and the 

ways they can dismantle this through supportive engagement 

(Robinson & Taylor, 2013). Thus, to create successful student 

councils, teachers need to acknowledge studentsô power, and 

how they can use this to break down the current complex 

interactions. Furthermore, schools need to be willing to recognise 

all students as equals, and try to develop studentsô identities to 

help break these power imbalances. In this way, students who 

previously have been disengaged by the school culture and 

curriculum are empowered to give feedback to ensure they are 

challenged critically, within a positive learning environment 

(Sellman, 2009). The ability for schools to allow students to 

challenge the unequal power relations through student 

empowerment will improve teacher-pupil relationships, and 

through this, learning becomes a way of negotiating and working 

together, rather than facilitating a transfer of knowledge 

(Robinson & Taylor, 2013). The key, therefore, to schools 

developing an effective democratic environment, begins with 

teachers releasing some of their own power to help empower their 

students and build effective working relationships (Robinson, 

2011).  
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Conclusion 

 The current educational reform within New Zealand 

recognises the importance of the student voice and engagement 

with regards to school practices, policies, and assessments. This 

literature review, along with the research examined, has 

recognised the current unequal power issues within schools that 

are affecting the success of student voice projects. Although 

schoolsô intentions are generally positive, it appears that the 

prehistoric nature of education within the western world is 

affecting studentsô abilities to negotiate and to discuss their 

concerns, feelings, and ideas about the school environment 

(Robinson, 2011). Further research about how school leaders and 

teachers can break down these barriers would provide researchers 

and educators with practical methods on how to ensure students 

experience a positive learning environment. Student voice 

research needs to speak more explicitly with students about how 

they feel about the micro-processes at play, as there is currently 

still a large amount of presumption within this research about 

how students truly feel.  
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Abstract   

An increasing interest in the restructuring of teacher and student roles, with the aim of strengthening engagement, has 

influenced a focus on student agency in education research. Student voice involves learners and teachers sharing a 

narrative and working in partnership with one another to increase learning outcomes and inclusivity (Cook-Sather, 

2014). Because this concept is relatively new, student voice is often perceived and implemented in a variety of differing 

ways. This literature review examines the current use and perspective of student voice in education and draws on a 

range of studies to investigate how the roles within student voice are understood, and the impact these have on effective 

teaching practice. In addition, the constraints brought forth by the multiple perspectives found within student voice are 

identified. Further recommendations for research include a focus on how these roles can be supported to best enable 

student agency, with the aim of producing positive learning experiences. 
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Introduction  

 The development of a new curriculum in Aotearoa New 

Zealand (Ministry of Education, 2007) and a growing interest in 

21st century learning has influenced what Cook-Sather (2006, 

2014) describes as a ñcultural shiftò that repositions students as 

partners in educational practice. This concept redefines the power 

relations found within education and now there is an 

understanding that studentsô perspectives in learning should be 

valued and utilised to inform the improvement of teaching and 

learning practices, rather than viewing students as passive 

recipients. A fundamental characteristic of this shift is student 

voice and agency (Ferguson, Henreddy & Draxton, 2011). This 

recognises that learners  have the ability to shape and make 

decisions regarding their education in ways that adults cannot 

anticipate (Mitra, 2003). The research indicates that liberal 

democratic countries, including the United States of America 

(USA), the United Kingdom (UK), Australia, and Aotearoa New 

Zealand, have become world leaders in student voice initiatives 

(Sargeant, 2014). As a result, this literature review draws on 

research from these countries because each has recently focussed 

on adapting education policy and culture to better support the 

restructuring of teacher and learner roles. Student voice is 

typically enacted in research and practice through the invitation 

of learners to share their opinions, experiences, and knowledge of 

schooling to improve learning outcomes and create inclusive 

relationships (Cook-Sather, 2014). Through the collection and 

inclusion of studentsô perspective and ideas, teachers, researchers, 

and policy makers can gain a better understanding of how 

students make sense of learning and develop capacities to 

influence improvement. Although, as Cook-Sather (2014) 

highlights, recent research offers contested and varied 

understandings of the definition and enactment of student voice 

in practice and policy. This critical review therefore, focuses on 

how current literature understands the roles within student voice. 

 

The Role of Teachers 

 An increasing number of teachers and researchers are 

acknowledging the benefits of consulting learners in educational 

decisions. Robinson and Taylor (2007) found that the 

acknowledgement of students as partners in learning has adapted 

teaching practice to better support studentsô learning and 

achievement. This shift in teaching practice and pedagogy has 

changed the teacher role from leader of learning, to facilitator of 

learning, where they are able to identify initiatives that enable the 

student voice. 

 Mitra and Grossôs (2009) research found that when learners 

were provided with the capacities to engage their voice and make 

decisions about their learning, motivation, and engagement grew. 
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While their first case concentrates on discussing conditions that 

either created or diminished feelings of belonging, the second 

case emphasises initiatives where learners could collaborate with 

adults to address problems. The students discussed that teachers 

needed to focus on trust and collaboration to ensure learning was 

relevant and interpretable, and this promoted the creation of 

youth-adult partnerships at the school. Students responded 

positively to this adaptation, and although they noticed that a 

conservative teacher took longer to become comfortable with the 

idea, students recognised that the teacher was now ñmore open 

with uséShe lets us voice our opinion more and itôs not just her 

word and thatôs itò (Mitra and Gross, 2009, p.532). This 

highlighted that when teachers aim to enable egalitarian 

partnerships, learners felt comfortable participating and enjoyed 

the sense of agency the evolution of student-teacher roles 

brought. 

 Similarly, an earlier study by Mitra (2003), found that 

increasing student voice through the sharing of teacher roles 

benefited learning and improved the teacherôs ability to meet 

student needs. In this research, the focus was again on 

partnership, with Mitra (2003) undertaking a quantitative study of 

a high school in the USA. One hundred students participated in 

semi-structured interviews and observations and the data were 

used to build a framework towards further empowering student 

voice. The students detailed a desire to actively use their voice 

and have greater control over their learning. This feedback was 

used to develop a two-pronged strategy, one that was split 

between teacher focused activities and student focused activities. 

Here, students and teachers had the chance to lead learning at 

different times. The findings suggest that changing the structure 

of teaching to encourage and support agency better can be 

achieved through the communication and analysis of student 

feedback and providing the opportunity to learn from one 

another. This data further implies that a shared approach to 

leadership is beneficial for creating democratic classrooms, 

which better supports both parties (Mitra, 2003). This reinforces 

the idea of teachers as partners and facilitators of learning. 

Although this case is careful in selecting a diverse range of 

student participants, increasing the sample size for greater 

empirical evidence could strengthen the connections between 

role sharing and improved learning outcomes.  

 An approach that shifts away from this sharing role, is the 

change in teacher training and professional development. This is 

a response to the New Zealand curriculum (Ministry of 

Education, 2007) and links to the corresponding changes in 

education practice. Instead of focusing on researchers work to 

determine how student voice can be utilised, the literature also 

implies that teachers should be working towards activating 

student voice. The focus of Davison, Sinnema, Taylor and 

Mitchellôs (2016) research was to determine how student voice 

could be included through contemporary teaching practices in 

New Zealand. The study found teaching as inquiry, exit passes, 

inclusive class discussion and surveys as practices that 

successfully increased student voice. The data were collected in 

two secondary schools and teachers who participated were part 

of professional learning groups within their schools. The focus of 

the learning groups was uncover how student voice inquiries 

could be used to improve learning outcomes. The inquiry 

concluded that to improve comprehension and work quality, 

teachers needed to modify their classroom practice towards 

increasing student-teacher partnerships. The findings revealed 

that Ǖkonga (learners) valued the opportunity to listen to and teach 

one another, and have the teachers research practices that best 

suited their learning needs. Implications were noticeably positive, 

as several inquiries associated changes in student interpretation 

and understanding to the increased partnerships. This in turn 

influenced the teacherôs appreciation and investment in student 

voice practices (Davison et al., 2016). Interestingly, the areas of 

improvement identified by teachers responded to the unease 

others had felt around the loss of power and authority, which has 

been a limiting factor in previous research. 

 Similarly, a small scale qualitative study in the UK sought to 

discover how student voice could support the construction of 

preservice teacher identity after recognising student agency as a 

key practice in the formation of teacher identity (Kidd, 2012). 

This ascertains that teaching philosophies should be centred 

around listening to learners. The research established that to 

promote speaking with rather than for learners, reflective and 

reflexive practices are required. The findings indicate that 

teaching philosophies should be framed around learning to listen 

to promote authentic partnerships, and in addition to previous 

literature, that being reflective allows teachers to conceptualise 

better and respond to what students say. The role of the teacher 

here is not only creating a shared narrative, but taking time to 

reflect on the effectiveness of student voice efforts with the aim 

of modelling best practice and using research to guide this 

process. Although Kidd (2012) acknowledges the anxieties 

teachers have in locating voice in educational contexts that differ 

from their own, in applying the reflective lens these concerns 

became manageable. The size and singular context of the study 

may limit the validity of these findings.  

 

The Role of Students 

 The emphasis on collaboration in student voice research 

signifies that Ǖkonga have a role as equal partners. Although 

teachers may still be required to introduce and scaffold these 

relationships, students also have a responsibility to participate. 

 In existing literature restructuring roles has solely been placed 

on teachers (Kidd, 2012; Mitra, 2003), as it is often perceived that 

students are unfamiliar or uncomfortable working alongside 

adults. In contrast to this, Rector-Aranda and Raider-Roth (2015) 

consider the role of students as active and honest contributors 

working beside adults. The USA study, described as having an 

action research stance, used qualitative methodologies to uncover 

how students exercise their agency and voice in an online 

simulation based environment. The research had a focus on 

intentional involvement, considering how students demonstrated 

and responded to their roles as honest participants. The study was 

particularly interesting because it used the computer based 

activity to allow anonymity when gathering and sharing student 

voice. This was found to be especially effective for middle school 

students discovering their role, with students commenting on 

their ability to ñexpress their own ideas and opinionsò (Rector-

Aranda and Raider-Roth, 2015, p. 260) without fearing teacher 

resentment. This suggests that the student role is not only to be in 

partnership with teachers, but in addition, to be authentic, which 

in this case was best modelled through anonymous feedback. The 

negotiation of authentic tasks and contexts of the simulation 

found that students  felt they had the capacity to think, act, and 
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speak as constructive partners, redefining the student roles as they 

participated in promoting change. The researchers, however, do 

suggest that the success may be limited by the ability for children 

to role-play and anonymously deliver feedback. This implies that 

learners were not actively changing their roles, and as a result, 

further research into similar initiatives is required to overcome 

this restriction. 

 This idea is supported by Ferguson et al., (2011). Their 

mixed-methods study interviewed 38 students within the USA 

and focused on how students perceived their environment and 

how this information could be used to improve teacher practice. 

A correlation was found between students being motivated to 

share responsible and authentic feedback and feedforward, 

especially those who were thought to be having a difficult time 

with learning becoming more successful. The teachers in this 

study commented that the data from learners were useful because 

it was inclusive and honest. Ferguson et al., (2011) concluded that 

students being motivated to provide feedback increased the 

efficiency and use of student voice. Although the sample size and 

acknowledgment of the positive benefits of student voice for so-

called difficult students are valid, the context and purpose of the 

interview was not explained by researchers. This meant students 

continued to be recipients of teacher directed change. As a 

consequence, additional research is needed into how providing 

learners with context can improve student voice outcomes.  

 

The Role of the School 

 In this critique, it is possible to see that schools as institutions, 

are powerful players in enabling or constraining student agency 

because they can hold teachers and students to account. For 

student voice to be enacted in education, the school has a duty to 

respond to the evolution of 21st century learning and be flexible 

in constructing themselves in ways that can support student voice 

initiatives (Cook-Sather, 2014).  

 Three qualitative studies from New Zealand and Finland 

identify that the role of the schools is to create and craft optimal 

learning environments to enable student voice practices (Bourke 

and Loveridge, 2016; Robinson and Taylor, 2007; Sahlberg, 

2007). Schools are asked to produce these environments to create 

a climate where learners feel comfortable voicing their 

perspectives, and consequently, teachers can use this information 

to positively adapt practice. The school environment that 

supported student voice in Robinson and Taylorôs (2007) study 

had heightened use of interactive teaching, discussion, and 

investigation alongside more opportunities for Ǖkonga to play a 

role in and use digital technologies. These structures bring forth 

the idea that schools need to provide physical spaces to activate 

student voice. The data imply that a school structure that works 

to assist student agency practices offers support for teachers to 

research and adapt. It was found that these influence increasingly 

positive learning outcomes for students. This study is influential 

because it is contextually bound to New Zealand and discusses 

the wider issues of power, equity, and culture that are often 

suppressed.  

 Furthermore, a finding from Sahlbergôs (2007) study 

suggests that government and education sectors should place 

emphasis on increasing schoolsô flexibility and creativity. The 

research states that in doing so, schools are provided with the 

capacity to create policies that encourage creative decision 

making, and thus, easily incorporate student agency. Because 

both of these studies include a singular country, the conclusions 

remain relevant only to their specific context. It may be difficult 

to connect these findings because the educational system and 

policy in these countries are different. As a result, further research 

into a variety of frameworks is required to strengthen these 

conclusions.  

 This theory is reinforced by Bourke and Loveridge (2016) 

whose explorative mixed-method research, including seven 

schools and 49 students in New Zealand, uncovered that a 

schoolôs role is also to embrace change to better suit and interpret 

student voice. The results emphasised that innovative or modern 

learning environments provided Ǖkonga with greater choice and 

diversity. The teachers did comment on tensions associated with 

curriculum and community constraints, but when supported by 

the school itself, could influence student agency. This correlated 

to a significant improvement in intended student outcomes and 

achievement (Bourke and Loveridge, 2016). Although this study 

is recent and recognises the growing interest and use of 

innovative learning environments, again the sample size and 

singular context requires expansion. These studies highlight that 

the role of schools is to respond to innovative practices, and 

implement structures that enable teachers and students to benefit 

from role restructure. 

 

Limitations of Student Voice  

 The literature reviewed highlights a key limitation within the 

definition and interpretation of student voice work. Cook-Sather 

(2006, 2014) has produced two lengthy analyses of leading 

research to consider how student voice can be best collected and 

adapted into teaching practice. The inquiry found that the 

majority of existing research only examines verbal voice, thus 

limiting inclusivity and not revealing the authentic perspective of 

all learners . 

 The 2006 Cook-Sather  study considers the premises of 

existing student voice work, and concluded that research attempts 

to find a monolithic student voice, instead of legitimising each 

studentôs perspective. To overcome this problem in that study 

Cook-Sather clarify the shared and diverse range of 

commitments associated with student voice, and constructed a 

framework that requires consideration into the quality of voice 

collection. This suggests understanding voice in terms of bodily 

presence and text, as opposed to exclusively verbal explanations. 

The practices identified to achieve this range from interviewing, 

focus groups, and anonymous surveys to oral, written, and visual 

responses. This diversification of student voice incorporates 

multiple methods of collection and uses of student agency, and 

answers to the complexities of individual subjectivities that had 

not yet been considered in research. Cook-Sather (2006) 

conclude that subsequent research needs to focus on diverse 

participation as the basis of authentic student voice 

implementation, and to consider multiple methods of collection. 

This idea is supported by Simmons, Graham, and Thomas 

(2015), who asked students  to imagine, draw, and discuss their 

ideas. Their study found a correlation with multiple methods and 

authentic perspectives, revealing that it is most effective to collect 

student voice through a variety of approaches. 

 Cook-Satherôs more recent study (2014) investigated the 

trajectory of student voice in current educational research. In 
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response to the previous analysis, Cook-Sather (2014) explain 

that researchers have begun to incorporate student voice, not to 

support their own claims, but to create space for students to make 

claims of their own. This is achieved through the implementation 

of various and less traditional methods of collection, suggested in 

earlier work (Cook-Sather, 2006). Although, student voice has 

become increasingly inclusive, Cook-Sather (2014) highlight that 

further limitations surrounding the understanding of terminology 

have arisen. The review found that a singular definition of student 

voice does not exist, and thus, teachers and researchers continue 

to have differing perspectives which negatively impacts the 

effectiveness of student agency. This is attributed to the confusing 

terminology between pupil voice in the UK and Australia and 

student voice in the USA. To invalidate this shortcoming, Cook-

Sather (2014) determine that the basis of student voice should be 

understood through student agency. This encompasses having the 

capacity and power to make choices, as opposed to simply having 

a say. It is implied that this will better align research and draw 

valid cross-contextual findings. Because much research applies 

student voice and student agency interchangeably, this critical 

review also employed this approach.  

 

Conclusion 

 The evolution of 21st century learning and the creation of 

shared narratives has influenced adaptations in teacher-student 

roles. The results of this critical literature review emphasise that 

incorporating the opinions of learners into education is a complex 

process, but has been found to increase the quality of educational 

experiences for teachers and students alike. The research 

establishes the role of teachers as facilitators, students as authentic 

and honest participants, and schools as adaptive institutions to 

promote student agency and allow student voice to be heard 

effectively. Additional research is needed to establish how 

students can further extend their agency and reduce teacher 

directed change (Ferguson et al., 2011). This would equalise the 

student-teacher partnerships and create an all-encompassing 

framework for student voice. Further limitations of the literature 

discussed include the small sample sizes and singular contexts, 

that could have limited the efficiency of the findings. A future 

direction could be to look at how teachers, students and schools 

could be better supported in their unique and interconnected roles 

(Mitra and Gross, 2009).   

 

References 
Bourke, R., & Loveridge, J. (2016). Beyond the official language of 

learning: teachers engaging with student voice research. Teaching and 

Teacher Education, 57, 59-66. doi:10.1016/j.tate.2016.03.008 

Cook-Sather, A. (2006). Sound, presence, and power: ñstudent voiceò in 
educational research and reform. Curriculum Inquiry, 36(4), 359-390. 

doi:10.1111/j.1467-873X.2006.00363.x 

Cook-Sather, A. (2014). The trajectory of student voice in educational 

research. New Zealand Journal of Educational Studies, 49(2), 131-

148. Available from 
http://search.informit.com.au/fullText;dn=842480978608459;res=IE

LNZC  

Davison, M., Sinnema, C., Taylor, A., & Mitchell, V. (2016). Engaging 
student voice in teachersô inquiries. Set: Research Information for 

Teachers, 1, 39-46. doi:10.18296/set.0035 

Ferguson, D., Henreddy, A., & Draxton, S. (2011). Giving students voice 
as a strategy for improving teacher practice. London Review of 

Education, 9(1), 55-70. doi:10.1080/14748460.2011.550435 

Kidd, W. (2012). Relational agency and pre-service trainee teachers: using 

student voice to frame teacher education pedagogy. Management in 

Education, 26(3), 120ï129. doi:10.1177/0892020612445684 

Ministry of Education. (2007). The New Zealand Curriculum. Wellington, 

New Zealand: Author. 

Mitra, D. (2003). Student voice in school reform: Reframing student-
teacher relationships. McGill Journal of Education, 38(2), 289-304. 

Mitra, D., & Gross S. J. (2009). Increasing student voice in high school 

reform building partnerships, improving outcomes. Educational 
Management Administration and Leadership, 37(4), 522-543. 

doi:10.1177/1741143209334577 

Rector-Aranda, A., & Raider-Roth, M. (2015). óI finally felt like I had 
powerô: Student agency and voice in an online and classroom-based 

role-play simulation. Research in Learning Technology, 23, 255-269. 
doi:10.3402/rlt.v23.25569 

Robinson, C., & Taylor, C. (2007). Theorizing student voice: values and 

perspectives. Improving Schools, 10(1), 5-17. 
doi:10.1177/1365480207073702 

Sahlberg, P. (2007). Education policies for raising student learning: the 

Finnish approach. Journal of Education Policy, 22(2), 147-171. 
doi:10.1080/02680930601158919 

Sargeant, J. (2014). Prioritising student voice: óTweenô children's 

perspectives on school success. Education 3-13 International Journal 

of Primary, Elementary and Early Years Education, 42(2), 190-200. 

doi:10.1080/03004279.2012.668139 

Simmons, C., Graham, A., & Thomas, N. (2015). Imagining an ideal 
school for wellbeing: Locating student voice. Journal of Educational 

Change, 16(2), 129-144. doi:10.1007/s10833-014-9239-8 

  

http://search.informit.com.au/fullText;dn=842480978608459;res=IELNZC
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-873X.2006.00363.x
http://search.informit.com.au/fullText;dn=842480978608459;res=IELNZC
http://search.informit.com.au/fullText;dn=842480978608459;res=IELNZC
http://search.informit.com.au/fullText;dn=842480978608459;res=IELNZC
https://doi.org/10.1080/14748460.2011.550435
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143209334577
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2016.03.008
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-873X.2006.00363.x
http://search.informit.com.au/fullText;dn=842480978608459;res=IELNZC
http://search.informit.com.au/fullText;dn=842480978608459;res=IELNZC
https://doi.org/10.18296/set.0035
https://doi.org/10.1080/14748460.2011.550435
https://doi.org/10.1177/0892020612445684
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143209334577
https://doi.org/10.3402/rlt.v23.25569
https://doi.org/10.1177/1365480207073702
https://doi.org/10.1080/02680930601158919
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004279.2012.668139
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10833-014-9239-8


Journal of Initial Teacher Inquiry (2017). Volume 3. 

45 

  http://hdl.handle.net/10092/14643   

Citizenship Education: The Need and the Unknown 
 

Kieran Denton   

Te RǕngai Ako me te Hauora - College of Education, Health and Human Development, University of Canterbury, New Zealand  

 

Abstract   

This literature review explores the findings of citizenship education from a range of international perspectives. The 

growth of citizenship education and reasons for citizenship education becoming a priority for democratic societies will 

be used to form contextual background information. The role of teachersô beliefs, practices, and pedagogical discourses 

are investigated in the first section, with the impact on the teaching and learning of citizenship education explored in 

the second section of this review. 

Keywords: Citizenship Education, Democracy, Citizenship, Participation, Active Citizenship, Moral Development. 

 

 

Journal of Initial Teacher Inquiry by University of Canterbury is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 
International License. 

Permanent Link: http://hdl.handle.net/10092/14643    

 

 

 

Introduction  

 Over the past two decades rhetoric in political, social and 

educational circles of the growing trend of politically disengaged, 

and alienated youth populations in western countries has 

increased. Political engagement is a foundational pillar of 

effective and stable democratic societies, and public policy has 

recognised the potential impact of the disengaged population 

(Biesta & Lawy, 2006). There is not a clear consensus on what 

has led to the levels of political disengagement. Some academics 

believe the neoliberal political shift of the early 1980s may have 

a significant impact on political engagement (Ribeiro, Rodrigues, 

Caetano, Pais & Menezes, 2012).  

 Citizenship education has been developed and implemented 

as a response to the growing trend of disempowerment and 

disengagement in many youth populations, and as a means of 

developing social cohesion within the wider population (Biesta & 

Lawy, 2006; Willemse, ten Dam, Gijsel, van Wessum & 

Volman, 2015). Although there is consensus within the political 

and educational fields on the need and implementation of 

citizenship education, there is limited concluding evidence or 

theoretical frameworks for defining citizenship education (Goren 

& Yemini, 2017; Willemse et al., 2015). 

 As a result of an undefined theory, there is a range of terms, 

which are commonly used within the literature and are used 

interchangeably. Some of the terms used in the articles include 

global citizenship education, values education, and critical 

citizenship. For the purpose of this review, citizenship education 

will be used predominantly. Citizenship education is founded in 

the roots of democratic practices and participation, which forms 

the beginning of citizenship education (Biesta & Lawy, 2006). 

Conflicting Perspectives 

 There is not one specific model or definition for citizenship 

or citizenship education, and as a result, conflicting perspectives 

have developed across different geographical and political 

boundaries (Eidhof, ten Dam, Dijkstra & van de Werfhorst, 

2016). The notion of citizenship education has deep political ties. 

This first section explores a range of perspectives and theoretical 

models for citizenship education from across many differing 

western contexts. 

 Eidhof et al. (2016) used political theories to develop a 

consensus of citizenship education goals across Western Europe. 

They identified the role schools play in supporting the 

development of civic and citizenship understanding in young 

people. The preface of Eidhof et al.ôs (2016) research identified 

there is a consensus of ideas underpinning citizenship education 

but also how differing political ideologies required different 

emphasis. 

 Eidhof et al. (2016) used the 2008 European Value Survey to 

analyse citizenship education outcomes in the Netherlands, 

Belgium, Germany, Sweden, and Finland. This research 

explored the possible positive correlation between higher levels 

of education and engagement in citizenship education. Common 

goals for citizenship education was to: stimulate and sustain 

democracy; share and inform students of certain societal values 

and norms; support equal rights; and resolve personal, public, and 

political affairs in a nonviolent manner. Eidhof et al. (2016) 

identified that goals were critical for sustained practice of 

democracy and for all citizens to be active within democratic 

societies. There are general citizenship outcomes agreed upon by 

Eidhof et al., (2016) which were consistent across all five 
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countries: higher levels of education associated with higher 

political engagement, higher support for democracy as a political 

system, higher support for equal rights of migrants, and higher 

voting turnout. The consistencies between these countries 

emphasise the common goals of citizenship across different 

political landscapes and educational contexts.  

 Conversely the conflicting citizenship education goals 

identified by Eidhof et al. (2016) were grounded in four specific 

political theories: liberal individualism, liberal 

communitarianism, egalitarian communitarianism, and 

conservative communitarianism. Each of the four theories have 

specific ideals for citizenship education because they all shared 

the same purpose to adequately prepare citizens to participate 

within a specific political paradigm.  

 Oxley and Morris (2013) developed one theoretical 

framework for defining citizenship education with the aim of 

separating different perspectives of citizenship and different 

citizenship education goals. Their framework identified two key 

types of citizenship education, cosmopolitan and advocacy types. 

Within each of the two types are four subareas, which each have 

an individual focus. Oxley and Morris (2013) developed this 

framework to support researchers with a theoretical perspective 

to compare and contrast citizenship education from different and 

complex contexts, by using a consistent and reliable framework. 

 The framework developed by Oxley and Morris (2013) was 

used as an analytical tool in Goren and Yeminiôs (2017) review 

of empirical studies on global citizenship. The purpose was to 

identify and map the current academic discourse related to 

citizenship education. Goren and Yeminiôs (2017) divided 

current empirical studies into geographical location and analysed 

the commonalities between research projects.  

 Common citizenship education outcomes varied between 

regions, which reflected the individual needs of the geographical 

location. In the United States of America, goals were focused on 

ensuring their position as a global leader, compared to Europe, 

which was focused on developing common citizenship after the 

formation of the European Union (EU); this was completely 

different to the Asia-Pacific region who focused on preparing 

students for global communities and markets, and developing 

increased ties with western countries (Goren & Yemini, 2017). It 

is important to note the European research is consistent with 

findings from Ribeiro et al. (2012) in recognising the 

sociopolitical factors which influence citizenship education and 

the outcomes for students. 

 

The Rise and Role of Non-Governmental 

Organisations in Citizenship Education 

 Beista and Lawy (2006) argue that teaching citizenship is not 

enough and that young people are required to learn about 

democracy. They argued young people are unaware of their role 

within society and how to be active citizens within their 

communities, and that this can be attributed to a lack of voice and 

political knowledge. As identified earlier, young people have 

become disengaged and alienated with democracy and politics. 

As a response to this potential crisis of democracy across many 

western countries, there has been a doctrine from policy makers 

and researchers to increase citizenship education (Ribeiro et al., 

2012). Europe has seen an increase of non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs) facilitating, developing curricula, and 

delivering citizenship education alongside, and for, teachers in 

schools. Ribeiro et al. (2012) explored the role of NGOs delivery 

of citizenship education in Eastern European countries through 

surveying NGOs involved in delivering citizenship education. 

Following the survey, Ribeiro et al. (2012) undertook a policy 

analysis to identify common themes within education policy. 

 The survey of NGOs identified how citizenship education 

was a key aspect of their service and is active in providing 

citizenship education at all levels of education across Europe. It 

was identified that NGOs view it is the role of schools to provide 

citizenship education to students, and that teachers are not 

adequately prepared to teach citizenship education effectively. As 

a result, NGOs take a significant role in delivering citizenship 

education in school institutions (Ribeiro et al., 2012). The 

research critiqued the over-emphasis on the transition of 

knowledge about citizenship rather than creating opportunities 

for students to actively engage and excise their citizenship. 

 Another challenge identified in Ribeiroôs et al. (2012) 

research was the impact of citizenship education in new and 

developing democratic societies. The NGOs identified the 

challenges and struggles with implementing effective citizenship 

education in countries with authoritative political history. This 

was associated with culturally ingrained value of conformism and 

submission between citizens and the state, which made critical 

citizenship problematic. 

 The policy analysis identified how, for all 20 EU countries, 

curricula had citizenship education as a major priority but the 

implementation varied between countries. The number of hours 

dedicated towards citizenship education varied from non-

prescribed to four hours per week (Ribeiro et al., 2012). Civic 

education was a common theme within the curricula for the 

majority of the countries involved in this research. Ribeiro et al. 

(2012) identified how the application of citizenship education 

manifested into a cross-curricula approach for primary and lower 

secondary education. Common themes of educational policy 

identified though this research focused on: commitment to 

democratic state, knowledge of human rights, active participation 

in the democratic process, respect for diversity, and responsibility 

(Ribeiro et al., 2012). 

 The findings of this research project were consistent with 

other comparative studies on citizenship education. Torney-

Purta, Lehman, Oswald, and Schultz (2001) was one of the 

comparative studies, which identified the precarious state of 

citizenship education across Europe. This notion is contributed to 

the range of attitudes and implementation of citizenship education 

across Europe. Torney-Purta et al. (2001) and Ribeiro et al., 2012 

both identified the fragmented nature of citizenship education, 

policies, and curricula. It was identified in Ribeiro et al., 2012 that 

further research was required to explore the role of citizenship 

education in promoting common goals across different 

sociopolitical contexts. 

 Building on the research and findings of the previous study, 

Ribeiro, Caetano, and Menezes (2016) carried out in-depth 

research into the role and vision of NGOs in England and 

Portugal that continued to deliver citizenship education within the 

school sectors. This research recognised the role of curricula 

guidelines, which emphasise community engagement as an 

important aspect of citizenship education. This is underpinned by 

John Deweyôs idea that ñlife, within and beyond schools, could 

provide significant learning experiencesò (Dewey, 1916, as cited 
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in Ribeiro, 2016, p. 654). Ribeiro et al. (2016) identified how this 

notion reflects the role and creditable impact of NGOs in 

delivering high quality citizenship education in school contexts, 

as they provide a context and connection to broader society for 

citizenship education. This was identified as a key aspect of the 

NGO vision of citizenship education and was recognised within 

the research as an identified strength with the delivery of such 

content. Ribeiro et al. (2016) recognised that NGOs are not 

neutral in their delivery of citizenship education and therefore 

their assessment of citizenship education is biased by nature. 

Although Ribeiro et al. (2016) recognised the bias within the 

delivery of citizenship education, they still argue the positive 

influence NGOs have and how they meet an identified need 

within school and curricula. 

 Ribeiro et al. (2016) identified critiques of current 

involvement of NGOs in England and Portugal in the delivery of 

citizenship education. This was similar to Ribeiroôs et al. (2012) 

findings, where citizenship education was too narrowly focused 

on teaching and developing students and young peopleôs 

understanding of institutionalised democracy, the election 

process, public and government institutions, and political parties. 

They also identified that a significant focus was on respect for 

rules, and developing values and responsibilities of good citizens. 

Curricula and implementation of citizenship education lacks 

critical thinking, questioning, and actions resulting in social 

justice (Ribeiro et al., 2016). 

 Even with conflicting views and opinions towards citizenship 

education, academics and policy makers cannot decide on 

specific outcomes for students. The research concludes with an 

emphasis on the importance of citizenship education in preparing 

students and young people to engage in their communities, 

societies as a whole, and as global citizens. Goren & Yemini, 

2017 identified a disconnect between the theory and the practice 

of citizenship education while Eidhof et al. (2016) suggests 

schools and teachers find it hard to implement effective 

citizenship education in the current paradigm of conflicting ideas 

and opinions. They advocated for specific and concrete 

citizenship education goals to support an effective 

implementation in school and curricula.  

 

Teachersô Role in Citizenship Education 

 This section explores teachersô beliefs and epistemologies, 

pedagogical discourse, and teachersô professional development in 

citizenship education. 

 The first area to address in the teachersô role in citizenship 

education is to understand teacherôs personal epistemologies and 

the impact of these on teaching practices for moral development 

in students. Lunn Brownlee, Scholes, Walker, and Johansson 

(2016) identified how personal epistemologies acted as a filter for 

knowledge and beliefs, and as a result can influence a teacherôs 

perception of teaching and learning. A common epistemology 

identified though this research is the idea of evaluativism, where 

teachers viewed knowledge as created rather than received from 

others (Lunn Brownlee, et al., 2016). This mind-set requires 

critical evaluation from a range of perspectives when creating 

knowledge. Another common personal epistemology was 

towards evaluativism where teachers are demonstrating some 

aspects of evaluativism but it was not clear how teachers would 

evaluate information in the process of constructing knowledge. 

Teachers operating within a towards evaluativism epistemology 

would demonstrate an increased awareness towards information, 

having multiple perspectives but would deeply explore these 

ideas. The implications for teaching practice, based on these 

personal epistemologies were varied, as teachers identified a 

range of strategies to best support the moral development of their 

students. Lunn Brownlee, et al., (2016) associates a broad range 

of common practices in citizenship education. These were direct 

instruction, role modelling moral behaviours, and consequences 

by the external reinforcement of behaviour. 

 Lunn Brownlee, et al., (2016) identified how complex the 

relationship between personal epistemologies and teaching 

practice are, and how they support moral understanding in 

students. The research identified no connection between personal 

epistemologies and an influence on teaching practices for 

teaching of citizenship education. Lunn Brownlee, et al., (2016) 

identified the implications for professional development for 

teachers would need to recognise the value in developing critical 

reflection as an important teaching aspect of moral education. 

 Contrasting research by Sim, Chua, and Krishnasamy (2017) 

explored the conception of citizenship in social studies teachers 

in Singapore. The pedagogical approach to citizenship education 

in Singapore was reflective of character-driven citizenship, which 

is focused on developing a good person with high morals. The 

majority of the teachers in this study identified with this approach 

to citizenship education and said their role was to provide good 

moral guidelines to their students. The teachers taught and 

promoted the stateôs dominant values without critical reflection 

and, as a result, reinforced the status quo. The research identified 

the political landscape of Singapore and the civic requirement not 

to challenge the state or government (Sim et al., 2017). Active 

community participation was not a common theme within 

Singapore citizenship education, but rather a focus that ensures 

the continued success of the state. This comes at the impact on 

personal rights to ensure the collective good is upheld. This 

notion was reflective of the participantsô teaching practice, 

pedagogy, and the context of citizenship education. This 

paradigm reflects the critique of citizenship education which 

lacks critical thinking, questioning, and social action which was 

identified in Ribeiro et al., (2016) and Ribeiro et al., (2012). 

 Contrary to the popular approach to citizenship education, a 

small minority of teachers in Singapore identified with critically 

reflective citizenship, which involves a deep understanding of 

political awareness, and a belief in justice and equality. This 

approach requires teachers and students to understand and 

support both the systematic structures and relationships of society 

and the role an individual plays in society. This approach is in 

contradiction to the Singapore Ministry of Educationôs 

curriculum framework for citizenship education (Sim, et al., 

2017). 

 Willemse et al. (2015) identified teachersô confidence in 

teaching citizenship education was lacking, and teachers lacked 

clear concepts of what citizenship education looked like. This is 

consistent with research coming from Europe, which found a lack 

of transparency between different implementations of citizenship 

education, policy, and curricula (Eidhof et al., 2016; Ribeiro et al., 

2016; & Ribeiro et al., 2012). Willemse et al.ôs (2015) research 

explored and supported teachers developing a citizenship 

education curriculum in both primary and secondary education 

contexts. Willemse et al. (2015) found through engagement in 
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citizenship education curricula development teachers increased 

their awareness of specific citizenship education goals and 

implicit pedagogical practices within their teaching. Participants 

within this project identified the following specific citizenship 

education concepts: active participation (both in school and the 

wider community); developing understanding of respect; 

developing social behaviour; developing critical thinking; 

improved respect of cultures; and ability to deal with diversity. 

These key concepts are in line with the common education goals 

identified in Eidhof et al. (2016). 

 Molina-Girón (2016) frames a different pedagogical 

approach to citizenship education, one which emphasises 

multiculturalism as a key factor in this Canadian research. The 

pedagogical approach outlined in Molina-Girón (2016) bases 

citizenship education on the recognition of the students varying 

backgrounds. Teaching practices are focused on identifying an 

issue-based approach and supports studentsô development of an 

understanding of civic content while exploring the frictions and 

conflicts within democracy. Although this research identified a 

pedagogical approach that frames citizenship education 

differently from other research, it remains grounded in a Deweyôs 

view of democracy (Molina-Girón, 2016). This foundational 

paradigm to democracy is consistent with other researchers and 

their findings into the state of citizenship education from around 

the world (Molina-Girón, 2016; Ribeiro et al., 2016). 

 

Limitations and Future Research 

 The majority of research used within this review identified 

some common limitations of current research. The first limitation 

was there are limited theoretical frameworks or perspectives on 

citizenship education and this makes comparisons between 

research significantly more difficult (Eidhof et al., 2016; Lunn 

Brownlee, et al., 2016; Ribeiro et al., 2016; Ribeiro et al., 2012; 

& Willemse et al., 2015). Although Oxley and Morrisôs (2013) 

theoretical framework was used in Goren and Yeminiôs (2017) 

review, this framework remains contested within the education 

research field. Further research is required to identify concrete 

citizenship goals or values to support policy, curricula, teachers, 

and initial teacher education programmes.  

 

Conclusion 

 Citizenship education is a growing trend across different 

education contexts around the world due to an increased rhetoric 

by policy makers and educationalists, of disengaged young 

people in local communities and democratic political systems 

(Ribeiro et al., 2016; Willemse et al., 2015). This rhetoric has 

resulted in citizenship education as a priority of many developing 

and established democratic societies, because it is seen as a tool 

to maintain democratic values and increase acceptance of 

diversity (Molina-Girón, 2016; Ribeiro, 2016). A review of 

current literature has identified the assorted approaches and 

perspectives on citizenship education and how these impact on 

the teaching and learning of citizenship education for students. 

The limited research confirms there is a greater need for 

developing consistent frameworks for citizenship education as a 

means for improving both the teachers understanding and 

curricula documents, which support the notion of active 

citizenship engagement in young peopleôs communities and 

wider society. The current literature agrees on the requirement for 

citizenship education to be based within the school boundaries, 

but to also extend into the local community which provides a rich 

learning context with meaningful opportunities for students to 

engage in social action. Social action is the optimal outcome for 

citizenship as it moves away from learning about democratic 

institutions and civic duties. 

 The role of teachersô epistemologies and beliefs has been 

explored and it was identified that they play a limited role in 

shaping citizenship education practices within the classroom. It 

was discussed how teacherôs limited teacher confidence and 

understanding of citizenship education played a more significant 

role in citizenship educational outcomes for students and this 

stemmed from limited experiences in initial teacher education 

(Will emse et al., 2015). Teachers who are engaged and involved 

in citizenship education curricula development increased their 

understanding and confidence of teaching citizenship education 

(Willemse et al., 2015). 
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Abstract   

Cooperative learning (CL) is a pedagogical practice that has been shown to benefit studentsô social and academic 

abilities, yet it is not widely implemented in schools.  This literature review explores current research on CL 

implementation in primary and secondary school settings in an endeavour to discover some of the barriers that keep 

teachers from implementing it in their practice.  Three main barriers, discussed in this review, are teachersô 

understanding of CL, studentsô social skills, and time and organisation requirements. To counteract some of the 

perceived barriers of CL, enablers to CL have also been explored.  Enablers discussed within this review include pre-

service and continuing teacher CL training, teacher collaboration, and student social skills development.  These 

enablers can help to counteract some of the perceived barriers in order to facilitate greater implementation of CL in 

the classroom. 
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Introduction  

 For teacher and learner roles to change, teachers need to start 

changing some of the pedagogies that they are using in everyday 

practice.  Cooperative learning (CL) is a teaching pedagogy that 

shifts practice from more traditional teaching methods to a 

context where students have more control of their learning.  In 

CL, students work together in groups to jointly construct 

knowledge through cooperative interactions. When implemented 

correctly it strengthens studentsô academic and social skills 

(Brown & Thomson, 2000). 

 While there has been extensive research on the benefits of 

CL, there has been less research on why, despite the known 

benefits for both students and teachers, CL is not being 

successfully implemented, or implemented at all, within many 

classrooms.  This literature review seeks to summarise this 

research on the barriers to implementing CL, while also exploring 

some enablers to CL.  It refers to recent literature with a focus on 

primary and secondary contexts. 

 First, a summary of CL is presented, including the critical 

elements for its success, the benefits of implementation and 

current implementation rates.  Next, three identified barriers to 

CL implementation (understanding of CL, studentsô social skills, 

and time) are discussed.  In an attempt to counter these barriers, 

three enablers are explored (CL training, teacher collaboration 

and student social skills development) that could encourage 

teachers to use CL.  Finally, the relation of the research to the New 

Zealand context is discussed. 

 

Cooperative Learning  

 CL is a teaching method in which students work together to 

gain a greater understanding of a topic.  It is a student-centred 

pedagogy where the teacherôs role changes from being the 

deliverer of information, to facilitating studentsô learning, as they 

gather their own knowledge and create their own meanings.  

Johnson and Johnson (2009) outline five critical group elements 

that are necessary to ensure that a CL task is most effective: 

positive interdependence, individual accountability, actions 

promoting interaction, appropriate social skills, and group 

processing.  When these five elements are all achieved group 

members experience the greatest benefits.  These include 

academic benefits, like higher achievement levels and more 

metacognition, and social benefits such as gaining group working 

skills, greater self-esteem and more positive peer relationships 

(Jolliffe, 2015). 

 Despite the extensive research supporting the use of CL and 

praising its benefits, CL is generally under-used in schools 
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(Muijis & Reynolds, 2005, as cited in Hennessey and Dionigi, 

2013). However, it is difficult to know exactly what the 

implementation rates of CL are because they vary widely among 

the research.  For example, a survey of 207 elementary school 

teachers in Geneva, Switzerland, (Buchs, Filippou, Pulfrey & 

Volpé, 2017) found that only one third of teachers reported using 

CL routinely.  In contrast, another study of 933 Canadian teachers 

(Abrami, Poulsen & Chambers, 2004) found that 61% of teachers 

at least ñsomewhat incorporatedò (p. 210) CL into their practice, 

though this may have been influenced by a self-serving social 

desirability bias.  These low implementation rates may be due to 

the perceived challenges of implementing CL.  In the literature, 

studies have uncovered many perceived barriers to teachersô 

implementation of CL teaching, such as studentsô ages, lack of 

subject knowledge, changing pedagogy and challenges 

evaluating pupilsô achievement.  This literature review focuses on 

three of these: teachersô understanding of CL, the social skills and 

behaviour of students, and the time and organisation required.   

However, research also reveals that there are possible enabling 

factors that could counter these barriers and help encourage 

teachers to implement CL pedagogies in their classrooms: CL 

training, teacher collaboration and student social skills 

development. 

 

Barriers to Cooperative Learning  

Teachersô understanding of CL 

 Teachersô understanding of CL and various CL structures 

varies greatly within the teaching profession.  Some teachers have 

had no exposure to or specific training on CL, whereas others 

have a wealth of knowledge, having participated in CL 

professional development and used it extensively in their own 

teaching practice.  Hennessey and Dionigi (2013) argue that 

teachersô knowledge of CL affects their ability to implement it 

successfully.  Their qualitative study on 12 Australian primary 

school teachers, investigated teachersô understanding of CL and 

the believed factors affecting implementation. Half of the 12 

participants had limited knowledge of CL, four had general 

knowledge and two had expert knowledge.  Firstly, they found 

that teachersô limited understanding of CL was a barrier to 

successful implementation because it meant that they did not 

include the five critical elements (Johnson & Johnson, 2009) 

necessary for success in their teaching.  For example, one teacher 

believed that she needed to have a high-achieving student leading 

the group to help less able students achieve, which negates the 

positive interdependence and individual accountability elements 

of CL.  Importantly, it was these teachers, with limited knowledge 

of CL, that identified several barriers to implementing CL. These 

included the age of the students, student behaviour and giving 

students more control and independence.  Teachers with greater 

understanding of CL did not identify these factors as barriers and 

instead were able to employ teaching techniques within their CL 

structures that eliminated these factors from being barriers.   

 Even teachers who have had explicit training in CL can find 

using CL structures in their lessons difficult. A New Zealand 

study by Dyson, Colby and Barratt (2016) investigated using CL 

structures to teach physical education in primary schools.  

Participants were 12 teachers from four schools, who all received 

specific CL professional development as part of the study. They 

also had support from university faculty and graduate students 

who provided them with modelling and planning of CL physical 

education lessons. This study revealed that although these 

teachers had knowledge of CL, and had used it in some subjects, 

they had not used it in physical education before and often did not 

know how to adjust CL structures to that curriculum area.  They 

needed further understanding of what CL was and what it looked 

like in the subject area of physical education to be able to 

successfully implement it.   

 

Studentsô social skills 

 While student social skills can develop greatly during CL 

tasks, the initial social skills ability of students has been identified 

as a challenge to successfully implementing CL (Dyson et al., 

2016).  Some students do not develop essential social skills at 

home (e.g., cooperation, respect and listening) providing 

difficulties for these individuals when relating to others.  In Dyson 

et al., (2016), teachers identified this issue, with one teacher citing 

that social skills was the top challenge for implementing CL.  

These teachers believed social skills were hugely important and, 

without them, the CL structures they were trying to implement 

simply broke down. They recognised the importance of 

developing student social skills at an early age, and noticed that 

when students had developed sufficient social skills early in 

schooling it made it easier for them to implement CL structures 

in later years. 

 Abrami et al. (2004) found from their CL implementation 

questionnaire that it was the teachers who believed their students 

had the necessary social skills (or could easily acquire them) to 

make the activity successful that implemented CL. These 

teachers did not use CL if they thought it would lead to behaviour 

problems, indicating that behavioural issues made implementing 

CL too difficult.  The authors also found that teachers were more 

interested in developing their studentsô social skills than academic 

skills through CL structures, perhaps due to the recognition that 

their social skills needed improvement.  

 Gillies and Boyle (2010) explored the perceptions of 10 

Australian middle school teachers who implemented CL over a 

period of two school terms. These teachers all recognised the 

importance of having appropriate social skills within a CL task.  

Of the 10 teachers, some explicitly taught the social skills 

necessary for working in cooperative groups (e.g., through 

lessons examining successful cooperative groups), while others 

had more general discussions with their classes to prepare them 

(e.g., discussing everyday respectful social behaviours).  

However, teaching these specific social skills requires thought 

and time, and as a result it can often be neglected, meaning that 

groups are not able to function to their highest potential.  

 

Time and organisation requirements 

 Another challenge that teachers face when implementing CL 

in their classes is the time involved.  Firstly, time and organisation 

is required by the teacher to get CL structures prepared.  Teachers 

from the study of Gillies and Boyle (2010) cited the time and 

work required to find suitable tasks, resources and set up group 

organisation as challenges to implementing CL structures.   

 Secondly, time spent on CL in class was also a challenge.  

Teachers reported having difficulty managing time related to 

setting up and implementing CL learning in their classes (Gillies 

& Boyle, 2010; Buchs et al., 2017). Often, considerable time is 

needed to first introduce students to CL structures and their 
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required roles and behaviours (Dyson et al., 2016), including 

teaching social functioning skills, mentioned above, so that they 

can effectively cooperate.  Fortunately, Buchs et al. (2017) found 

that teachers found this preparation of their students relatively 

easy.  

 However, athough time requirements are generally identified 

as a challenge in implementing CL, research by Abrami et al. 

(2004) found that time was not a major factor that affected 

whether teachers used CL or not.  This may be because they 

placed value in CL, despite the time requirements, and were 

relatively confident in it being successful.  

 

Enablers to Cooperative Learning  

Initial and continued training in CL 

 Lack of knowledge of CL appears to play a large role in why 

CL is not widely implemented.  Therefore, it is important that 

teachers receive training on CL and how to integrate it into their 

curriculum areas. Hennessey and Dionigi (2013) believe that 

repeated and deep exposure to CL is necessary for both pre-

service and in-service teachers so that they can effectively 

implement it into their teaching programme. Therefore, the first 

step in ensuring that teachers use CL, and use it effectively, is to 

provide a pre-service education context where student teachers 

can improve their knowledge and work on the skills needed for 

implementing CL. For example, 105 pre-service teachers in 

Belgium showed self-evaluated improvement in their CL skills 

(e.g., providing organisation, social and metacognitive guidance) 

over several practical lessons they taught (Ruys, Van Keer & 

Aelterman, 2011). Surprisingly, prior exposure to theoretical CL 

knowledge had no impact on these skills. This highlights that 

while it is important to have a basic grounding in CL theory, 

opportunities to implement CL in practical teaching settings are 

most important.  

 Once pre-service teachers have received (hopefully 

comprehensive and practical) training in CL learning, it is 

important that they continue to receive support in teaching CL 

structures throughout their teaching careers. Abrami et al. (2004) 

suggest that continued training throughout a teacherôs career may 

be essential to refine CL strategies and skills, as well as to adapt 

teaching to a specific institutionôs environment, thus ensuring that 

teachers continue to implement CL.   

 Similarly, teachers must feel positive about CL to implement 

it. Research in Spain by Saborit, Fernandez-Rio, Estrada, 

Mendez-Gimenez and Alonso (2016) investigated this factor.  

The 990 primary and secondary teachers in their study had 

completed a year-long CL training programme consisting of 

weekly professional development. This training focussed on 

conditions for success, different classes and subjects, and gave 

teachers new techniques as well as feedback on their practical 

implementation.  The researchers found that, after completing the 

training, teachers had a strong positive attitude towards 

implementing CL, as well as to changing their practice through a 

CL pedagogy.  This was also found by Gillies and Boyle (2010) 

where teachers participated in CL workshops before the study 

and came away with positive attitudes towards implementing CL 

in their classes. Finally, Abrami et al. (2004) found that the 

teachers who frequently used CL in their classrooms were those 

who felt like they had been provided with good training.    

 Therefore, it is important that CL professional development 

is high-quality and effective so teachers feel like they have the 

ability to implement CL in their classrooms. 

 

Teacher collaboration 

 Teacher collaboration is incredibly important for teachersô 

continued implementation of CL.  Jolliffe (2015) examined how 

teacher cooperation affected CL implementation, as in this study 

there was a supportive network of teachers and facilitators.  These 

networks provided both emotional and practical pedagogical 

support for teachers. All members collaborated and were working 

together for mutual benefit. In this study, the support the teachers 

got from their learning community gave them the confidence to 

use CL.  It also enabled them to develop their skills in CL, form 

shared resources and have valuable discussions, all while feeling 

trust and support from the group.   

 Dyson et al. (2016) also identified the impact of collaboration 

in their study. Teachers were supported by a group consisting of 

university staff, graduate students and other teachers.  The group 

met regularly to discuss practice, share resources, and teachers 

were supported by a critical friend (faculty member) who also 

modelled lessons for the teachers and scaffolded their learning.  It 

enabled teachers to persist with using CL structures in their 

classrooms as their colleagues supported them in overcoming 

initial difficulties. This positive outcome is consistent with 

Abrami et al. (2004) who believed that creating mutually 

supportive communities for teachers to discuss their CL teaching 

would increase the likelihood that CL would be implemented.   

 Farrell and Jacobs (2016) also discuss teacher reflection 

groups. They suggest that groups of teachers reflecting on their 

practice operated using the critical elements of CL, therefore 

these teachers were experiencing group cooperation situations 

similar to their students. This could increase the quality of 

reflection which in turn should increase the quality of CL 

teaching. Furthermore, when teachers experienced their own 

success from participating in CL groups, they were able to see the 

benefits of their students learning in the same way and therefore 

they were more likely to use CL. Moreover, this belief in 

cooperation, and the support from the reflective group, meant that 

teachers were more likely to persevere with CL teaching practices 

when they encountered barriers towards CL teaching.  

 

Student social skills development 

 Another practice that could make CL seem more accessible 

to teachers is developing studentsô social skills. Having 

interpersonal and small group skills is one of the critical elements 

outlined by Johnson and Johnson (2009) for CL to be most 

beneficial.  Therefore, it is important that students possess these 

social skills before undertaking CL activities so that they can gain 

the most from them.   

 A study by Golub and Buchs (2014) investigated the effects 

of social skills training given prior to a CL task. Participants in the 

study were 32 grade six students from the French-speaking area 

of Switzerland.  Half the students were given a social skills 

preparation intervention before a paired CL task.  Results showed 

that student pairs who had received the intervention were more 

attentive and supportive of each other, and asked more questions, 

although no difference in learning outcomes was found. This 

confirms that, with additional social skill support, students can 

function more effectively in a group setting, likely resulting in 
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fewer behavioural issues that could impede learning and require 

teacher intervention. 

 A study by Baines, Rubie-Davies and Blatchford (2009) 

showed the positive effects that a social skills training programme 

had on a group. In their study, 31 groups received a skill 

development condition (social, communication and group work 

skills) while 29 groups acted as controls.  Groups who received 

the social skills training condition functioned better as a group, 

displaying increased positive behaviours like engagement and 

sustained, thoughtful discussion. They also displayed fewer 

negative behaviours like refusal to participate and off-task talk.  

This demonstrated that by implementing social skills 

development programmes before teachers introduce CL 

structures to their class, students are better prepared to participate 

in CL appropriately.  Therefore, students are more likely to 

benefit from the CL task and teachers are likely to have fewer 

behavioural issue to deal with, making the task run more 

smoothly.  This could lead to teachers feeling more positive about 

implementing CL as there would be less need for them to 

intervene because of social issues. Instead, they could focus on 

facilitating the deeper learning that can occur through CL.  

 

The New Zealand Context 

 A limitation of this review was the lack of research from New 

Zealand, with only one recent research article on CL from the 

New Zealand primary and secondary school setting (Dyson et al., 

2016). While this is a limitation, it also identifies a research gap.  

The skills involved in CL align with values identified as a core 

component of the New Zealand education system. For example, 

skills gained in CL relate to the key competencies in the New 

Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education (MoE), 2007). For 

example, thinking skills, relating to others and managing self are 

all aspects that link directly to CL pedagogy. CL also aligns with 

TǕtaiako competencies (MoE, 2011), with ako ï learning from 

one another ï being at its heart.  Therefore, it is important that 

more research is undertaken on CL effectiveness and 

implementation in New Zealand school settings. Additionally, 

teachers in New Zealand must overcome any perceived barriers 

to implementing CL for the benefit of all their students. 

Specifically, they must seek to receive high-quality and practical 

CL training, collaborate with other teachers in their CL practice 

and teach their students the requisite social skills for CL tasks to 

run smoothly.    

 

Conclusion 

 This literature review has explored cooperative learning and 

uncovered some of the barriers teachers experience when 

implementing it. The barriers of understanding CL, student social 

skills and time costs were examined.  Then, the potential enablers 

of CL training, teacher collaboration and social skills 

development were considered in the hope that engaging in these 

would lessen the challenges teachers face when implementing 

CL. If teachers are able to take on these practices for CL, then 

maybe they will feel more confident in adopting CL into their 

personal pedagogies for the benefit of all students. 
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Abstract   

The following literature review begins by answering the question, ñgrowth mindset: trend or real science?ò It answers 

this question with a brief history of how, in the 1970s, the idea of ñattribution of failure behaviourò from researcher 

Carol Dweck (1975) evolved to the well-known concept of growth mindset today. The discovery that the brain is 

elastic and intelligence can be grown led researchers to wonder the ways in which mindset could be manipulated to 

improve outcomes in education. The research then follows a path of growth mindset interventions in primary schools 

and parent guided settings as well. Finally, the review addresses cost effectiveness of growth mindset interventions 

and potential challenges of the studies.   
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Introduction  

 The concept of self-theory and its role in behaviour has been 

discussed in the psychological community for over forty years. 

Carol Dweck published a seminal work in 1975 that would 

become the catalyst for a great deal of future research. In a small 

study, she found that subjects with learned helplessness, who also 

had the attribution of failure behaviour modification,  had greater 

success at overcoming failure, or at least maintaining results, 

when they were taught that their effort could make a difference in 

completing a task. Subjects without the attribution of failure 

behaviour modification continued their downward slope of 

reaction to failure. In essence, if  children believed the failure to 

be about their ability or out of their control, they continued to fail 

(Dweck, 1975). From this research, many studies have been born. 

The work has evolved steadily from attribution of failure to 

entity/incremental theory to todayôs well known growth mindset 

theory. This literature review provides a brief history of how 

growth mindset came to be and how researchers are studying its 

importance and use with regard to students and families.   

 

Brain Plasticity 

 A research study performed on adult London cab drivers 

discovered that the brain can indeed grow in adult years. 

Researchers used magnetic resonance imaging  (MRI) to test 

trainee taxi drivers attempting to acquire the knowledge before 

and after their three to four year coursework learning the cityôs 

layout. The results found that grey matter in the posterior 

hippocampus was increased in those successfully completing the 

course. There were no changes or growth in candidates who did 

not complete the course. The memory profile of successful 

candidates was also changed, but it was at the expense of other 

working portions of the brain. In short, the taxi drivers expanded 

and grew their brain through intense learning (Woollett & 

Maguire, 2011).  

 

Theory of Intelligence 

 Beliefs are fixed or malleable. Multiple researchers have 

studied this concept and come to the same conclusionðat any 

age we can train and grow our brain. An entity belief suggests that 

one cannot change the amount of intelligence that is possessed. 

Conversely, incremental belief suggests change in intelligence is 

possible with effort. Earlier work by Dweck zeroed in on 

helplessness, but this work brought clearer vision and 

understanding to individual mindsets. Entity belief and 

incremental belief reflect the extent to which an individual 

perceives control over the attributes of a given situation. When 

entity, or fixed, attributes are at a high level, subjects find control 

possible but, at a low level, control is not possible and outcomes 

are thought to be negative or just chance. When incremental or 

growth attributes are at a high level or a low level, subjects find 

control is possible but at a low level it requires effort; and belief 

in  internal control (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Dweck and others 

continued the research and refined this concept to what we know 

today as growth and fixed mindsets. This research exploded onto 

the psychological and educational scene in 2007 with the popular 
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research-based book: Mindset, the New Psychology of Success, 

and Dweckôs amazing TED Talk (Dweck, 2014), The Power of 

Yet. People range on a spectrum of mindsets from fixed/stable to 

growth/malleable. People with a fixed mindset tend to think of 

their intelligence as unchanging and unmodifiable, and therefore 

any work done is predetermined; they already know whether they 

will succeed or fail. People with a growth mindset assume that 

with effort and intention they can change their intelligence; the 

outcome of the work is unknown and therefore they are more 

willing to try. The result of a growth/malleable mindset is that 

people are likely to attempt more tasks and thus experience more 

success overall. Without mindset intervention, people tend to 

remain stable and unchanging in their current, natural mindset 

(Dweck, 2014).   

 

Growth Mindset Intervention  

ñStereotype Threatò 

 Decades of research led to Dweck defining the theory of fixed 

and growth mindsets. Since then, many studies have applied the 

theory to the education setting: primary, secondary, and tertiary 

alike. This research has shown that a growth mindset can act as a 

powerful antidote to stereotype dynamics that otherwise hinder 

academic performance. Stereotype threat, a circumstance that can 

be explained as a problematic situation where individuals are, or 

feel themselves to be, at risk of conforming to stereotypes about 

their social group. This is explained by Aronson, Fried, & Good 

(2002, p. 114) as,  

in situations where a stereotype about a groupôs 

intellectual abilities is relevant - taking an 

intellectually challenging test, being called to speak in 

a class, and so on - Black students bear an extra 

cognitive and emotional burden not borne by people 

for whom the stereotype does not apply. This burden 

takes the form of a performance disruptive 

apprehension, anxiety about the possibility of 

confirming deeply negative racial inferiority- in the 

eyes of others, in oneôs own eyes, or both at the same 

time. Importantly. It is not necessary that a student 

believe the stereotype to feel this burden 

 

 A study by Aronson et al. (2002) found that racially diverse 

students that succeeded in the education system and made it to 

university were more likely to fall behind or fail compared to their 

White/European counterparts with similar grade point averages. 

This was attributed to the concept of stereotype threat. ñEducation 

is the surest route to social equality, the academic 

underachievement of Black Americans tends to be regarded as 

both an educational and a social problemò (Aronson et al., 2002). 

 With a clear understanding of the damaging effects of 

stereotype threat on a personôs mindset, researchers saw a 

possible link to growth mindset, and wondered if it represented a 

solution. This critical work by Aronson et al. (2002) on stereotype 

threat involved a mix of Black and White college student subjects 

writing letters to at-risk middle school students. The college 

students were split into two groups with one group being 

encouraged and manipulated to write letters with a 

malleable/growth orientation, and the second simply a control 

group writing uplifting letters. In addition to the growth mindset 

orientation, subjects were also shown a video with vivid 

animation and neuron growth. The results were encouraging and 

found that a small degree of interventionðjust three sessionsð

created a change in mindset, higher grades and greater enjoyment 

in the academic process at university for the Black students in the 

study. This study helps illuminate that mindset can affect 

achievement of students at all levels of education, from primary 

through university, by recognising that even those who are 

succeeding in education can be held back by deeply ingrained 

ideas.  

 Understanding this effect is meaningful because, in countries 

with diverse student populationsðlike New Zealandð 

combatting stereotype threat effectively could meaningfully 

change student performance. Many countries invest a 

considerable amount of money in public education.  New 

Zealand spent NZD 13.2 billion on education in the 2016 fiscal 

year (Treasury, 2016). Around the world, nations are becoming 

more and more diverse with immigrants entering countries by 

land, sea, and air every day. Understanding that no country is 

exempt from the threat of stereotypes of their citizens within a 

racially diverse community means ensuring that public money is 

not wasted. New Zealand, with people from several different 

countries, is no different.    

 

School Interventions in the Primary Years 

 Numerous research studies involving mindset interventions 

have been conducted in primary classrooms across the globe. For 

the purposes of this literature review, four studies of differing 

methods have been chosen for examination. The research covers 

a wide range of subjects: low, middle, and high socioeconomic 

status, varied languages, different countries (Denmark, United 

States and New Zealand) and multiculturally diverse students 

ranging from ages seven through twelve. Researchers used a 

variety of strategies: parental intervention by watching a video 

about mindset (available in ten different languages) and then 

reading to their children (Andersen & Nielsen, 2016); teacher 

incorporated micro-interventions within lessons (Bonne & 

Johnston, 2016); mentoring with embedded education messages 

and restricted websites with embedded messages (Good, 

Aronson, & Inzlicht, 2003); use of Brainology®, a growth 

mindset intervention programme, (Schmidt, Shumow, & 

Kackar-Cam, 2017); and, changing the messaging within a 

popular educational video game (BrainPOP®, 1999-2017) to be 

growth mindset related (OôRourke, Haimovitz, Ballweber, 

Dweck, & Popoviĺ, 2014).  

 Three studies that utilised in-school interventions are: Good, 

et al., (2003), Bonne and Johnston (2016) and Schmidt et al., 

(2016). Good et al. (2003) from the United States of America 

sought to help reduce stereotype threat by changing student 

mindsets with the help of mentors from local colleges. Bonne and 

Johnston (2016), from New Zealand, attempted to change 

mindset through everyday micro-messaging in class by teachers. 

The third, Schmidt, et al., (2016) used Brainology® (2017), a 

growth mindset programme developed for grades 6-9, and was 

taught once a week for six weeks to the test group. The 

interventions in all three studies occurred during school hours on 

school grounds and with different populations, but they all tested 

a similar central hypothesisðthat growth mindset interventions 

will raise student achievement.  

 The results of the three studies were consistent. Student 

achievement and perception of control was elevated by 
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intervening with lessons and messaging about incremental or 

growth mindset. The information gleaned from these studies 

found that even small amounts of intervention were enough to 

produce results. Moreover, these results seem to hold across 

diverse groups of subjects (including high and low 

socioeconomic status, male and female subjects, and high priority 

learners) and across diverse curriculum areas (mathematics, 

reading and science).    

 Beyond the findings that growth mindset-oriented 

interventions matter, further studies suggest that timing of those 

interventions also matters. Schmidt et al., (2017) found that the 

Brainology® intervention had greater influence over 9th grade 

subjects than 7th grade subjects. The researchers suggest there are 

a few possible developmental explanations for this: 7th grade 

students may be more optimistic, more realistic/accurate 

reflections of self-assessment occur as students age, and there is 

an ñincreased desire for independence and autonomy that often 

occurs as children move through adolescenceò (Schmidt et al., 

2017, p. 597).  

 Findings from these growth mindset research studies are 

especially important considering current trends affecting primary 

education. The underperformance of minorities and those of low 

socioeconomic status is present in nearly every nation. In the 

United States of America: ñEach year, statistics from state-wide 

and national tests reaffirm the disturbing pattern of 

underachievement. For example, compared to white and Asian 

students, black students (sic) receive lower grades and have 

higher dropout rates at practically every level of schoolingò 

(Good et al., 2003, p. 646). In these cases, the ability of a growth 

mindset can counteract a stereotype threat and it represents a path 

for boosting performance of minority student populations. 

 Likewise, application of mindset interventions could be 

promising when it comes to addressing various problems 

associated with timing. For example, New Zealand invested a 

substantial amount of time and money into Numeracy 

Development at the turn of this century, only to find an initial 

jump and then a stall in student achievement. Mindset 

intervention might be used to reverse the stall, or could be used 

pre-emptively to prevent stalls in similar programmes in the 

future. Further, 15 year olds from New Zealand showed a 

decrease in self-efficacy and achievement in the last 15 years 

(Bonne & Johnston, 2016). ñChildren tend to become 

increasingly self-critical in their assessment of their abilities 

across early adolescence in a variety of domainséAdditionally, 

as children move through their adolescence their motivation for 

academic activities tends to declineò (Schmidt et al., 2017 p.585).  

Mindset interventions applied at this critical developmental stage 

could yield significant results.   

 

Parent Intervention 

 Mindset interventions show promise in non-academic 

settings, as well. A study in Denmark conducted by Andersen and 

Nielsen (2016) attempted to show how parental mindset affects 

their own childôs reading ability. The results, as predicted, found 

that parents with a fixed mindset were less able to help their 

children and parents with a growth mindset were more able to 

assist them. Over the treatment period, the intervention had a 

greater effect on fixed mindset parents. Like other studies, this 

study found that small interventionsðencouraging parents to 

read to their child and using growth mindset messagingðhad a 

positive impact.   

 

Cost Effective Solutions 

 Combining parent and school mindset interventions is a cost-

effective solution for confronting the achievement gap between 

children of low and high socioeconomic backgrounds. Meta-

analysis revealed that effective feedback interventions are a 

valuable tool for fostering success in students (Dietrichson, Bøg, 

Filges, & Jørgensen, 2017). This was noted specifically when 

addressing the concept of parent mindset in relation to their child. 

Understanding and intervening in the parent mindset led to a 

progression in reading levels. ñFrom the perspective of public 

expenditures, engaging parents in reading with their child directly 

is much cheaper than increasing the time that the child spends 

with teachers in schoolò (Andersen & Nielsen, 2016, p. 12113). 

While not explicitly stated in the other research, it is clear that 

growth mindset methods require few physical items to be 

purchased and are a budget friendly intervention requiring only 

verbal and mental skills to be changed or altered to fit into a 

school curriculum.. OôRourke et al. (2014) studied growth 

mindset messaging within the popular academic game, 

BrainPOP®. In this research, growth mindset messaging ñteaches 

the growth mindset directly through the gameôs narrative, 

feedback, and incentive structuresò (OôRourke et al., 2014, p. 

3341). Schools can use the current technology and curriculum, 

altered with growth mindset messaging, to see academic gains. 

The research suggests growth mindset interventions are low cost 

but can produce a big change for large student populations. 

Therefore, growth mindset interventions can be considered a 

viable option for any classroom, regardless of budget, that aims 

to improve student attitudes towards academic study. 

 

Potential challenges 

 The interventions all attempted to tackle the issue of student 

achievement from different angles and found similar results. 

Growth mindset interventions are, in general, a simple and 

effective way to raise student achievement. Although each study 

did present its own unique set of challenges, these are mostly 

outweighed by the benefits of a mindset intervention. For 

example, Bonne and Johnston (2016) used micro-interventions 

within the classroom in their research. They found that while this 

approach was harder to control for in a study, they believed 

teachers would be more likely to sustain it over a long period of 

time. In contrast, the Good, et al., (2003) study used a more 

intensive intervention by bringing in mentors from a local 

college, over the course of a year, and required dedicated class 

time. These kinds of intensive interventions are less likely to be 

sustained, due to time and resource requirements. The two larger 

studies, Andersen and Nielsen (2016) and OôRourke, et al., 

(2014) were challenged by a bulk of diverse data in that they had 

difficulty attributing the results conclusively to the intervention. 

However, the data strongly suggested positive results and 

therefore more research was further warranted. Their study 

findings were still positive and suggested the growth mindset 

approach is a necessary tool for teachers and parents.   

 A further open question is how long mindset interventions 

endure. Despite researchers referring to the effect as lasting, one 

is left to wonder how students would maintain a growth mindset 
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in the face of life altering events, such as a death of a close family 

member. This question is not addressed specifically in these 

studies, but is a possibility for further research.    

 A gap in the research that was not addressed is teacher 

mindset. Given what has been studied and discovered to date 

about the importance of student and parent mindset, it seems 

important to study the effect of teacher mindset as well. Research 

could revolve around the idea of teacher perceptions of his or her 

studentsô abilities. Research could also be applied to the teacherôs 

mindset of his/her own subject expertise and associated teaching 

capabilities. For instance, if a teacher were not skilled in 

mathematics or science as a student, does s/he believe s/he can 

teach that subject effectively as an adult? How would this mindset 

affect the classroom learning? These questions are possible 

inquiries for future study.  

 

Conclusion 

 It took decades for the concept of growth mindset to emerge. 

With a handle on the idea of fixed and growth mindsets, 

researchers turned their focus to questions like ñWhat are the pros 

and cons of mindset?ò and ñHow can our students benefit from 

what we know?ò The studies were all learner-centred and 

hypothesised that intervening with a growth mindset programme 

or messaging would raise achievement and engagement. 

Researchers found that the mindset of students of all ages, 

ethnicities, and socioeconomic status can be positively affected 

by small or large interventions. This is significant because the 

outcome of education is something all citizens have a vested 

interest in. This research is promising for the future of education 

because it is cost effective and can be implemented at one of the 

most basic levels of educationðin the classroom, teacher to 

student. Moreover, in the interest of individualised learning, 

messages can be tailored to fit any student groupôs learning needs, 

through whole class messaging, individual intervention, or even 

through gaming and technology. The opportunities for growth 

mindset intervention are endless. 
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Abstract   

Ensuring that all our children and young people are of sound wellbeing in the 21st century is of growing importance 

in educational settings. This literature review explores a range of primary studies to examine the contributing factors 

to student wellbeing in an educational setting. Student wellbeing is becoming increasingly significant when assessing 

school effectiveness as wellbeing directly influences social, emotional, and behavioural outcomes, as well as academic 

achievement. The studies examined established that classroom settings are a major site for wellbeing development. 

Classrooms need to be safe, supportive, and respectful learning environments to foster high levels of student wellbeing. 

The studies examined identified that student wellbeing is influenced by the teachers own wellbeing. If teachers have 

a perceived lower wellbeing, this will have a flow on effect to students, negatively affecting their wellbeing. 

Furthermore, the studies have highlighted the impact teacher-student relationships have on student wellbeing. It is 

suggested that supportive teacher-student relationships promote and develop student wellbeing effectively. In 

summary, this literature review reflects the significance of creating teaching and learning environments that promote 

student wellbeing for future health.  
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Introduction  

 Across the world, education settings are key sites for 

providing teaching and learning experiences that aim to facilitate 

childrenôs and young peopleôs academic competencies. 

Traditionally, when assessing school effectiveness, it was only 

cognitive factors, such as academic achievement, that were taken 

into consideration (Van Petegem, Aelterman, Van Keer, & 

Rosseel, 2007). However, over the past decade the fascination for 

purely cognitive factors of school effectiveness has taken a 

progressive transformation. Education providers now have a 

responsibility and commitment to their students to provide 

teaching and learning experiences that facilitate student 

wellbeing.  

 Student wellbeing has become a significant factor when 

assessing school effectiveness because of the increasing number 

of students who display aggressive, non-compliant, and resistant 

behaviours in education settings (Poulou, 2017). These 

behaviours have resulted in problems with student discipline and 

classroom management (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Furthermore, 

there is a persistent increase in the number of students who are 

experiencing mental and emotional disorders and these can have 

long term detrimental outcomes (Kidger, Gunnel, Biddle, 

Campbell, & Donovan, 2009). For this reason, student wellbeing 

is a significant factor in how students learn, behave, and function 

within educational settings and communities, as well as an output 

factor when assessing school effectiveness. The role of education 

providers, especially that of teachers, has changed to providing 

students with wellbeing support, to the same level as academic 

support. Educational settings are moving away from asking who 

is the problem? to what is the problem? (Murray-Harvey, 2010).  

 The aim of this literature review is to examine a range of 

studies that have explored student wellbeing. In particular, 

unpacking wellbeing in educational settings, what the teacherôs 

role is in promoting and developing student wellbeing, and 

subsequently how teacher-student relationships influence student 

wellbeing.  

 

Wellbeing  

 The wellbeing of students has become a vocalised concern 

within educational settings, however, there are inconsistencies 

about what student wellbeing is and includes. Initially, student 

wellbeing is considered an emotional state (Holfve-Sabel, 2014; 

Van Petegem et al., 2007) that is influenced by multiple factors in 

and outside the classroom. This is a rather naïve view of student 

wellbeing, because students enter educational settings with non-

cognitive aspects that affect their wellbeing (Murray-Harvey, 
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2010; Van Petegem et al., 2007). Anderson and Graham (2016) 

identified that students define their wellbeing in terms of being 

safe, happy, loved, respected, and healthy. Educational settings, 

therefore, must foster and develop more than emotional 

wellbeing to ensure they are educating their students to become 

productive future citizens (Kidger et al., 2009; Schonert-Reichl, 

2017). Student wellbeing must be recognised in educational 

settings as including studentsô emotional, social, physical, and 

mental states of being (Anderson & Graham, 2016; Durlak, 

Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011; Murray-

Harvey & Slee, 2007).  

 Students wellbeing fluctuates daily as it depends on whether 

their emotional, social, physical, and mental needs have been 

satisfied (van der Kaap-Deeder, Vansteenkiste, Soenens, & 

Mabbe, 2017). Holfve-Sabel (2014) state that student wellbeing 

was previously thought of as a family responsibility; however, 

Anderson and Graham (2016) argue that supporting student 

wellbeing is now a function of realising studentsô rights as human 

beings and part of all childrenôs services.Therefore, education 

settings are now equally responsible for promoting student 

wellbeing (Holfve-Sabel, 2014). Educational settings should 

produce students who are proficient in core academic 

components, but who can also work well with others from diverse 

backgrounds in social and emotional ways, practice healthy 

behaviours, and be responsible and respectful (Durlak et al., 

2011).  

 The classroom setting is a key site for promoting student 

wellbeing. Classrooms need to be safe, inclusive, respectful, and 

supportive learning environments (Durlak et al., 2011; Holfve-

Sabel, 2014; Murray-Harvey, 2010, Schonert-Reichl, 2017). 

Anderson and Grahamôs (2016) study further identifies that 

classrooms need to be tidy environments. Murray-Harvey and 

Slee (2007) and Holfve-Sabel (2014) communicate that 

classroom settings are the central location for students to build 

relationships with their teachers and their own peers. Many 

studies suggest that student wellbeing is best promoted in the 

classroom setting where there are positive, supportive, and 

collaborative relationships between teachers and students, and 

students and students (Anderson & Graham, 2016; Holfve-Sabel, 

2014). Anderson and Graham (2016) explain that these 

relationships encourage student responsibility and informed 

decision making, helping to provide a sense of belonging and 

positive self-esteem within students. Classroom settings must 

also foster student engagement, participation, meaning making, 

and motivation for the promotion of student wellbeing, which 

highlights the importance of how and why teachers choose 

certain course content (Anderson & Graham, 2016; Van Petegem 

et al., 2007). In addition, within the classroom setting, student 

wellbeing can be fostered and developed through the proper 

identification of wellbeing, identification of problems, and the 

elimination of risk factors, such as the repeated negative 

reinforcement of gender, race, and sexual orientation (Holfve-

Sabel, 2014).  

 Achieving student wellbeing in an educational setting is 

complex; however, it is essential for the development of the 

whole child (Martinez, 2016; Poulou, 2017). The development of 

the whole child includes social, emotional, and behavioural 

competencies, as well as academic components that each 

influence the wellbeing of students (Durlak et al., 2011). Kidger 

et al. (2009) and Murray-Harvey and Slee (2007) argue that 

wellbeing and learning are interconnected; you cannot have one 

without the other. Wellbeing is central to learning: learning is 

central to wellbeing. Holfve-Sableôs (2014) study concluded that 

student wellbeing reflects the quality of education received. A 

range of studies discovered that student wellbeing is a key 

component to produce successful educational outcomes 

(Murray-Harvey, 2010; Van Petegem et al., 2007) with Anderson 

and Graham (2016) concluding that students with higher 

wellbeing achieve greater academic success. Furthermore, 

Anderson and Graham (2016) state that students with higher 

wellbeing in the classroom setting also improve their sense of 

agency, communication, self-esteem, confidence, community 

engagement, self-fulfilment, better health status, and reduced 

exclusion from school. Educational settings are paramount to the 

promotion of studentôs wellbeing while at school and in the 

future.  

 

Teacher Role   

 It is long established that teachers can influence and make a 

difference to studentsô lives and contribute to their wellbeing. 

This can be fostered through developing the whole child so 

student wellbeing needs are respected and supported in a safe and 

responsive educational setting (Holfve-Sable, 2014; Schonert-

Reichl, 2017; Van Petegem et al., 2007). As a result, the role of a 

teacher is challenging and demanding with accountability 

measures, heavy workload, diverse range of students needs and 

behaviours, time constraints, and occupational stress (Kidger et 

al., 2009; Martinez, 2016; Poulou, 2017). Kidger et al., (2009) 

and Schonert-Reichl (2017) have identified these factors as 

reasons for teacher burnout, emotional exhaustion, lower job 

satisfaction, and low sense of accomplishment. Furthermore, they 

have been the main determinates in lowering teacherôs wellbeing. 

Schonert-Reichl (2017) adds to this idea by identifying teachers 

own personal and professional emotional and social level of 

competence is associated with differing levels of teacher 

wellbeing. Kidger et al., (2009) believes that many teachers often 

have unmet wellbeing needs in educational settings that hinder 

their ability to then meet student wellbeing needs and be a 

positive role model. It is clear from the studies that there is flow 

on effect from teacher wellbeing to that of student wellbeing 

(Kidger et al., 2009, Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Teacher wellbeing 

forms the basis for relationship building with students, and 

provides a psychologically secure learning focused classroom 

(Poulou, 2017). When teachers have lowered wellbeing they are 

unable to unable to fully support and respond appropriately to 

their studentsô needs, and therefore, they are unable to do their job 

effectively (Kidger et al., 2009). The flow on effect of this is 

evident in student wellbeing as there are often increased 

difficulties within the classroom. Kidger et al., (2009) and 

Schonert-Reichl (2017) identified such difficulties as emotional 

distress in both students and teachers, and students exhibiting 

higher levels of externalising problems, interpersonal problems, 

and internalising problems (Kidger et al., 2009: Schonert-Reichl, 

2017). Teachers with lower wellbeing need to act and make a 

conscious effort to receive support and training to develop their 

emotional and social abilities and skills so they can become 

effective and resilient teachers (Poulou, 2017).  

 The need for teachers to receive support to allow them to 

develop their own and student wellbeing has been highlighted in 
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research. Kidger et al., (2009) established that teachers have 

previously ignored addressing student wellbeing as they often felt 

burdened by it, lacking in the appropriate knowledge for 

managing certain issues and they believed it took time away from 

academic work. However, the 21st century teacher must explicitly 

promote and develop student wellbeing in todayôs classrooms 

because the rising number of children and young people with 

emotional, mental, social, and behavioural disorders cannot be 

ignored. Teachers must promote wellbeing to ensure that they are 

helping to raise healthy children and young people who can 

participate in the future and have decreased risk of being 

disconnected from their community (Durlak et al., 2011; Kidger 

et al., 2009; Martinez, 2016). Yet Schonert-Reichl (2017) has 

identified there is still a mismatch between the teacherôs job 

requirements and their personal and professional capabilities, 

resources, or needs. Many teachers have identified that their 

current role has placed them in situations where they feel 

underprepared, unconfident, and unsupported to manage student 

wellbeing in an effective manner (Kidger et al., 2009; Martinez, 

2016; Schonert-Reichl, 2017). This highlights the importance for 

teachers to receive and engage in training and professional 

development. Kiger et al., (2017), Poulou (2017) and Schonert-

Reichl (2017) have communicated that teachers need training and 

professional development in all stages of their careers, because it 

raises their confidence levels, develops their skills and abilities, 

increases their knowledge, and ultimately positively influences 

student wellbeing. When teachers are engaging in training and 

professional development, they will reflect, observe, and receive 

feedback on their own practice and this will encourage them to 

examine their personal and professional ideas, values, and beliefs 

through a critical lens (Martinez, 2016; Van Petegrem et al., 

2017). When teachers can reflect on their own practice, it 

becomes easier to see how they influence their students and 

student wellbeing (Murray-Harvey & Slee, 2007; Poulou, 2017; 

Van Petegrem et al., 2017).  

 Teachers have significant power in the classroom and 

educational setting to develop and promote student wellbeing. 

Holfve-Sable (2014) identified that teachers can act on low and 

negative student wellbeing by understanding their flow on effect 

to students and by creating a safe, supportive, and orderly learning 

setting that promotes good social relationships. Teachers can 

educate students to improve and manage their wellbeing by 

relieving stress, managing their anger, dealing with social 

interactions, forming strong adult-child relationships, and being 

involved in their own decision making (Anderson & Graham, 

2016; Poulou, 2017). Teaching strategies to promote student 

wellbeing include constructive feedback and supportive 

instructional communication (Murray-Harvey, 2010). 

Furthermore, Durlak et al. (2011) identified that it was likely that 

the school environment, teacher practices and expectations, and 

student-teacher relationships will contribute to developing 

student wellbeing. Additional research from van der Kaap-

Deeder et al., (2017) emphasises that teachers must provide 

higher levels of autonomy to students so that they become more 

motivated in their learning. Van Petegrem et al., (2007) suggests 

that the best style of teaching to promote student wellbeing is 

dominateïcooperative. This type of teaching style is tolerant yet 

disciplinarian as it gives students structure with flexibility (Van 

Petegrem et al., 2017). Holfve-Sabel (2014) reinforces the 

dominateïcooperative teaching style to improve student 

wellbeing. This type of teacher creates a positive and stimulating 

environment that is fun, enthusiastic, mainly task-oriented, and 

considers the physical and emotional needs of individual students 

(Van Petegrem et al., 2017). Van Petegrem et al., (2007) and 

Holfve-Sabel (2014) highlight the importance for current 

teachers to move away from the traditional authoritarian style of 

teaching, to ensure they are positively influencing student 

wellbeing in the classroom.  

 

Teacher ï Student Relationship  

 Developing and maintaining meaningful relationships 

between teachers and students in the classroom is a significant 

component to fostering student wellbeing. Teachers have 

substantial responsibility in ensuring that these relationships are 

formed and then continue to be a source of support for their 

students. Schonert-Reichl (2017) identified that a teacherôs own 

competence shapes the nature of the relationship they have with 

their students. Poulou (2017) adds to this by stating that it is 

teachers perceived emotional intelligence that shapes the 

relationship between student and teacher. But, as Murray-Harvey 

and Slee (2007) indicated, relationships are bidirectional, 

meaning that both teachers and students have a part to play in 

maintaining the relationship.  

 Teacher-student relationships affect student wellbeing as the 

daily closeness the two parties share affects whether their needs 

have been recognised and somewhat satisfied. Anderson and 

Graham (2016) has suggested that it is a vital human need to be 

recognised, and that it is inseparably bound with wellbeing. From 

the studies in this review, the relationship between teachers and 

students has been identified as being inseparable from student 

wellbeing. The study conducted by Murray-Harvey and Slee 

(2007) identified that when teacher-student relationships are 

supportive, students experience higher levels of wellbeing. 

Whereas, if they are in a stressful relationship, students 

experience lower levels of wellbeing. This emphasises the need 

for teachers to engage in supportive teacher-student relationships. 

Anderson and Graham (2016) suggested that teachers can be 

supportive through conversation and listening so that the students 

feel their unique voice is important and therefore can participate. 

Murray-Harvey (2010) reinforces the importance of 

communication in teacher-student relationships. Van Petegem et 

al., (2007) suggest that for teachers to be a source of support in 

the relationship, they need to be understanding, cooperative, and 

tolerant, and are there to help students when help is needed. In 

addition to this, Anderson and Graham (2016) highlighted the 

importance of students being genuinely heard and listened to in 

teacher-student relationships to promote student wellbeing. 

Murray-Harvey (2010) identified that females reported that their 

relationship with a teacher is more supportive than what males 

reported. Furthermore, Murray-Harvey and Slee (2007) 

established that students feel primary school teachers are more 

supportive than secondary school teachers. Teachers need to be 

aware of this, and ensure that they are supporting every child in 

their classroom. Supportive teacher-student relationships should 

not be seen as additive value to the quality of wellbeing, but as an 

essential part of achieving student success (Murray-Harvey, 

2010).  

 Having supportive teacher-student relationships has 

numerous positive outcomes for students learning and need 
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satisfaction. It has been found in many studies in this review that 

when teacher-student relationships are supportive, students are 

more motivated, engaged and persistent to learn, which increases 

academic performance (Murray-Harvey & Slee, 2007; Schonert-

Reichl, 2017; van der Kaap-Deeder et al., 2017). Murray-Harvey 

and Slee (2007) report that when students are in supportive 

teacher-student relationships they are less likely to report 

symptoms such as apathy, depression or aggression. They also 

suggest that supportive relationships reduce victimisation and 

bullying of students. Furthermore, when teachers and students 

share a supportive relationship, students are less likely to engage 

in risky behaviours (Holfve-Sabel, 2014; Poulou, 2017). From 

this, it is hoped that student emotional, mental, social, and 

behavioural disorders will decrease. Building supportive, and 

reducing stressful, teacher-student relationships is key for 

teachers in ensuring they are developing and fostering student 

wellbeing.  

 

Conclusion  

 This literature review has identified the significant need for 

educational settings to explicitly promote and develop student 

wellbeing. The review has found that students with higher 

wellbeing tend to have greater social and emotional competence 

and greater academic achievement. The role teachers play in 

influencing student wellbeing is incontestable. Teachers must 

create a safe, supportive, and respectful classroom, where the 

students are genuinely being listened to. Teachers need to 

understand that their own wellbeing does have a flow-on effect to 

their students. Therefore, teachers must also develop their own 

wellbeing competence to perform their job effectively. Teachers 

should develop a dominateïcooperative teaching style that allows 

freedom yet discipline when students need it. Teachers also need 

to consistently engage in training and personal development to 

gain the knowledge, skills, and competencies to effectively 

manage and develop student wellbeing in the classroom. 

Teachers, and students, need to be mindful of the relationships 

and level of connectedness they share. In addition, they need to 

engage in a supportive relationship to foster higher levels of 

student wellbeing. In summary, it is the role of the teacher that 

has significant influence on promoting and developing student 

wellbeing in an educational setting that is crucial for them to be 

productive citizens.  
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Abstract   

This literature review examines the current findings of mental health and wellbeing research in New Zealand education 

systems. MǕori adolescents, and those from lower socioeconomic groups, are disproportionately affected by mental 

health and substance abuse disorders. Current mental health and wellbeing support systems in New Zealand are 

grouped according to the three-tier approach, focusing on the severity of need of the adolescents, with school supports 

including a combination of these systems. Secondary school counsellors are used for early intervention, with primary 

and intermediate schools lacking government funding to provide this support currently. The findings discussed support 

the relationship between academic achievement and mental health in adolescents. Current research has found that 

depressive symptoms for adolescents were 2-3 times higher in poverty groups compared to students not experiencing 

poverty. Adolescents (15-24 years) had the highest rate of suicide, accounting for one in three deaths in 2013, with 

rates of suicide in MǕori adolescents persistently higher than non-MǕori. Research has found that offering free 

counselling can be used as an effective method for reducing mental health symptoms and concerns for both MǕori and 

lower socioeconomic adolescents. Caring relationships between parents, schools, and community have been found to 

be important factors influencing happiness among adolescents. This review has identified not only a lack of New 

Zealand research focusing on mental health and wellbeing in adolescents, especially those from MǕori or lower 

socioeconomic groups, but also a clear need for funding to provide school-based counselling services for primary aged 

adolescents. 

Keywords: Mental Health, Wellbeing, Anxiety, Depression, School Support Systems, Socioeconomic Factors, 

Adolescents, New Zealand. 
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Introduction  

 Mental health and substance use disorders are the leading 

global cause of disability in adolescents aged 10-19 years 

(Erskine et al., 2015; Simpson, Wicken, Duncanson, Adams, & 

Oben, 2016; WHO, 2014). The number of adolescents suffering 

from recognised mental health disorders is 20% in most 

developed nations (Clark et al., 2014; Fortune et al., 2010). In 

New Zealand, MǕori adolescents and those from lower 

socioeconomic groups are disproportionately affected (Crengle et 

al., 2013; Simpson et al., 2016). New Zealand youth (aged 15-19) 

have the highest suicide rates in the Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and Development (OECD). New Zealand also 

spends less than the OECD average on young children, despite 

international evidence that shows spending on young children is 

more likely to result in positive outcomes (OECD, 2009). 

Research has shown that mental health disorders during 

adolescence are often associated with a range of negative 

outcomes. These can include: increased anxiety, anger, bullying, 

unhappiness, depression, educational underachievement, and 

suicide (Chan et al., 2017; Clark et al., 2014; Cushman, Clelland, 

& Hornby, 2011; Fergusson, Horwood, Ridder, & Beautrais, 

2005).  

 

Current Support Systems 

 The current New Zealand mental health and wellbeing 

support systems include a range of government agencies with 

services, initiatives, and policies, which are designed to support 

the mental health of adolescents. These support systems are 

delivered through: schools, District Health Boards, non-

governmental organisations (NGOôs) and community based 

groups (Macklem, 2011; New Zealand Mental Health 

Commission [NZMHC], 2012).  

 

Government Support 

The support systems provided can be loosely grouped according 

to the severity of need they are designed to address using the 
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