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Abstract 
 

We live in a time of burgeoning global population, social extremes and cultural complexity for which, 

as a species, we are poorly prepared. The mining of fossil fuels and the extractive industries which 

have powered this reproductive and material success have accompanied our ever-increasing 

separation from nature, one another, and ourselves. This study is based on the premise that 

educational transformation, centred on Sustainable Wellbeing, particularly in senior secondary 

schooling, is crucial to the regeneration humanity needs in the Anthropocene to surmount the 

complex environmental, social, and cultural crisis that our collective ignorance has brought. It explores 

what a Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum (SWM) framework for this age group—inspired by a 

Complex Systems Theory, Critical Realist, and New Materialist synthesis—might look like and what 

practices, strategies, and changes within schools, communities, and Aotearoa New Zealand as a nation 

would encourage the metacurriculum’s widespread adoption. 

The study examined theoretical positions regarding sustainability, wellbeing and curriculum, and drew 

on the principles of fractal self-similarity and scale-free social networks from Complexity Theory to 

construct an initial minimal framework. This framework was then elaborated, modified and tested, in 

an iterative co-construction process. The research design was a modified Delphi Survey. Twenty-three 

experienced secondary school teachers with a wide range of subject specialities contributed to the 

study, participating in one to three survey rounds, and/or semi-structured interviews. These data were 

supplemented with document analysis and school demographic and academic attainment data. 

Participants were asked for suggestions of Knowledge, Issues, and Big Ideas most important to include 

within each of the three framework domains; Ecosphere, Social Justice, and Cultural Vision, at the 

Human-Societal level of an SWM. Within the corresponding domains of Action, Feeling, and Thinking 

at the Individual-Interpersonal level, the teachers were asked for suggestions of skills, competencies, 

and dispositions important for students' wellbeing. At the Human-Societal level, nine subdomains, 

each with sets of Sustainable Wellbeing goals following a complex fractal pattern, self-similar to the 

domains, emerged from the analysis of suggestions. At the Individual-Interpersonal level, similar 

fractal patterns for Action, Feeling, and Thinking were observed. However, teachers also emphasised 

deep qualities, such as Self-Awareness, and Adaptability, which are unique idiosyncratic integrations 

of Action, Feeling, and Thinking in individuals. The participants were asked to consider the ideal 

balance between Cross-curricular Holistic (CCH) and Subject-Based Specialist (SBS) modes of pedagogy 

for an SWM timetable. The mean suggested timetable share for the CCH mode was 39% but the 

distribution of preferred proportions was distinctly bimodal. 

Participants were also asked to provide teaching Unit outlines based on the emerging SWM framework 

that linked the Unit’s anchoring and connected Human-Societal level subdomains to specific learning 

areas of the New Zealand Curriculum (NZC) and New Zealand’s National Certificate of Educational 

Achievement (NCEA). Epistemic links were apparent between the framework’s Ecosphere subdomains 

and the NZC learning areas of Technology, Social Science, Science and Health & Physical Education. 

Further research with a larger sample of Units would be required to explore the possible links between 

the framework domains of Social Justice and Cultural Vision and the NZC learning areas of the Arts, 

Languages, English and Mathematics. 

The thesis adopts an analogy, based on the complexity theory concept of strange attractors, to 

describe educational transformation as a system phase shift from the attractor’s current ‘Business as 

Unsustainable’ state to an emergent Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum state. Based on the 

findings, the schools of the participating teachers in this study were categorised as following one of 
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four types of trajectory within the attractor, relative to the SWM state i.e. Explorative, Innovative, 

Prospective, or Realpolitikal. Key strategies used by Explorative and Innovative schools which are 

making the most progress towards Sustainable Wellbeing include: working with the willing; 

disaggregation into streams for large schools; aggregation for small schools sharing resources, like 

gardens; school and teacher leadership for student agency, including making Sustainable Wellbeing a 

core subject; Trades Academy partnerships; enabling ‘student voice’ particularly in curriculum 

development; structural support for CCH team teaching; involving a wide range of subjects and year 

levels in CCH programmes; using mentoring, portfolios and self-reflection to foster student self-

integration; and commitment to on-campus sustainability practices. 

The most mentioned changes needed to enable a transition for schools to enact an SWM were a 

convincing argument and plan, followed by, sufficient time to plan and make the changes required, 

and the provision of relevant teacher training. At the local community level, teachers in ‘Prospective’ 

schools described community anxieties around the implications of a broader CCH curriculum for 

students' Qualification and Employment prospects. Teachers in ‘Explorative’ schools emphasised the 

importance of community education and school outreach. There was a strong consensus that 

engaging all citizens in a conversation about the purpose of education in our time would be the most 

effective change strategy to support at the national political level. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

1 Introduction 

1.1 Why this Study? Why Now? 
 

This thesis was motivated by the desire to put before my academic peers, teacher colleagues, and 

students a step-change idea for how secondary schooling could be more effectively addressing 

humanity’s reality in the Anthropocene. I wanted to invite them to carefully consider, critique and 

hopefully, enthusiastically elaborate on the idea through the co-construction of a Metacurriculum 

framework. The idea—which I have provisionally named the Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum 

(SWM)—has been evolving in my mind over many years of a career that included spells as a forest and 

farm labourer, forest researcher; a high school teacher—in both a state-integrated Rudolf Steiner and 

mainstream state schools—and as an education Masters student. The idea is a synthesis for me of 

many influences and interests including global environmental sustainability, human wellbeing, a 

fascination with Complex Adaptive Systems theory, and the art and science of education. Complex 

Systems theory offers a way of thinking realistically about human beings, societies and human 

artefacts as inseparably part of nature. It offers a path toward overcoming the habit of polarised 

thinking that afflicts educational paradigms and the political life of humankind generally. The SWM is 

a gesture toward a unifying vision of humanity’s evolution. A vision that may reverse the increasing 

divergence between holistic worldviews valuing the collective—such as Taoism, Mātauranga Māori, 

and other Indigenous conceptions of the universe—and the specialised, refined but purposefully 

separated disciplines and mindsets of the Western capitalist worldview and education, with their 

underpinning egotistic and materialistic values (Bettache, 2024) that have through their fossil-fuelled 

hegemony (Wright et al., 2021) led to our current global ecological crisis. 

People’s behaviour is deeply rooted in their worldviews and those roots are largely put down in 

childhood, consolidated in young adulthood and, unless deliberately re-examined, largely unconscious 

in adulthood. That is why I argue that the transformation of education, particularly in the secondary 

senior years when young people are making crucial decisions for their life’s direction, is a priority for 

humankind with enormous potential leverage. My daily news feed leaves me in no doubt about the 

urgency of our crisis and the growing potential for conflict over how to meet it. Being a Matua (father) 

of two tamahine toa (strong daughters) and koro (grandfather) of four fine mokopuna (grandchildren), 

as for many of my generation, this project is very much a path of the heart and a matter of our legacy. 

 

1.2 Research Questions 
When I first proposed my SWM idea as a PhD research project to my supervisors at our first face-to-

face meeting, it soon became apparent that this research needed to go beyond simply the co-

construction of a metacurriculum framework. It needed also to ask what might enable or constrain 

the wider acceptance in New Zealand education of such a metacurriculum and what strategies schools 

wanting to adopt an SWM in a diverse range of social structural and community contexts might 

realistically adopt. We agreed that an effective research design for this process of co-construction and 

consultation would be some form of modified Delphi survey of three or four rounds involving a panel 

of experienced secondary school teachers from a range of schools across the country. This led me to 

the following main research question and three related subquestions. 
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unified ‘theory of everything’ physics seeks for instance, through the unification of general relativity 

with quantum mechanics. From the complexity theoretical perspective that I adopt in this thesis, 

reality is fundamentally irreducible and no such abstract theory of everything, apart from reality itself, 

exists. Nevertheless, a metacurriculum strives continually to include all worldviews and perspectives 

it encounters and to resolve any inconsistencies through creating a wider coherent synthesis. 

 

1.3.6 Business as Unsustainable 
Throughout the thesis, I have used the acronym BaU, commonly read as ‘Business as Usual’ with a 

pejorative overtone, to refer to the traditional exclusively disciplinary approach to secondary school 

education. I ask the reader to instead interpret the phrase as meaning ‘Business As Unsustainable’. 

This study is about transforming society through education from a BaU to an SW worldview. ‘Business 

as Usual’ in that context is problematic, since the goal is to reform ‘Business as Usual’ so that it 

becomes Sustainable Wellbeing. 

 

1.4 the New Zealand education system 
New Zealand's education system is decentralized, with the central government setting guidelines and 

providing funding, and educational institutions governing day-to-day operations. Schools are run 

locally by Boards of Trustees which are defined as Crown Entities with their responsibilities defined by 

by the Education and Training Act 2020. The administrative frameworks of most relevance to 

mainstream secondary schools are the New Zealand Curriculum (NZC) (NZ Ministry of Education, 2007) 

and New Zealand’s National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA). The NZC has been 

described as “a document of two halves” (Hipkins et al., 2016, p. 147). The values, principles, and key 

competencies of the curriculum’s front half are strongly influenced by the holistic high-level 

aspirations of the Twenty-First Century future-focused trend within global education. The back half is 

oriented toward the traditional structure of K-13 education by learning areas, disciplines, and 

developmental levels. What the NZC does not do is show how teachers might weave the high-level 

aspirations of its front half into the subject-based achievement objectives outlined in its back half 

(Hipkins et al., 2016). This challenge to total curriculum coherence is characteristic of modern 

education systems globally, not just in New Zealand (Reimers & Chung, 2016) and is the reflection in 

education of the general trend toward polarization of holistic-synthesising from specialist-analysing 

worldviews. A polarization that makes the emergence of a convincing plan for a unified view of 

educational purpose, such as the SWM aspires to be, an existential necessity. 

 

1.5 Thesis structure preview 
The thesis is organised into four main parts. Chapter Two reviews the relevant literature. Chapter 

Three outlines my methodology and research design. Chapters Four, Five and Six present the study 

findings, and Chapter Seven completes the thesis with a discussion of the most significant findings in 

relation to other relevant education literature, the limitations of the study and recommendations for 

policy, practice and further research. 
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the world that our young people must be equipped by their education to navigate, and for the sake of 

humankind, to rescue. Greta Thunberg began her first ‘school strike for climate’ in August 2018 when 

just 15 years old, sitting alone every day for three weeks outside the Swedish parliament building in 

the run-up to the Swedish elections (Verlie & Flynn, 2022). Greta was protesting to demand that the 

Swedish government adopt policies that would radically reduce the country’s carbon emissions. Two 

months later, in a press release announcing the Masson-Delmotte et al. (2018) report for the 

Intergovernmental Panel for Climate Change (IPCC) on limiting global warming to 1.5°C, the authors 

stated that:  

Limiting global warming to 1.5°C would require “rapid and far-reaching” transitions 

in land, energy, industry, buildings, transport, and cities. Global net human-caused 

emissions of carbon dioxide (CO2) would need to fall by about 45 percent from 

2010 levels by 2030, reaching ‘net zero’ around 2050.  

(p. 14) 

More recent research has raised the concern that the climate models upon which the IPCC based its 

reports may be systematically underestimating the rate of global warming (Rantanen et al., 2022). 

 

Carbon Emissions have continued to rise. 

As I write these words, in June 2024, almost six years have passed since the IPCC’s ‘45 percent by 2030’ 

warning was issued. Far from falling 45 percent, global emissions have continued to rise (UNEP, 2023). 

As Carrington (2023) observes “Temperature records have already been obliterated in 2023 and 

intensifying heatwaves, floods and droughts have taken lives and hit livelihoods across the globe, in 

response to a temperature rise of 1.4C to date” (p. 1). The secretary general of the United Nations 

(UN), António Guterres, has repeatedly warned that the world is heading for a “hellish” future of 3°C 

of climate heating. The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) (2023) report states that 

global temperature rise could be limited to 2°C if all the long-term pledges by countries to cut 

emissions to net zero by about 2050 were to be achieved. However, it concluded that these net zero 

pledges “are not currently considered credible” (Carrington, 2023, p. 2). A press release from the 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) ahead of the twenty-eighth 

conference of the parties to the convention, COP28, reached a similar conclusion stating: 

The latest science from the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

indicates that greenhouse gas emissions need to be cut 43% by 2030, compared to 

2019 levels. This is critical to limit temperature rise to 1.5 degrees Celsius by the 

end of this century. 

(UNFCCC, 2023, p. 1) 

Note that the baseline in this statement is now 2019 compared to the 2010 baseline cited in the IPCC’s 

2018 warning above. 

 

Climate tipping points 

Adding to the concern around the effects of global warming on the habitability of the Earth for human 

beings and the species on which we depend is the likely existence of climate ‘tipping points’—also 

known as ‘bifurcation points’ in complex system dynamics terms—with uncertain temperature and 
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atmospheric greenhouse gas (GHG) concentration thresholds beyond which further warming becomes 

self-accelerating and effectively irreversible. Lenton et al. (2023) define a tipping point as occurring; 

when change in part of a system becomes self-perpetuating beyond a threshold, 

leading to substantial, widespread, frequently abrupt and often irreversible 

impact. This definition includes the possibilities of non-abrupt and reversible 

tipping points. 

(2023, p. 9) 

For Earth’s biosphere, the major system tipping point lies between two alternative Stable states called 

the warm (W) state, like the one in which we live with temperatures around -3 to 30°C, and the 

snowball (SB) state, in which glaciation is global and average global surface temperatures are in the 

range -73° to -53°C (Lucarini & Bódai, 2020). For human beings, the most relevant climate tipping 

points lie above the (W) states. The loss of the Greenland Ice Sheet, for instance, ” would ultimately 

lead to around seven metres of global sea-level rise” (Lenton et al., 2023, p. 11).  

Over many millions of years, the Earth has alternated between the (W) and (SB) Stable states, driven 

by fluctuations in solar irradiance and the balance between positive and negative feedback 

mechanisms. The positive feedback of ice albedo reflection accelerates cooling as solar irradiance falls 

and more ice forms, or conversely, above the solar irradiance tipping point, accelerates warming as 

the ice disappears and more heat-absorbent dark surfaces are revealed. The main negative feedback 

mechanism is the Boltzmann radiation relationship for dark surfaces which dramatically reduces heat 

lost by radiation to space as the planet’s surface cools and increases heat loss as the surface warms 

(Lucarini & Bódai, 2020). Other mechanisms affecting the tipping point dynamics and transition 

irradiance values include the atmospheric concentration of greenhouse gases and the arrangement of 

the continents (2020). The existence of climate tipping points is relevant not only in light of humanity’s 

nature-disconnection but also because they illustrate tipping points and complex system dynamics in 

general which apply also to social phenomena. 

 

2.2.3 Political dysfunction and Social tipping points 
Political conflicts of interest are the biggest obstacle to resolving the Eco-crisis. 

The direction of global political will remains insufficiently altered by science-based scenarios of 

pending ecological and economic collapse. This inertia does not arise from any lack of strategies and 

available technologies to mitigate and adapt to the eco-crisis (Jacobson, 2022). Although the proximal 

cause of our sustainability crisis is Nature disconnection, the greatest obstacles to effectively 

addressing the crisis are socio-political. As I prepare to submit this thesis in January 2025, the citizens 

of the United States have just inaugurated a president and a governing party, to both their Senate and 

Congress, who explicitly maintain that the Climate Change emergency is a hoax. 

Injustices and extreme inequalities undermine societies' and nations' capacities and will to cooperate 

for the elimination of ecological destruction, which in turn further exacerbates existing injustices and 

inequities (Bolstad & Overbye, 2022). The intergenerational commitment to BaU economics 

established over the past two and a half centuries has also entrenched substantial political inertia. As 

Lenton et al. (2023) observe, the actions driving us towards generally undesirable Earth system tipping 

points may benefit some people in some ways while being negative for the majority—for example, 

through fossil fuels extraction and use. Conversely, some minorities may be adversely impacted by 

actions towards avoiding such tipping points—for example farmers, by policies favouring plant-based 

agriculture rather than ruminant livestock farming.  
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Within nations, those at the top in the most influential positions of government and business with the 

personal resources for transitioning to sustainable lifestyles are also the greatest beneficiaries of 

dependence on fossil fuels. In 2013, the average GHG emissions per person in the UK for instance, was 

8.8t (Ritchie et al., 2023). The richest 1%, however, used 147t per person, 36 times more than the 

poorest 10% who were responsible for just 4t per person (Kenner, 2019). Chancel (2022) observes that 

inequities within countries globally are now more significant than those between countries: 

 

Contrary to the situation in 1990, 63% of the global inequality in individual 

emissions is now due to a gap between low and high emitters within countries 

rather than between countries.  

…  the bulk of total emissions from the global top 1% of the world population 

comes from their investments rather than from their consumption. 

(Chancel, 2022, Abstract) 

Individuals and families in the lower half of the socioeconomic hierarchy are, however, more often 

faced with choosing between a polluting high-carbon lifestyle and not putting food on the table. Talk 

of catastrophic climate change impacts on timescales of decades, centuries, or millennia may have 

little cut-through for the poorest groups. However, Chancel (2022) also notes that “While per-capita 

emissions of the global top 1% increased since 1990, emissions from low- and middle-income groups 

within rich countries declined” (Abstract). Despite these worthy improvements, effective strategies to 

meet global net zero emissions targets cannot rely on individual family lifestyle choices. Systemic 

transformation at the levels of communities, nations and globally will be required according to the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development, n.d.; Zanden & Henzen, 2024). 

 

Inequity and Solving the Tragedy of the Commons 

In terms of humanity’s collective capacity to respond to climate change and environmental 

degradation, inequality matters. Universal equality would be very likely impossible to achieve and 

probably not even optimal in terms of global sustainable wellbeing, but extreme inequality and 

injustices are socially destabilising and wasteful. As Piketty (2014) shows, social wealth imbalances 

reached historical maxima just before major social upheavals and conflicts such as the French 

Revolution of 1789 and the two twentieth-century world wars. While the twentieth-century global 

conflicts acted as abrupt corrections to concurrent unsustainable and inequitable conditions in the 

global economy, by the 1980s the trend toward ever-increasing inequity had resumed (Chancel et al., 

2017; Piketty, 2014). The exhausting effects of inequity, however, are present and debilitating for 

societies long before they provoke major conflicts. For instance, Wilkinson and Pickett (2010 cited in 

Scott, 2012) “present income inequality statistics from 21 countries in developed market democracies 

to show that health and social problems are higher in more unequal societies” (p. 28).  

Based on the range of studies presented in their book Baland, Bardhan, and Bowles (2007) conclude 

“that in many settings inequality does indeed inhibit mutually beneficial approaches to the 

governance of the commons” (p. 8). The mechanisms they suggest for this effect include ‘pecuniary 

emulation’ by the less wealthy of more wealthy, and more polluting social classes; the undersupply by 

governments of leisure-enhancing public goods like libraries which encourage less polluting activities; 

and the creation of what has been referred to as “sacrifice zones” (Sayre & Löwy, 2019, p. 125), 
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balanced between benign and catastrophic attractor states so that the agency of individuals and small 

groups can always be decisive. The challenge for a Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum (SWM) is to 

expose students to the diversity of circumstances that communities of people are experiencing around 

the country and the planet concerning climate change and the sustainable wellbeing crisis and to 

inspire their thinking, empathy and agency around the meaning and implications of the phrase ‘Just 

Transition’. 

 

2.2.4 Worldviews, Culture and the Ultimate Cause 
The agency of individuals and small groups is intimately entangled with their values, belief systems, 

worldviews and cultural heritage. In their research with high-level United Nations and European 

Commission climate policy advisors and coordinators, and parliamentarians, Wamsler and Bristow 

(2022) identified various ways in which habits of mind undermine pro-environmental behaviour 

change. ‘In-group bias’ for instance can lead to the ‘out-grouping’ or relegation of most of the natural 

world to sacrifice zones, as already described in earlier sections. Other cognitive distortions mentioned 

by their participants that make changing habits challenging and lead to “a vicious cycle of deteriorating 

personal and planetary wellbeing” (2022, p. 3) included: 

(i) polarised thinking (polarisation effect, confirmation bias), (ii) short-term 

thinking (hyperbolic discounting bias) and (iii) a tendency to blame or rely on 

others, and not take responsibility for action (bystander effect), all leading to a lack 

of agency and care.  

(2022, p. 6) 

At the deepest level, both environmental degradation and social inequities can be traced to the 

dominant cultural constructs of our time. Western-style growth-oriented, anthropocentric liberal 

capitalism and scientific positivism have become the default global worldview, marginalising 

indigenous and traditional conceptions that honoured nature, human ancestral connection, and 

belonging to nature (whakapapa) (Eames & Mardon, 2020). Our belief that the human self is “unique 

and deserving with an identity distinct from, but of equal worth to, all others” (Scott, 2012, p. 21) has 

become integral to the free-market conception of economics dependent on exploiting nature (p. 21).  

This is not to dismiss, however, the extraordinary progress our species has made over the last 200-

250 years in terms of technologies, built environment development, and standards of living, in 

aggregate at least if not equitability, and the strengths of human nature along with its egotism that 

made that progress possible. As Johan Norberg (2016) observes, many measures of global wellbeing 

have improved dramatically in these two and half centuries including life expectancies, which have 

more than doubled since 1770 (Our World in Data, n.d.), the proportion of people living in poverty 

which has fallen from around 90% to just 10% (Bourguignon & Morrisson, 2002, p. 731; Cruz et al., 

2015, p. 8), and illiteracy which has fallen by the same proportions (Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development, 2014, p. 92). The incidence of violence within states and the lethal 

consequences of wars among them have also trended downward over time (Norberg, 2016). 

In 2022, Norberg, who was a senior fellow at the Cato Institute—a Washington DC-based libertarian 

think tank (Cato Institute, 2024)—explained in an interview that he sees innovation and political 

freedom as the fundamental drivers of our modern age of progress:  

The major change [in the eighteenth century] was that, for the first time, we had 

a sufficiently big crack in the wall—the old centralized mercantilist economy run 

by nobles and kings who decided who did what and restricted production and 
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trade. Lots of creativity began to pass through that crack and change everything, 

from the dramatic—steam engines, textile manufacturing, modern infrastructure, 

steamboats, cars, and planes—to the everyday.  

(Walker-Werth & Walker-Werth, 2022, p. 87) 

The difference, however, between the freedom to innovate for the benefit of Self and Society, and 

the freedom to exploit society and nature for the benefit of the innovator, is a distinction that Norberg 

(2016) doesn’t appear to make. In his chapter on world progress in environmental standards, he cites 

examples of improvements such as the management of pollution in London since the Great Smog of 

1952 and air pollution reductions in the United Kingdom since 1970. All examples he uses are 

associated with the mitigation of the initial detrimental impacts of industrialization. Such is his belief 

in the power of human creativity to solve any problem that he writes “Today, it seems like technology 

and affluence are not an obstacle to environmental sustainability, but rather its precondition” (2016, 

p. 113). Expanding our historical horizon back beyond the modern industrial era, the more relevant 

question begged by the dramatic improvement of wellbeing statistics over the last 250 years may not 

be, ‘How was it achieved?’, but rather “How did things ever get so bad?” 

Contrary to the traditional view suggested by Norberg (2016), that the life of early hunter-gatherer 

peoples before the dawn of the agrarian revolution some 12,000 years ago was nasty, brutish and 

short, Gurven & Kaplan (2007), concluded from their cross-cultural study that “extensive longevity 

appears to be a novel feature of Homo sapiens” (p. 349). Their “data show that modal adult life span 

[was] 68–78 years, and that it was not uncommon for individuals to reach these ages” (p. 349). The 

relative importance of aggression and competition versus nonaggression and cooperation in the lives 

of hunter-gatherers has also been long debated in the literature. In his recent interdisciplinary study, 

Lee (2018) argues that “cooperative breeding and child-rearing, as well as management of conflict, 

flexible land tenure, and balanced gender relations” (Abstract), have been central to human evolution. 

How can we explain then the apparent capitulation to modernity of the hunter-gatherers—including 

the ancestors of many Indigenous peoples still dealing with Western European colonialism in the 21st 

century—to the erosion of their relatively healthy lifestyles sustained over many tens of thousands of 

years? The onset of rapid climate change in earlier epochs has been suggested as generating socio-

environmental tipping points forcing the adoption of farming, which through its productivity led to 

population growth and a cycle of ever more children to labour on farms and greater dependency  

Slowly accelerating population growth itself may also have been an increasingly important factor 

leading to imperialism, colonisation and the aggregation of tribes into nations for greater security. 

Return to a pre-agrarian era of hunter-gatherer lifestyle wellbeing when the world population was just 

4 million (Suzman, 2020, as cited in Anthony, 2021), is not an option in a world of more than 8 billion 

human beings. However, the wisdom contained in those lifestyles in terms of sustainable human 

relationships with the natural world and one another remains embedded in many living Indigenous 

cultures. At the same time, techno-overly optimistic solutions to our Eco-crisis need to be seen for the 

unhelpful magical thinking they are. Undoubtedly technology and innovation will play a decisive role 

in meeting human survival and wellbeing challenges in the Anthropocene, but not by doubling down 

on Business as Unsustainable, discounting the scientific consensus on Climate Change risks and waiting 

for science and innovation to solve the problem. A favourite refuge of hope for techno-optimists is 

Carbon Capture and Storage (CCS) (Harvey et al., 2019; Morrison, 2024; Schlanger, 2024). Sober 

economic and scientific research is less sanguine. “CO2 utilization is not an end in itself, and these 

pathways solely or even collectively will not provide a key solution to climate change” (Hepburn et al., 

2019, p. 95). ‘CO2 utilization’ here refers to various technologies that remove CO2 directly from the 

emissions of industrial processes or the atmosphere including not just CCS but also biological or land-
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based forms of CO2 utilization such as farming and forestry. According to Morrison (2024), the true 

cost of a CCS industry capable of making any serious contribution to the current total of energy-related 

CO2  emissions each year is infeasibly great. He concludes: 

The promotion of CCS by the fossil fuel sector aims to maintain business as usual, 

not to reduce [the] production of oil and gas, meaning emissions of this scale will 

continue into the future. A cheaper option to reduce emissions is to move to 

cleaner forms of energy production.  

(p. 4) 

It is of existential significance for humankind, I argue, that today’s secondary school students have the 

opportunity to be aware of, and critically examine, the full range of worldviews relevant to their 

sustainable wellbeing and that of their descendants. Not only are they at the age when personal life 

values are first being formed and career paths are chosen, but they are facing what may prove to be 

the pivotal decade of opportunity for any generation to maximise human agency for a sustainable 

future. 

 

2.2.5 The Role of Education and Schools 
 

Education and educational leadership have an essential role to play in moving society from vicious 

toward virtuous cycles of thinking (Wamsler & Bristow, 2022) which reinforce behaviour, dispositions, 

and worldviews that address the eco-crisis, climate change, and sustainable wellbeing (Bolstad, 2023; 

Eames & Bolstad, 2023; Everth et al., 2021a; Everth & Bright, 2022). The potential for education to 

leverage an effective societal response to the Anthropocene Eco-crisis is however under-appreciated 

by academics, scientists and policy-makers outside of education (Eames & Bolstad, 2023; Everth et al., 

2021a). On the time scale of years and decades, that we are now facing, primary and secondary school 

education may arguably have more effect on society's effective response to the crisis than attempting 

to persuade adults who are already committed to unsustainable livelihoods and lifestyles. 

Education for Sustainability and Wellbeing is intrinsically cross-curricular and holistic. In nurturing 

positive behavioural change for Sustainability and Wellbeing, the interaction between culture and 

cognition on one hand, and nature and socio-emotional connectedness on the other, is two-way. New 

actions and experiences lead to new beliefs and narratives about what is possible. New beliefs lead to 

innovation and further exploration. Both processes are mediated and reaffirmed by socio-emotional 

competencies. Wamsler and Bristow (2022) stress the importance of the ‘whole school’ approach for 

Education for Sustainability (EfS) in reinforcing this virtuous positive feedback cycle between action 

and belief systems and make the following recommendations (including a quotation from one of their 

participants): 

Measures include, for instance, the revision of school curricula, the integration of 

caring for the environment in the school’s culture/values, the involvement of the 

surrounding community in local projects and the revision of related national 

regulations and policies. The latter could ensure that learning for sustainability is 

made a legal entitlement for every school child, including outdoor learning as a 

regular and progressive part of the education. 

(Wamsler & Bristow, 2022, p. 15) 
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While the present study fully supports the recommendations of these authors it also recognises that 

secondary school education in its final three years necessarily requires students to make future career-

oriented Subject-Based specialisation choices. Specialisation is not only productive for the collective 

needs of society—in terms of the diversity of skills required to sustain a complex and adaptive 

economy—it also motivates students’ learning by catering to their particular interests and strengths. 

This research project aimed to provide greater detail and deeper insights into exactly what an 

educational response to the Eco-crisis might look like for senior secondary students in Aotearoa New 

Zealand, which provides both sustainable wellbeing education as a core requirement and the 

opportunity to pursue specialised career paths. Central to this response is the co-construction, with 

my teacher research participants, of a Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum (SWM) framework 

based on complex adaptive systems theory. The following section introduces the key ideas from 

complexity theory that inspired my ‘minimal SWM framework’ starting point but also informed the 

interpretation of my participants' views on what enables successful Sustainable Wellbeing (SW) 

education implementation in schools and communities when viewed as complex adaptive systems. 

 

2.3 Complex Adaptive Systems 
 

2.3.1 Wicked problems and complexity 
 

The challenges ahead of us are global, multi-dimensional and complex (Armstrong et al., 2016). In 

writing about the difficulty of defining and measuring sustainability in practical terms, Shephard (2020, 

p. 7) describes the problems involved as ‘wicked’. Wicked problems have no simple solutions. Solving 

one aspect of a wicked problem generally makes another aspect worse. Wicked problems cannot be 

solved using simple or even complicated mathematical solutions, partly because they involve systems 

that span multiple domains: environmental, social, and cultural, and systems contain and are 

contained within other systems. “They can only be addressed with ‘clumsy’ solutions, and this involves 

bringing together disparate perspectives on the problem” (Bolstad, 2011, p. 7). Bringing together 

disparate perspectives is exactly what complexity thinking leads us to do and for this reason, complex 

systems thinking is a foundational theoretical orientation for this research project in the hope of 

finding pathways to less clumsy solutions. The central focus of my research is secondary schools and 

their educational purpose as realised through their enacted curricula. Schools and their curricula can 

be understood as complex physical, social, and cultural systems, embedded within larger complex 

systems. Schools are collectives of individuals. They exist within communities, within nations and at 

the most relevant level for this research, within the Earth’s biosphere. 

 

2.3.2 The Planetary System of Systems 
 

Valuing Sustainable Wellbeing brings us inevitably to acknowledge the interrelated, joined-up nature 

of all things relevant to the human condition. The COVID-19 pandemic that impacted all human 

societies globally in 2020-21 and that continues to reverberate in economies around the world, 

emphatically demonstrates the systemic entanglement of our relationship with Nature, Social Justice, 

and Cultural perspectives on human nature. The pandemic has called our attention to the planet as a 

whole (Hipkins, 2021, p. 4), as the System of greatest relevance for human Sustainable Wellbeing. 
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Clark et al. (2017, cited in Hipkins, 2021) describe 'Systems Thinking' as: "a way of perceiving the world 

that:  

• recognises systems as being comprised of and exhibiting properties that result from dynamic 

interacting parts 

• incorporates a refined understanding of levels of cause and effect, including indirect as well 

as direct consequences and relationships between parts, and 

• situates the systems thinker within the systems they are studying.” (p. 10) 

Recognising and managing the complementary relationship between whole and parts is critical to 

systems thinking. Understanding the whole planet as the system most relevant to our collective and 

individual wellbeing achieves, I argue, the right balance of realism and ambition. The planetary upper 

atmospheric boundary with near space recognises the current limits of human technological and 

engineering capability, for the vast majority of people. We may eventually send explorers to Mars and 

beyond but we cannot influence Earth’s astronomical fate. Earth system thinking also corrects for the 

deeply embedded Western cultural tendency of treating the planet’s myriad subsystems which we do 

have the capacity to influence and transform—including the biosphere and all our social structures 

and cultural expressions—as independently functioning, siloed jurisdictions. Shephard (2020) suggests 

that perhaps sustainability “as a destination, or a product, is only truly knowable on a planetary basis” 

(p. 9).  

The parallel emergence of dynamical systems theory in the sciences (Hipkins, 2021) and complexity 

thinking in the social sciences and humanities over the last two centuries provides a theoretical 

foundation for the concept of a Metacurriculum for Sustainable Wellbeing not only concerning the 

curriculum itself but also for teachers as agents of transformation and schools as grounded complex 

dynamic social structures. 

 

2.3.3 Complex Systems Theory and Thinking 
The categorisation of systems as simple, complicated, or complex, is a useful entry point to the 

understanding of complexity theory. One of the earliest writers to differentiate between simple and 

complex systems was the physicist and information scientist Warren Weaver (Davis & Sumara, 2006). 

Weaver identified three types of systems—based on the type of scientific inquiry used to investigate 

them—which he named simple, disorganised complexity, and organised complexity (Haggis, 2008).  

Weaver (1948) characterised simple systems as comprised of inert objects that behave in highly 

predictable ways and are amenable to investigation through classical physics. Billiard ball collisions, 

ballistic trajectories, and the rotation of rigid objects are examples of simple phenomena. He 

contrasted simple systems with disorganised complexity—systems that are also well governed by the 

deterministic laws of physics but involve so many interacting variables they can only be investigated 

scientifically with statistical mechanics and probabilistic methods. These systems include phenomena 

such as thermodynamics, magnetism, molecular interactions, and population projections. Organised 

complexity, describes a class of phenomena lying between these two extremes which also involve a 

multitude of variables but with the essential difference that these variables are all interrelated and 

coherently organised. While Weaver’s concept of organised complexity accords with current 

characterisations of complex systems, his concept of disorganised complexity is somewhat different 

from a category of systems that came to be described as complicated. 

Paul Cilliers describes machines as complicated systems because the function of all their parts can be 

explained (Cilliers, 1998; cited in Haggis, 2008). Bloom (2016, p. 32) likewise describes human 
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mechanical and social artefacts such as bicycles, engines, computers and assessment and financial 

systems, as complicated. Simple and complicated systems, for Bloom, can be understood in terms of 

their separate parts and predictable behaviours, even if they comprise a great number of parts. 

Complicated systems can be entirely disassembled and reassembled and still function as originally 

intended (Byrne & Callaghan, 2022, p. 12). Living organisms and ecosystems, by contrast, exemplify 

complex systems. Their parts cannot all be named nor can their processes all be tracked and explained. 

Birds and frogs are complex systems. They cannot be deconstructed and successfully reconstructed 

and their nature cannot be understood outside of the complex system, the forest, of which they are 

integral components. 

Complex systems, as distinct from complicated systems, are in their essential characteristics, 

irreducible to any formula, because of the non-linear nature of their interactions and the distributed 

pattern of those interactions (Osberg et al., 2008). Every complex system is unique. Traditional 

scientific positivism has used machine metaphors to help ‘explain’ reality. The metaphors ‘work’ by 

simplifying and leaving out aspects of reality to achieve formulaic predictability within their limited 

schema. While complexity theory specifically rejects linear, reductionist, mechanistic positivism as the 

only basis of knowledge (J. W. Bloom, 2016), it does not reject explanation and causality per se 

(Cochran-Smith et al., 2014). Of special significance to the application of complexity theory to 

education is the observation that the rules governing the behaviour of complex systems can change 

over time, i.e. they self-organise, adapt, and learn. It is the capacity for learning according to Davis and 

Sumara (2006) that above all characterises complex systems. The term Complex Adaptive System 

(CAS) which emerged with the establishment of the transdisciplinary Santa Fe Institute in the early 

1980s, neatly captures this essential quality of complex systems. 

Machines, no matter how complicated, are 'Closed Systems'. In the absence of new inputs, they 

gradually run down and cease working. Complex systems, by contrast, are 'Open Systems' that 

continually take in energy, and remain out of equilibrium with their surroundings (Gilbert, 2019, p. 

263). While still subject to physical laws, complex systems exhibit behaviours that are essentially 

unpredictable by any means. Referring to Chaos theory—a precursor and version of complexity theory 

(Olssen, 2008), Gleick (1987, cited in Alhadeff-Jones, 2008), described complex behaviour as so 

unpredictable as to be indistinguishable from a random process, even though it may be deterministic 

in a mathematical sense. This interpretation of complexity brings us to a further critical distinction in 

the field of complex systems analysis, that between computer-based mathematical models of complex 

behaviour and living Complex Adaptive Systems. 

Byrne and Callaghan (2022) following Morin (2007), use the terms Restricted and General complexity 

to clarify this vital ontological and epistemological distinction. Restricted complexity refers to 

reductionist mathematical simulations of complexity such as chaos theory, fractals, strange attractors, 

and agent-based modelling, behaviour emerging from the rules-based systems of dynamical equations 

or the interaction of simple agents—ie. “micro-emergence” (2022, p. 12). By contrast: 

The world of General complexity is composed of complex systems which are not 

just the product of simple interactions but have properties which are not to be 

understood in those terms and have to be addressed as real in and of themselves.  

(Byrne & Callaghan, 2022, p. 12) 

 

In opposition to reduction, [General] complexity requires that one tries to 

comprehend the relations between the whole and the parts. The knowledge of the 
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parts is not enough, the knowledge of the whole as a whole is not enough, if one 

ignores its parts; one is thus brought to make a come and go [in a] loop to gather 

the knowledge of the whole and its parts. Thus, the principle of reduction is 

substituted by a principle that conceives the relation of whole-part mutual 

implication. 

(Morin, 2007, p. 10) 

 

General complexity, in other words, refers to the reality of existence that inspires all sciences, arts and 

philosophies; infinite, irreducible, and eternally mysterious. The Framework for a Sustainable 

Wellbeing Metacurriculum (SWM) that I have developed through co-construction with my participants 

in this research project has a theoretical fractal structure which is an application of Restricted 

Complexity. Its use in actual programmes and course design by teachers for and with students, 

however, must be understood as a living process of General Complexity as are the schools and 

communities that the metacurriculum is intended to serve. 

 

The capacity for self-organisation could be described as the signature distinction between Complex 

adaptive systems and those categorised as complicated or just simple. The key aspects of complex 

systems structure and behaviour I have found most relevant to the social and educational 

transformation which is the primary focus of this thesis include Self-organisation, Attractors and Phase 

shifts; Enabling Constraints; Self-similarity and Fractals; and Social Networks. In the following two 

sections, I discuss the first two topics under the heading ‘Complex Behaviour’ and the second two 

under the heading ‘Complex Structure’. Although Complex Behaviour and Complex Structure are 

always, in reality, present together, I use them for distinct analogical purposes in this thesis. I employ 

the behavioural characteristics of complex systems to illustrate the SWM as an Emergent 

configuration of the Education System Attractor—or ‘SWM Attractor’ for brevity—that underlies my 

main research question.  

This optimistic analogy pictures transformation occurring in our secondary school and tertiary 

education systems in response to Climate Change and the Sustainable Wellbeing Crisis which is 

analogous to the phase shift of a complex adaptive system attractor adapting to changing external 

conditions. The education system in this country—and possibly globally—I argue is in the early stages 

of transitioning from its traditional Business as Unsustainable (BaU) industrialization era configuration 

toward a Sustainable Wellbeing (SW)-centred Anthropocene configuration. This phase shift could be 

brought to a crucial tipping point through some critical mass of secondary schools adopting a coherent, 

co-constructed Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum (SWM) through to year 13. 

I employ Complex theoretical Structures, specifically the Lorenz Strange Attractor, the Sierpinski 

Triangle Fractal, and ideas from complex network theory, to illustrate how a Metacurriculum, centred 

on Sustainable Wellbeing, that incorporates the complementary strengths of both Cross-Curricular 

Holistic (CCH) and Subject-Based Specialist (SBS) modes of pedagogy, can be co-constructed—to 

catalyze a BaU to SWM Phase shift that is already underway—and how it could support and be 

supported by modifying existing teacher collegial relationship structures in secondary schools. 
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2.3.4 Complex behaviour 

2.3.4.1 Self-organisation and Emergence 

The terms self-organisation and emergence are often used in tandem to characterise complex 

systems. 

Self-organization is also known as emergence and, of the many insights of 

complexity science, it is simultaneously the most important and the most difficult 

to appreciate. Somehow, agents that need not have much in common much less 

be oriented by a common goal—can join into collectives that seem to have clear 

purposes. 

(Davis & Sumara, 2006, p. 81). 

Olssen (2008) describes an emergent property as “a property that is constituted due to the 

combination of elements in a system. As such it is a property possessed by the system but not by its 

components” (p. 103). Such systems are not in equilibrium because they are constantly changing as a 

consequence of the interaction between system and environment, and, as well as being influenced by 

external factors, they are influenced by their history. 

 

2.3.4.2 Strange attractors 

The Lorenz Attractor 

Self-organisation is also understood in complexity theory as the convergence of a system upon and 

continuation within a region of its space of possible states and trajectories called a ‘strange attractor’. 

The origins of the phrase ‘strange Attractor go back to a 1971 paper by D. Ruelle and F. Takens on the 

mathematics of turbulent fluid motion. The authors didn’t explain why the attractor was ‘strange’ and 

the term eventually came to mean that system trajectories converging on the attractor are extremely 

sensitive to the point from which they start, i.e. the initial conditions of the system (Viana, 2000). 

The Lorenz Attractor is possibly the most famous example of a restricted complexity model being used 

as a visual metaphor for complex systems' behaviour and managed systems transformation (Hipkins, 

2022). The model appeared in an article published in 1963 by Edward Lorenz, a meteorologist at MIT, 

who was interested in long-range weather forecasting. His was one of the earliest attempts at weather 

prediction using computerised evaluation of equations governing the atmosphere's evolution. 

Lorenz’s model can be manipulated using just three parameters 𝜎 (𝑠𝑖𝑔𝑚𝑎), 𝑟 (𝑟ℎ𝑜), 𝑎𝑛𝑑 𝑏 (𝑏𝑒𝑡𝑎) in 

the following three differential functions of time (Christersson, 2015): 

 

The sensitivity of the evolution of this system to its Initial condition demonstrated the impossibility of 

long-range weather forecasting. This sensitivity is also known as the ‘butterfly effect’ referring both 

to the difference the flap of a butterfly wing could potentially make to a long-term weather forecast 

and to the form of the Lorenz Attractor itself, with its two distinctive ‘basins of attraction’.  
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• Enabling constraints—balancing randomness and coherence. 

(Davis & Sumara, 2006, p. 136) 

All three are relevant to resolving the central tension for secondary schools concerning an SWM; that 

is, how to include a core compulsory cross-curricular element centred on Sustainable Wellbeing as an 

emerging transdisciplinary discipline, and also cater to the traditional Subject specialisation interests 

and ambitions of students. I use the phrase ‘transdisciplinary discipline’ here—where something like 

‘transdisciplinary learning focus’ might have been expected—to avoid the impression that the 

transdisciplinarity intended is to be student-led—a trend labelled as the “learnification” of education 

by Biesta (2015, p. 5)—rather than guided by teachers with, or developing, expertise in the disciplined 

exploration of Sustainable Wellbeing issues and projects. 

For Davis and Sumara (2006, p. 140) “specialization entails a balancing of individual obsession and 

collective necessity-that is, a balancing of internal diversity and internal redundancy”. Requiring all 

teachers to be involved in Sustainable Wellbeing education would place a higher value on their holistic 

pedagogical expertise and broad Sustainable Wellbeing knowledge and skills. This would increase 

professional redundancy within the teaching staff as a whole but improve the resilience of the whole 

school curriculum through the teachers' increased sharing of a common conceptual framework and 

vocabulary. At the same time, maintaining a diverse range of subject specialist teaching knowledge in 

the collegium improves the potential responsiveness of the whole school curriculum to the rapidly 

evolving needs of their supporting communities in the Anthropocene. 

The 'neighbour' interactions referred to in trans-level learning, include not only personal and group 

interactions but even more significantly the ideas, questions, and representations that people share. 

The ideational-creative network “rides atop the social network” (Davis & Sumara, 2006, p. 140) and 

they are not the same thing. In complex social entities, not only individuals learn but also the group 

can develop a shared knowing that transcends the sum of the individuals' knowledge like musicians 

or teams playing as an ensemble on the ‘same wavelength’. ‘Sharing’ in this sense is a “synonym for 

‘decentralised’” (p. 145). For 'neighbour' interactions to reach a density sufficient for this sort of 

learning experience to occur, leadership must become contextually fluid and situationally transferable. 

Authority becomes consensual within the group and the role of external authorities is to “merely 

condition or occasion possibilities” (p. 145) rather than impose them. Within secondary schools, such 

conditions could include the permanent provision within the students' timetable for cross-curricular 

holistic Sustainable Wellbeing lessons designed and taught by trans-disciplinary teaching teams. 

 

Finally, the phrase ‘enabling constraints’. :  

… refers to the structural conditions that help to determine the balance between 

sources of coherence that allow a collective to maintain a focus of 

purpose/identity and sources of disruption and randomness that compel the 

collective to constantly adjust and adapt. (Davis & Sumara, 2006, p. 147) 

 

Living complex, adaptive systems inhabit the ‘Goldilocks’ zone between death by rigid ossification and 

death by chaotic disintegration. As Davis and Sumara (2006) describe: 

Complex emergence happens ‘on the edge'; where new ideas and innovative 

genotypes are forever nibbling away at the edges of the status quo, and where 

even the most entrenched old guard will eventually be overthrown ... [in] the 

constantly shifting ... zone between stagnation and anarchy ... where a complex 

system can be spontaneous, adaptive, and alive.  
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2.4 Sustainability, Wellbeing, and Education 

2.4.1 Section overview 
In this section, I review the mainstream interpretations of the meaning of sustainability and its 

dimensions along with some alternative views from Western academic literature and how they have 

influenced the school subject of Education for Sustainability, particularly in Aotearoa New Zealand. I 

review also the various interpretations of the term ’Wellbeing’ in the literature, how societal wellbeing 

may be measured, the distinction between affective and psychological wellbeing, and the literature 

on Education for Wellbeing, including the Te Ao Māori conception of Hauora—Te Whare Tapa Wha 

model (Durie, 2009)— which is embedded in the New Zealand Curriculum (NZ Ministry of Education, 

2007). 

 

In this section, I also introduce the primary elements of the SWM framework and its theoretical basis. 

The development of the SWM framework—through co-construction with my research participants—

was the essential first goal of this study. The Human-Societal level of the framework is introduced 

under the heading of Sustainability, and the Individual-Interpersonal level under the heading of 

Wellbeing. 

The section ends by considering the significance of combining Sustainability and Wellbeing in the 

phrase ‘Sustainable Wellbeing’ and the implications of that synthesis for measures of social progress, 

our conception of the Self, the meaning of being human, and addressing students' diverse attitudes 

towards Climate Change and the sustainability crisis through educational paths that have heart. 

 

2.4.2 Sustainability 
Definitions for Sustainability 

The original meaning of ‘sustainability’ from the field of ecology meant simply “the potential of an 

ecosystem to exist over time” (Scott, 2012, p. 42). Huckle (2014) observes that “In the 1980s the term 

became appropriated as a mediating term to bridge the ideological and political differences between 

the environment and development lobbies” (p. 33) and ‘sustainability’ became increasingly conflated 

with the term ‘sustainable development’. Perhaps the most often cited definition of sustainable 

development is that of the Brundtland report, Our Common Future, of the World Commission on 

Environment and Development (WCED), chaired by Gro Harlem Brundtland. The first paragraph of the 

second chapter ‘Towards Sustainable Development’ states: 

1. Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. 

It contains within it two key concepts: 

• the concept of 'needs', in particular the essential needs of the world's 

poor, to which overriding priority should be given; and 

• the idea of limitations imposed by the state of technology and social 

organization on the environment's ability to meet present and future 

needs. 

(WCED, 1987, p. 37) 
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Dimensions of Sustainability and Wellbeing 

To address the what, how and when questions of sustainability, various dimensional schemes beyond 

the Brundtland report’s ‘People, Planet, and Profit’ have been devised. In 2018, publications from the 

United Nations described the dimensions of Sustainable Development as being economic, social and 

environmental (Leicht et al., 2018). New Zealand’s Education for Sustainability (EfS) curriculum (NZ 

Ministry of Education, 2015a) and literature (Birdsall & Glasgow, 2014; Eames & Birdsall, 2019) list 

environmental, social, cultural, and economic as the four aspects of sustainability. By 2022 the United 

Nations had redefined its dimensions of Sustainable Development as the five pillars of its Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDG)—People, Planet, Prosperity, Peace and Partnership (United Nations 

Sustainable Development Group, 2022) demonstrating the extent to which the concept of 

‘Sustainability’ is still very much a moving semantic target. However the domains, dimensions, 

spheres, or pillars of sustainability are defined, all writers seem to agree that they are complexly 

interrelated. 

In a bid to replace the weak, trade-off, interpretation of Sustainability with a strong, critical-realist 

version, I adopt, in this study, a framework of three primary domains for the Sustainable Wellbeing 

Metacurriculum (SWM) based on the principle of humanity's relationships with, and responsibility for, 

our natural environment, our social world, and for ourselves as an evolving species (Michelsen et al., 

2016). The domains of this SWM framework are Ecosphere, Social Justice, and Cultural Vision. The 

naming and characterisation of the three domains have been determined by many influences, 

particularly by the works of Lucie Sauvé and Rudolf Steiner. The concepts corresponding to the SWM 

framework domains in Sauvé’s (2009) conception of Sustainability are concentric spheres, the 

Ecosphere, Sociosphere, and Psychosphere. The corresponding elements in Steiner’s three-fold 

commonwealth are the ‘Economic Life’, the ‘Rights Life’, and the ‘Spirit-cultural Life’ (Steiner, 1922).  

 

Sauve’s Spheres 

In her essay on environment-related education Being Here Together, Sauvé (2009) describes three 

interrelated spheres of personal and social activity: the Ecosphere, the Sociosphere, and, the 

Psychosphere. The Ecosphere is the domain of humanity’s relationship with the Oïkos, this house of 

life which we share with one another and with other living beings. The Ecosphere itself is comprised 

of three components: Eco-logical, Eco-nomic and Eco-sophic which bear a self-similar fractal-like 

relationship to the three spheres, i.e. Sauvé’s primary domains. Sauvé does not elaborate on her other 

two spheres in this same fractal detail, presumably because her focus in this book is environmental 

education. The Sociosphere is the domain of interaction with other humans, both individuals and 

social groups. In this sphere, we experience the benefits and challenges of living with others. That part 

of identity which derives from our reference culture and our sense of belonging develops here. To this 

sphere belongs education regarding human rights, politics, and citizenship. In the Sociosphere the 

other person is understood “as on the same level as oneself, as an end in him or herself and not as an 

instrument” (Miguelez 1997, cited in Sauvé, 2009, p. 332). The Psychosphere for Sauvé is the locus of 

identity construction, where the self is forged through confronting its own characteristics, abilities, 

and limitations. Through entering into relationships within the Ecosphere and Sociosphere, the self 

enters a process of continual individuation and integration of the elements of the self into a whole. In 

the Psychosphere, self-esteem, autonomy, reflexivity, and the capacity for critical distancing are 

developed. While Sauvé’s Ecosphere references humanity as a whole, her Sociosphere addresses the 

interpersonal and her Psychosphere the intrapersonal Self, rather than the worldviews and evolution 



 

Page 32 of 459 

of human cultures. In this cultural sense, the SWM framework’s domain of Cultural Vision aligns more 

closely with Rudolf Steiner’s (1922) concept of the Spiritual-Cultural life. 

 

Steiner’s 3-Fold Commonwealth 

For Rudolf Steiner a healthy human society, the ‘body social’, had to be aware of and uphold three 

interrelated but independent ‘lives’: The Economic Life, the Rights Life, and the Spiritual-Cultural Life. 

The economic life is concerned with everything in the way of commodities that humanity needs and 

produces from nature including their circulation and consumption. The life of public rights Steiner also 

described as whatever must exist in the body social because of men's (sic) personal relations to one 

another which includes the life of the State where “State” means a community possessing common 

rights. Steiner (1922) regarded the term ‘Spiritual-Cultural’ to be more accurately expressed as 

“Everything that rests on the natural endowments of each single human being—everything that plays 

a part in the body social on the ground of the natural endowments, both spiritual and physical, of the 

individual” (p. 56). Steiner saw Fraternity, Equality, and Liberty, the social ideals that inspired the 

French Revolution, as being the proper guiding principles for the economic, rights, and spirit-cultural 

lives, respectively. He sympathised with those critics who pointed out the, apparently, irreconcilable 

tensions between these ideals, yet emphasised their aspirational power for the collective imagination 

of humankind. He specifically rejected the idea that these tensions could be resolved by centralising 

control of the three independent lives in an all-powerful state. Steiner, like Marx and many other 

influential thinkers of his time—who were also inspired by the ideals of Fraternity, Equality, and 

Liberty and also recognised environmental concerns such as the soil destruction being wrought by 

capitalist agriculture (Rappleye & Komatsu, 2020)—does not appear to have anticipated the pending 

impact of anthropogenic Climate Change and finite global environmental limits on humanity 

worldwide. 

 

Steiner’s interpretation of Self-similarity 

Steiner draws a connection between his concept of a healthy human society, the ‘body social’ and the 

individual human organism which is, in essence, a self-similar fractal-like analogy, although, of course, 

writing in the early part of the last century, he never applied that term to his own thinking. The three 

lives of the body social are for Steiner an expression of the three-fold nature of homo sapiens as 

willing, feeling and thinking beings, with these subjective faculties being physiologically associated 

with the limb-digestive, chest rhythmic, and head nerve-sense systems of the body respectively 

(Steiner, 1919, 1922). In more recent literature willing, feeling and thinking are also referred to widely 

as the action, affective, and cognitive domains of learning (Eames & Birdsall, 2019); or hands, heart, 

and head (Birdsall & Glasgow, 2014; Giangrande et al., 2019; Napal et al., 2020; Trott, 2020).  

Steiner describes how each of the three anatomical structures, the digestive system with the limbs, 

the chest system, and the head system, contains within it, components related to the other two. The 

head, for instance, has the head-proper component of the brain but also the chest breathing-related 

system component of the nose, ear, and their connecting sinuses; and the digestive-limb-related 

system of the jaws and teeth, particularly the limb-like lower jaw (1919, pp. 182–183). Steiner stressed 

that he did not wish to take physiological scientific truth and transplant it literally onto the social 

system. Rather he wished “to use the human body as an object lesson for training human thought and 

feeling to a sense of what organic life requires, and then to apply this perceptive sense to the body 

social” (1922, p. 52).  
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2.4.4 Education for Sustainability (EfS) 

2.4.4.1 What is EfS? Definitions and Key Objectives 

2.4.4.1.1 History of EfS, the United Nations’ SDGs and EE 

Almost a decade ago, Lotz-Sisitka and Price (2016) observed that “engagement with the processes of 

integrating environment and sustainability concepts, knowledge, pedagogical practices and values 

into national curricula is worldwide” (p. 3). The word ‘sustainability’ appears ten times in the New 

Zealand Curriculum (NZC) (NZ Ministry of Education, 2007) including under the principle of ‘Future 

Focus’ and the key competency of ‘Participating and contributing’ in the phrase “sustainability of 

social, cultural, physical, and economic environments” (p. 13). Education for Sustainability (EfS) has 

long been recognised within the curriculum (NZ Ministry of Education, 2015a) but in 2024 it continues 

to languish as a marginal subject within the Social Sciences learning area. In 2022 less than 1% of 

senior students nationwide were participating in even the most popular of the NCEA Environmental 

Sustainability standards (New Zealand Qualification Authority, 2023b). 

The Journal of Environmental Education’s inaugural issue in 1969, contained the following definition: 

“Environmental Education is aimed at producing a citizenry that is knowledgeable concerning the 

biophysical environment and its associated problems, aware of how to help solve these problems, and 

motivated to work toward their solution” (Stapp, 1969, p. 30, emphases in the original). Six years later 

a United Nations-ratified agreement, which became known as the Belgrade Charter described the goal 

of Environmental Education (EE) as being “to develop a world population that is aware of, and 

concerned about, the environment and its associated problems, and which has the knowledge, skills, 

attitudes, motivations and commitment to work individually and collectively toward solutions to 

current problems, and the prevention of new ones” (UNESCO-UNEP, 1975, p. 3). The United Nations’ 

conception of EE was given a yet more action-oriented framing in the Tbilisi Declaration which came 

out of the first Intergovernmental Conference on Environmental Education, in Tbilisi, Georgia, USSR 

in 1977. The focus of EE according to the Tbilisi Declaration is: to successfully “acquire the knowledge, 

values, attitudes, and practical skills to participate responsibly and effectively in anticipating and 

solving environmental problems, and in the management of the quality of the environment” (UNESCO 

1978, 2). 

During the 1980s the concept of EE became overtaken by the idea of Sustainable Development (SD) 

which expanded environmental protection to include the economic and social aspects of sustainability 

that underpinned the Brundtland report of 1987. The Brundtland report suggested that the world’s 

teachers have a crucial role to play in helping to bring about the extensive social changes needed for 

sustainable development (Shephard, 2020). The Earth Summit of 1992 in Rio de Janeiro reaffirmed 

the significance of education for SD in its conference document titled Agenda 21 (Eames & Mardon, 

2020; Shephard, 2020). The first use of the acronym EEFS (Environmental Education for Sustainability) 

arose also at this time—perhaps as a sceptical reaction to the implausibility of ‘sustainable’ in the 

same sentence as ‘development’—and with it a degree of confusion about how, or if, EEFS differed 

from the notion of education for SD (Tilbury, 1995). While the rest of the world has spoken about 

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), EEFS or EfS have been the preferred terms in New 

Zealand government publications since the 1990s (Shephard, 2020).  

It was the 1992 Rio de Janeiro Earth Summit that provided the original inspiration for the now hugely 

popular New Zealand Enviroschools movement founded with the help of the University of Waikato in 

Hamilton by a group of City Councillors who attended the summit (Eames & Mardon, 2020). The 

orientation of these first NZ eco-schools was simply EE rather than either education for SD or EEFS. 

Eames and Mardon (2020) reported that “The Enviroschools Programme has grown from the original 
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three pilot schools in 1993 to now include nearly 1200 schools and kindergartens, supported by 120 

facilitators, 16 regional coordinators, and over 100 partner organisations” (p. 56). Despite the success 

of the Enviroschools movement and various efforts to establish and sustain Environmental Education 

and EfS practice in New Zealand schools and early childhood education over recent decades, research 

commissioned by the Ministry of Education and conducted by the New Zealand Council for Educational 

Research (NZCER) found “that while there have been many pockets of progress and development 

across all of these areas over the past 11 years, this progress is unevenly spread and has lacked high-

level coordination” (Bolstad et al., 2015, p. 14). Eames et al. (2010) note that “ongoing challenges 

remain for fostering EfS in large primary and secondary schools: building a strong local knowledge 

base in EfS, and developing a coherent education strategy for Aotearoa New Zealand EfS” (p. 2). A 

more recent report for the Enviroschools organisation found that while the movement had many 

positive impacts on schools and student learning, “Most respondents did not think that Enviroschools 

supported transitions between [Early Childhood Education] ECE centres, primary and secondary 

schools” (Wypych & Field, 2021, p. 5). The practicalities of working inter-departmentally in secondary 

schools may moderate the uptake of cross-curricular EfS courses, combined for instance with outdoor 

education, in some schools (Cosgriff & Gillespie, 2011). There are also issues related to the regulations 

around how credits are to be accumulated to achieve university entrance that can discourage teachers 

wanting to devise courses that reflect 21st-century [realities] (Hipkins & Spiller, 2012). 

 

2.4.4.1.2 sustainable global citizenship 

While the manifestation of EfS in schools has prioritised the Environmental domain of sustainability, 

the role of education in fostering systemic societal change for sustainability through individual and 

collective agency continues to be stressed in the EfS literature. With the caveat that a universal, all-

encompassing definition of sustainability education is unfeasible, Koskela and Paloniemi offer the 

following definition: 

Sustainability education refers to education that encourages action towards 

sustainability transformations, i.e. the societal changes that aim to secure the well-

being of humans and the other natural world as well as just and peaceful societies 

within the planetary boundaries. 

(Koskela & Paloniemi, 2022, p. 2) 

These authors further emphasise that behaviour change as a goal of sustainability education is not the 

same thing as agency. Behaviour change implies that particular behaviour patterns are being altered 

in predetermined ways, while sustainability agency “refers to the capacity to be attentive and 

proactive in finding possibilities to either act in a more sustainable manner or to advance changes 

towards sustainability individually, through others, or with others” (p. 7). Granados-Sánchez (2023) 

uses the phrase ‘sustainable global citizenship’ in preference to ‘Ecological citizenship’, 

‘Environmental citizenship’, or ’global citizenship’ as defined by the United Nations; 

because the concepts of sustainability and sustainable development are more 

holistic and intentional than that of the environment and, moreover, direct us 

towards a horizon.    ...  

In addition, using sustainable global citizenship makes it easier to link the field of 

citizenship with that of education for sustainability, two fields that until now have 

evolved in parallel and without a clear and determined connection that must be 

solved.  
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(p. 5) 

The United Nations’ concept of ’global citizenship’ has also been criticised as being dominated by 

elitist Western visions of a Utopian global citizenship. An alternative ‘Pluralist’ interpretation of ’global 

citizenship’ effectively requires it to be locally defined (Abdi, 2015 cited in Granados-Sánchez, 2023) 

 

2.4.4.2 The role of teachers and schools 

The extent to which school teachers and schools can or should be expected to address the 

sustainability crisis is debated by teachers around the world (Shephard, 2020). The mounting evidence 

of environmental degradation and its impacts on human wellbeing, I argue, as described in my opening 

section, make them impossible to ignore for teachers genuinely and professionally committed to the 

wellbeing of their students. As Sauvé (2009) argues, “Through [environmental] education, we 

contribute to major cultural change and toward a culture of belonging and commitment. Here, 

environmental education is ontogenetic: learning to be here together, fully, and ethically” (p. 328). 

Yet, for teachers to take a principled stand despite or without an appreciation of their communities' 

values can be a serious strategic error, if the possible consequences, timing and context are not 

thought through. On 16 October 2020, outside his school in a Paris suburb, a history teacher, Samuel 

Paty, was beheaded by an 18-year-old attacker and suspected Islamist. Earlier that month, the teacher 

had used cartoons of the Prophet Mohammad in a class on freedom of expression, angering some 

Muslim parents (Reuters Staff, 2020). While Aotearoa New Zealand teachers have to date been less 

likely to face such violent values-based extremism, our nation no longer feels as immune as it once 

seemed since the 2019 anti-Islamist terrorist attack on mosques in Christchurch (Royal Commission of 

Inquiry, 2020). Nevertheless, very real political, racial, and religious tensions are as present in New 

Zealand classrooms as they are in classrooms anywhere on the planet. Discussing ecological 

sustainability, for instance, with students in rural areas whose parents’ livelihoods are tied to 

unsustainable farming practices can elicit emotionally charged pushback, an experience I can 

personally attest to. 

 

To be effective, in light of the very real dangers, education that puts Sustainability and Wellbeing at 

its heart must give teachers the social license, encouragement, protection and means to put the 

contentious issues in front of students for their critical examination. The most effective contribution 

that educational research can make to society at this time, in my view, is to facilitate the co-

construction of a theoretically coherent metacurriculum framework that empowers teachers, and 

senior secondary and tertiary level students to address the sustainability crisis head-on.  

There are signs that societal trends toward increasing the priority of such education are already 

underway. Environmental Sustainability standards were first intended to be made available by 2009 

at levels 2 and 3 of New Zealand’s NCEA school-leaving qualification (Morey, 2008). Education for 

sustainability is being used to design cross-curricular courses to study real-world issues of relevance 

to students and create alternatives to more traditionally designed science courses that encourage 

students’ engagement with science for citizenship (Birdsall & Glasgow, 2014; Hipkins & Spiller, 2012). 

Bolstad et al. (2015) describe a pilot project designed to explore how the ‘future focus’ theme of 

sustainability, in the New Zealand Curriculum (NZC) (NZ Ministry of Education, 2007) can be integrated 

into the secondary school curriculum by drawing on distinctive ecological knowledge and practices 

that can be accessed within English and social sciences courses. How Aotearoa New Zealand secondary 

schools might be enabled and encouraged to undertake the radical but critically significant challenge 
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of transforming education for sustainability from being a marginal learning area to being the central 

focus of their years 9 through 13 curriculum, is the focus of this research project. 

 

2.4.5 Wellbeing  
 

2.4.5.1 Wellbeing Overview 

The Western concept of human wellbeing has followed more or less the same path under the influence 

of the same cultural assumptions as our concept of sustainability and economic development. The 

difficulty of defining exactly what we mean by wellbeing is reflected in the variety of terms used 

interchangeably for it including quality of life, life satisfaction, welfare, utility, preference, happiness, 

prosperity, human flourishing, and human development (Scott, 2012). The United Nations’ Brundtland 

definition of Sustainable Development uses the no less vague and problematic term ‘needs’ to 

encompass the great variety of factors that sustain the wellbeing of people and living systems in 

general. 

Through the twentieth and into the twenty-first century the idea of quality of life being equivalent to 

material wellbeing became expressed in terms of economic growth, initially as measured by gross 

national product (GNP) and then later by gross domestic product (GDP) (Offer, 2006; Veenhoven, 

1996). Wellbeing and social welfare have been increasingly acknowledged as complex realities that 

are not equivalent and cannot be adequately measured by aggregate economic growth, yet 

unsustainable consumption of goods and services still dominates public policy assumptions about 

wellbeing (Marks et al., 2006; cited in Scott, 2012). 

A second theme of mainstream wellbeing debates has been the reduction of wellbeing to individual 

preferences and self-actualisation, which overlooks the role of socio-political structures in 

determining the limits of wellbeing especially for minority groups such as the disabled (Edwards & 

Imrie, 2008), but also for all of us in respect of environmental degradation. As such, “Sustainability 

requires us to think as a collective, rather than what we as individuals can get from or give to a 

community; it asks us to think about human wellbeing as a common project and to make sacrifices for 

people with whom we will never have a relationship” (Scott, 2012, p. 50). Encouraging people to think 

of themselves as autonomous, enterprising individuals responsible only for their own welfare is an 

integral part of the one-sided neoliberal economic project but it is also a conception of the self, which 

is long embedded in Western culture (Rose, 1990). This tension is also implicit in the three-domain 

SWM model I have proposed and it can only be resolved I will argue, through a complexivist 

understanding of the emergence of a self-organised global ‘self’ of humankind arising from the free 

collaboration of aware, autonomous individuals, something which can still only be expressed as an 

aspiration in our time. 

A third tension, also symptomatic of the Western culture‘s logical positivist history, is between 

attempts to articulate a realistic ontology of wellbeing and the empirical need to define wellbeing with 

sufficient clarity and consensus to make it measurable for public policy purposes. Nevertheless, the 

term is useful in that it evokes associations with values including but transcending the purely material 

needs of life. In essence, “[Wellbeing] is conceptually useful in drawing into direct relationship the 

social, psychological, ‘spiritual’ and physical dimensions to which many discussions refer” (Dinham, 

2007, p. 183).  
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2.4.5.2 Measuring Wellbeing 

GDP Alternatives 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP), invented after the Great Depression in the 1930–1940s, is probably 

the most widely used measure of nations’ economic well-being and social progress but has also been 

criticised as ignoring other indicators of social progress “such as subjective well-being, equity, and 

environmental sustainability” (Wang & Chen, 2022, p. 1). GDP takes no account of the distribution of 

economic growth across society which then allows glaring inequalities to be ignored and the interests 

of minorities to be consistently overlooked (Dasgupta, 2001; Nussbaum, 2000). Dissatisfaction with 

GNP gave rise in the 1960s to the concept of Quality of Life (QoL), a more complex and 

multidimensional goal of societal progress (Noll, 1996). QoL policies aimed at non-monetary welfare 

distribution used ‘objective’ social Indicators such as life expectancy, employment and education 

levels (Erikson, 1993). However, even as recently as 2022, there are still very few measures of 

wellbeing devised or in use at the national and regional levels that effectively reflect aspects of 

wellbeing beyond those quantified in GDP (Wang & Chen, 2022). 

 

Reconceiving Wellbeing 

In the 1990s Amartya Sen introduced the concept of ‘capabilities’ as the basis of human wellbeing, 

arguing that measures of equality of resources and welfare are insufficient for achieving social justice 

(Sen, 1993). Focusing only on individual satisfaction, for instance, overlooks the fact that people adapt 

their expectations to their circumstances (Scott, 2012) and the circumstances of different groups are 

already far from equitable.  Sen locates the basis of wellbeing in the opportunity to fulfil one’s 

potential rather than in the assumed possession of rights or resources. The capabilities approach does 

not however solve the problem of defining what QoL opportunities should look like and how to 

measure it.  

The ‘needs’ approach to wellbeing as popularised by Abraham Maslow in the 1960s is similar in many 

ways to the capabilities approach. Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs originally comprised five levels: 

Biological and physiological; Safety; Social; Esteem; and Self-actualization (McCleod, 2013). He 

amended his model, in 1969, adding self-transcendence as a step beyond self-actualization (Koltko-

Rivera, 2006).  

Maslow suggested that people satisfy needs from the most basic to higher-level needs progressively 

(McCleod, 2013). In contrast to this sequential hierarchy of needs satisfaction, Nussbaum’s (2003) list 

of ten central human capabilities must be attained holistically:  

in some form, all [ten] are part of a minimum account of social justice: a society 

that does not guarantee these to all its citizens, at some appropriate threshold 

level, falls short of being a fully just society, whatever its level of opulence.  

(2003, p. 40) 

Although Maslow’s list is more succinct, Nussbaum’s holistic approach, I suggest, is more consistent 

with a complexivist interpretation of wellbeing. 

Complementing the theoretical work on wellbeing over the last 50 years has been the development 

of subjective wellbeing measurement in psychology. One important outcome of subjective wellbeing 

research has been the reported negative correlation found between materialism and subjective 

wellbeing. People who hold more ‘intrinsic’ values, like building loving relationships and self-

development report greater happiness than those focused on ‘extrinsic’ like status, material 
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community and ultimately the whole Biosphere. These insights are of particular relevance to the SWM 

conception of the ‘Integrating Self’ as the attractor responsible for Sustainable Wellbeing at the 

Individual-Interpersonal level. 

 

2.4.8.3 Eco-Anxiety 

There is something in the tone of Scott’s conclusion—that a realisation of what is at stake in the 

Anthropocene challenges our basic comprehension of what it means to be human—which suggests, 

at least to this reader, a sense of disbelief mixed with pain, something akin to immanent grief. 

Experiencing the grief of fully understanding the implications of climate change and environmental 

destruction may be a prerequisite for teachers, students, and communities who undertake leadership 

in education for strong sustainability (Verlie, 2019). Yet, eco-anxiety and grief alone do not necessarily 

lead to adaptive behaviour change (Clayton & Karazsia, 2020). As Verlie (2019) also concedes, 

“research into people’s emotional experiences of climate change show that many people fail to 

respond to climate change not because of a lack of concern, but because of their concern” (p. 752). 

In their interviews with youth climate-strike activists in New Zealand, Bright and Eames (2020) found 

that: 

The participant climate strike leaders frequently reported their journeys as 

ricocheting through various emotional stages including apathy, awareness, 

anxiety, and anger before they were moved to action. They suggested the varying 

stages had the potential to disengage or motivate students.  

(p. 14) 

Bright and Eames (2020) point out many secondary school students do not have “the physical or 

emotional resources or motivation required to direct their anxiety and anger into action, but they 

could be guided by educators” (p. 20). The decisive insight arising from the literature appears to be 

that successful Sustainable Wellbeing education depends on students having the opportunity and 

adult leadership necessary to become aware of what our Sustainable Wellbeing crisis is, to experience 

the associated emotions, and to develop appropriate, agency. That agency can be nurtured through 

involvement in effective collective action which, in turn, generates the positive affect, courage and 

resilience needed to counter eco-anxiety, inertia, or defensive denial, which can then lead to new, 

pro-Sustainable-Wellbeing, worldviews. The actions can be political, artistic, or physical. The mode 

matters less than the heartfelt spirit with which they are undertaken. The success of Aotearoa New 

Zealand’s Enviroschools movement has been attributed to its being “a programme with a heart” 

(Eames & Mardon, 2020). This quality of a path with a heart might be the essence of the choice 

between transformative education for Sustainable Wellbeing and education for the continuation of 

BaU. However, before we can transform a system with such massive inertia and entanglement with 

BaU, as secondary schooling, we must understand its current state and how it arrived where it is now 

in 2024.  

 

2.5 The Politics of Curriculum 

2.5.1 Section Overview 
In this section, I begin with the question ‘What is Curriculum?’, and review the literature on 

curriculum, and its relationship to pedagogy and assessment in the Western educational currents of 

the last 100—150 years. I discuss the unavoidably political nature of curriculum theory and how that 
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manifests in what is often presented as an irreconcilable opposition between the traditional 

disciplinary Collection and the progressive transdisciplinary Integrated curriculum types. In Aotearoa 

New Zealand curriculum policy is enacted through the New Zealand Curriculum (NZ Ministry of 

Education, 2007) (NZC) and the National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA) accreditation 

system. The section closes with a review of how these two instruments have evolved over the last 

twenty years without resolving their inherent disciplinary–transdisciplinary tension.  

 

2.5.2 What is Curriculum? 
Introduction to Curriculum and Curriculum Theory 

‘Curriculum’ generally refers to the knowledge included in teaching and learning programmes, that is 

considered “of most worth” (Spencer, 2009, p. 5), within a certain locale and cultural setting. A 

curriculum is normative and inescapably value-laden. The unavoidably political nature of curriculum 

design has been well-recognised since at least the 1990s. As Pinar et al. (1995) observe: 

Today no serious curriculum scholar would advance the argument that schools in 

general and curriculum in particular are politically neutral. Yet the political 

neutrality of school curriculum was a commonplace assumption in the pre-1970s 

literature.  

(p. 244) 

Spencer’s short answer to the question “What knowledge is of most worth?” was—“science” (2009, 

p. 6). Whereas Spencer may have understood knowledge as being about an objective and 

progressively discoverable reality, John Dewey, writing in the 1930s, had a transactional, less content-

oriented, and more cross-curricular understanding of knowledge and curriculum (Biesta, 2014). In 

stark contrast to Dewey’s transactional view of curriculum was Ralph W Tyler’s instrumentalist and 

utilitarian approach which set out four fundamental questions to guide curriculum construction: 

1. What educational purposes should the school seek to attain?  

2. What educational experiences can be provided that are likely to attain 

these purposes?  

3. How can these educational experiences be effectively organized?  

4. How can we determine whether these purposes are being attained?  

(Tyler, 1949, p. 51) 

Tyler, unlike Spencer, and potentially in harmony with Dewey’s democratic ethic of education, made 

it clear that it was not his role to answer these questions, writing “No attempt is made to answer these 

questions since the answers will vary to some extent from one level of education to another and from 

one school to another” (1949, p. 51). Tyler was also more moderate in his view of the influence of 

disciplinary specialists on secondary school education, “on the grounds that the objectives they 

propose are too technical, too specialized, or in other ways are inappropriate for a large number of 

the school students” (p. 56). He suggested that rather than preparing students for later advanced 

studies in their particular fields, curriculum specialists at this level of education should focus on the 

question: 

What can your subject contribute to the education of young people who are not 

going to be specialists in your field; what can your subject contribute to the 

layman, the garden variety of citizen?  

(Tyler, 1949, p. 56) 
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While Tyler’s questions one and two are equivalent to “what knowledge is of most worth?”, questions 

3 and 4 are more suggestive of a scientific prescriptive approach to curriculum design foregrounding 

assessability and accountability. Quinn (2019, p. 4) describes the “predominant Tyler Rational” as 

leading to a “linear, predetermined, pre-set curriculum”. Tyler’s view of curriculum dominated the 

latter half of the 20th century and its neo-Tylerian successors continued to dominate in the first two 

decades of the 21st century (Bailey et al., 2019), although to a decreasing extent. 

The influential American curriculum theorist William F. Pinar, like Dewey, stresses subjectivity and the 

immediacy of the student-teacher relationship in education. What is worth learning for Pinar is what 

leads the student to self-formation. Pinar devised the method of currere to “underscore a concept of 

education as self-formation through academic study” (Pinar, 2012, p. 24). Currere is the verb form of 

curriculum and means ‘the running of the course’. Currere positions curriculum as the study of “the 

relations between academic knowledge and life history in the interests of self-understanding and 

social reconstruction” (p. 25). Currere reimagines curriculum as something more akin to a personal 

spiritual journey than Tyler’s seemingly algorithmically determined sequence of discipline-based 

educational experiences.  

 

The relationship between disciplinarity and interdisciplinarity is particularly relevant for a 

metacurriculum that places such an intrinsically transdisciplinary, cross-curricular objective as 

Sustainable Wellbeing at its heart. The metacurriculum must be able to address local and global 

Sustainable Wellbeing issues without being distracted by the epistemic priorities of disciplines. 

Disciplinarity and interdisciplinarity are required complementary elements in curriculum 

development, as Morris concludes: 

The relationship [between disciplinary and interdisciplinary work] is often depicted 

as an opposition, a paradox, or a dichotomy, … Close inspection of boundary 

crossing Disciplinarity and Interdisciplinarity reveals that disciplinarity and 

interdisciplinarity are productive tensions in a dynamic supplement, complement, 

and critique.  

(Klein, 1996, cited in Morris, 2017, p. 199) 

For the SWM, all approaches to knowledge and forms of pedagogy remain at the service of humanity’s 

Sustainable Wellbeing, but they cannot claim the status of a superior means of educating in their own 

right. Knowledge of ‘Sustainable Wellbeing’ is the knowledge of most worth. 

In the following sections, I explore how the apparent opposition of Subject-Based Specialist (SBS) and 

Cross-Curricular Holistic (CCH) oriented curriculum designs features in the ideological debates 

between their proponents, and how the complementarity of this false dichotomy might be realised in 

actual school timetables which integrate the two curriculum modalities. First, though, it is necessary 

to clarify, if possible, the distinctions among the various forms of not-strictly-disciplinary teaching that 

appear in the literature, and their relationship to traditional secondary school subjects. 

 

Forms of Cross-curricularity. 

As Mård and Klausen (2023b) observe, “crosscurricular teaching is an approach traditionally 

characterized by terminological unclarity. A bewildering variety of terms and concepts are used, partly 

to express different conceptions or describe different types of teaching, partly reflecting different 

traditions and terminological habits” (p. 7). Some commonly used terms include Student Inquiry, 
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SWM CCH mode given their complementary roles, yet in sync with the needs of the CCH lessons at the 

same year level, not insulated from them; something like Boyd and Hipkin’s (2012) Generic or 

Disciplinary inquiry.  

The CCH mode courses and lessons—given the fractal structure of the SWM Domains and 

Subdomains—will be weakly classified in disciplinary terms but clearly ‘navigable’ for teachers and 

students in terms of the SWM framework while their framing is likely to vary fluidly within and 

between lessons according to the development of each course and its domain context; somewhat like 

a variable mix of Boyd and Hipkin’s (2012), Generic inquiry and Democratic curriculum. SWM CCH 

mode Courses/Teaching Units did not appear to be examples of ‘thematic’ or ‘hybrid’ curricula in 

terms of Boyd and Hipkin’s (2012) diagram. The Thematic curriculum, while integrating, does not 

appear to prioritise socially significant themes over its main priority of subordinating the themes and 

to its coordination of multidisciplinary learning objectives. The Hybrid approaches encourage socially 

significant themes but only among the subjects within learning areas, rather than across the 

curriculum, as subdomains of the SWM are likely to require. 

 

2.5.3 Twenty-First Century—Future-Focused Education versus Powerful 

Knowledge 
Harmonising Integrated and Collection types through enabling constraints 

Berstein (1975) sees the Collection and Integration curriculum types as social structures that are 

necessarily in conflict, with the latter being a deliberate attempt to transform the former. The first 

favours analysis, while the latter prefers synthesis. From an SWM perspective resolving the conflict 

between the Collection and Integration curriculum types—between the SBS and CCH modes of the 

school timetable—is fundamental to its reason for being and at the heart of my main research 

question. How is this to be achieved? One line of approach to this question is to consider each 

modality’s weaknesses and to address those fallibilities using the principle of enabling constraints 

from Complexity theory. 

Bernstein lists four conditions that an integrated curriculum must fulfil if its openness is not to 

degenerate into a sense of purposelessness and dislocation in time and place for faculty and students. 

These conditions would have to be met by the CCH mode of the SWM to maintain its coherence but 

also a coherent complementary relationship with the SBS mode. They are: 

1. There must be some consensus about the integrating idea if it is to work at all and the idea 

must be made very explicit.  

2. The nature of the linkage between the idea and the several contents must be systematically 

and coherently worked out.  

3. A committee system of staff and pupils has to be set up in order to develop a sensitive 

feedback control on the whole endeavour.  

4. Of greatest importance, very clear criteria of evaluation must be worked out. 

(1975, p. 75) 

What might a similar list of conditions look like for a Collection-type curriculum if its closedness is not 

to degenerate into rigid disciplinary silos and an experience of irrelevance, anxiety and loss of agency 

for faculty and students in the face of the accelerating global poly-crisis? John Dewey’s attitude toward 

disciplinarity provides useful insights. The claim that the value of traditional educational practice lies 

simply in its being ‘disciplinary’, is an “error” in two ways, according to Dewey (1916). First, the claim 

has been used to shield disciplines from critique and useful revision: 
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of the Powerful (KOTP), i.e. the “idea that the existing school curriculum represents the interests of 

those with power” (Muller & Young, 2019, p. 197). The children of the powerful get access to the sort 

of knowledge that keeps their families powerful and those of the disadvantaged will access knowledge 

that keeps them disadvantaged. From the SRPK point of view, PK is based on objective knowledge with 

well-established procedures of verification, while an opposing 21CFF view of knowledge is subjective 

and relativist informed only by postmodern and post-structuralist epistemology.  

Consequently, a PK curriculum recognises that understanding of disciplinary knowledge requires that 

the curriculum be organized according to the epistemic structures of concepts in academic disciplines 

(McPhail & Rata, 2016). PK is consequently specialized and there exist definite, but not fixed 

boundaries, between disciplines and subjects which define their focus and objects of study. From an 

SRPK perspective, the organising principle of the 21CFF curriculum is located outside the concepts in 

the form of themes, topics, and projects rather than in disciplinary-based subjects (McPhail & Rata, 

2016, p. 55, emphasis in the original). The social justice assertion and issue for proponents of the SRPK 

school is that students are sorted according to their perceived academic ability into either the PK 

academic or 21CFF everyday streams. All students, they maintain, are entitled to access PK and 

denying that access on the grounds that they “are not interested or find it too difficult [is] disturbing” 

(Young, 2013, p. 114). 

Young and Muller (2010) use a three ‘futures’ scenarios schematic for differentiating the traditional 

positivist academic Tylerian (Young & Muller, 2010) model of curriculum (future 1) from the 21CFF 

model (future 2), and both from their ideal SRPK (future 3) model. Future 1 represents an “’under-

socialized epistemology that defines knowledge as sets of verifiable propositions and the methods for 

testing them” (p. 14. Emphasis in the original). Subject boundaries are given and fixed. Subjects’ 

associated social production processes (classification and framing) are implicit and unexamined. 

Future 2 represents an over-socialised view of knowledge that ends disciplinary boundaries, de-

emphasises “the propositional character of knowledge and reduces questions of epistemology to ‘who 

knows?’ and to the identification of knowers and their practices” (p. 14). In contrast to both futures 1 

and 2, future 3 sees; 

knowledge as involving sets of systematically related concepts and methods for 

their empirical exploration and the increasingly specialised and historically located 

‘communities of enquirers’ with their distinctive commitment to the search for 

truth and the social institutions in which they are located  

(Young & Muller, 2010, p. 14 emphasis in the original) 

Students should be made aware that the frontiers of knowledge are dynamic and that the disciplines 

are continually challenging existing ideas, updating them, and creating new knowledge. Boundary 

maintenance in this future is seen as “prior to boundary crossing and the variable relation between 

the two is the condition for the creation and acquisition of new knowledge” (p. 16). Young and Muller’s 

three ‘futures’ scheme has proven both productive and popular (Morgan et al., 2019). The SRPK 

project has become a distinctive research tradition “in the United Kingdom, South Africa, Australia, and 

some Latin American and European countries” (Deng, 2020, p. 2).  

In Aotearoa New Zealand, the 21CFF school of thought spread rapidly and significantly influenced the 

development of the New Zealand Curriculum (NZC) (NZ Ministry of Education, 2007). Since 2010, when 

New Zealand schools were required to have fully implemented the NZC (Schagen, 2011), interest in 

the SRPK-type curriculum from New Zealand-based scholars has increased (Johnston, 2022; Lipson, 

2020; McPhail & Rata, 2016; Morgan et al., 2019; Rata, 2021; Rata et al., 2019) and now in 2024 has 

begun to influence educational policy directly since the change of government at New Zealand’s 2023 
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general election (McLauchlan, 2024). In his critique of New Zealand’s Innovative Learning Environment 

(ILE) model for school classrooms, Johnston (2022) explains that ILEs were conceptualised in part as 

“a vehicle for enacting a radical constructivist ‘21st-century learning’ curriculum and an associated 

‘self-directed learning’ pedagogical approach” (p. 6). Johnston’s critique is informed by the SRPK 

perspective on curriculum which he explains; 

is explicitly at odds with ‘21st-century learning’. Even so, it is not precisely a 

‘traditional’ curriculum philosophy, either; it explicitly recognises the risk inherent 

in the teaching of epistemic disciplines of an ‘under-socialised’ view of knowledge 

that fails to recognise the different cultural capital that students bring to school.  

(Johnston, 2022, p. 24) 

While Young and Muller’s Future 3 is poles apart from Future 2, the SRPK proponents face challenges 

in clearly separating the Future 1 traditional scenario from their Future 3 ideal (Morgan et al., 2019). 

The difficulties remain even though these authors distinguish Future 1 from Future 3 on both 

epistemological grounds—through the concepts of PK and KOTP which on closer examination may not 

be as distinct as they are presented (Beck, 2013)—and on social justice grounds, not by stated intent, 

but in terms of actual effect. The Future 3 approach has not solved the problem that most students 

cannot access Powerful Knowledge (Beck, 2013 cited in Morgan et al., 2019) due to what Young and 

Muller (2016, p. 159) term “epistemic disaffection”.  

Addressing this challenge is seen by SRPK writers as a matter of solving pedagogical shortcomings and 

students' choices or perseverance rather than as involving any problems associated with their PK 

conception of the curriculum itself. This rationale begins to sound very like the attitude of disciplinary 

pedagogues criticised by Dewey (1916) for valuing discipline as a training of the will irrespective of the 

intrinsic interest of the student in the content. The challenge for social realists is to explain how 

academic knowledge seen as lacking relevance in the twenty-first century can be combined with a 

progressive pedagogy capable of engaging students in mastering that knowledge. ”Realising this 

engagement without lessening the level of cognitive demand is a major pedagogical challenge 

identified by many writers” (Rata et al., 2019, p. 167). Perhaps the relevance of humanity’s 

sustainability crisis could guide teachers' and students’ engagement with knowledge, skills, and big 

ideas, regardless of the level of cognitive demand involved. 

Arguably the strongest contribution of SRPK to curriculum theory is its view of the way powerful 

knowledge is constructed. PK is built as epistemic structures of ideas and concepts which develop; 

by being connected to other ideas and the application of these ideas in a 

specialised practice. These other ideas connect as internal referents to build 

patterns of ideas or concepts that refer one to the other in increasingly complex 

ways. 

(Rata et al., 2019, p. 166) 

Systems of meaning are built which are bounded by their concepts’ self-reference within the system 

and also to other systems of meaning. This is a view of knowledge congruent with complexity theory. 

But then, Rata et al. (2019) declare in a distinctly contra-complex systems manner that “The largest 

bounded system of meaning, which brings together concepts that can refer to one another in 

supportive ways, is the discipline itself” (p. 166). Rata et al. (2019) allow that connections can be drawn 

between disciplines “if required” (p.166), but cross-disciplinary research and learning depend on 

discipline-based knowledge. McPhail (2018) describes meta-concepts such as ‘sustainability’ or 

‘citizenship’ as being strong pedagogical frameworks for learning but not part of any disciplinary 
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‘system of meaning’ or episteme. While I concur with McPhail's (2018) view of these meta-concepts’ 

pedagogical value I challenge his conclusion that for this reason, they cannot be the starting point for 

the exploration of specialist subject-based content and concepts. The fact that meta-concepts are not 

currently systematically linked to existing disciplinary concepts and epistemic structures does not 

mean it cannot be done.  

In considering the disciplinary checks and balances of 'fit to reality' testing, social realists overlook the 

limitations of these socially bounded procedures for making judgements of system-wide utility and 

relative value. For example, plastic packaging is a great fit for an economic system limited to the 

manufacturer-supermarket-households chain, but the relevant system for human and biospheric 

wellbeing includes the environmental sources and sinks for the extracted raw materials and all that 

long-lived eventual pollution. Disciplines, in limiting knowledge to 'knowledge that' and 'knowledge 

how' within their limited disciplinary domain, neglect the more engulfing and ultimately more relevant 

system-wide social questions of ‘knowledge why', or 'why-not'. 

The last and perhaps most revealing aspect of the SRPK three futures scheme I will mention is its 

curious minimal reference to sustainability crisis issues that are a feature of the 21C future-focused 

curriculum. Young & Muller (2010) for instance, use the word ‘sustainability’ only once in their original 

Three Educational Scenarios for the Future article, in a quote designed to illustrate the over-socializing 

trend in contemporary educational thinking. The social realists appear to be attempting to reclaim the 

word ‘future’, so evocatively employed by the Future-2-ists, and to define their version of the future 

as a continuation of Western civilization’s steady past progress, only now with a social conscience and 

an emphasis on disciplinary fallibility and self-correction processes. The attempted co-option of some 

of Young’s thinking and arguments by policymakers advocating for a subject-based curriculum 

suggests that there may be only minor differences between future-1 and future-3, at least concerning 

the defence of the subject curriculum (Morgan et al., 2019). While Social Realists seek to downplay 

the role of politics in the production of knowledge, other groups arguing for the return to a knowledge-

based curriculum, such as the UK based ‘Academy of Ideas’ Morgan et al. (2019) argue, have a 

purposeful political agenda which frames “‘sustainists’ (i.e. those in favour of sustainability) as the 

‘enemies of progress’” (p. 112). The SRPK attitude toward global sustainability issues is consistent with 

their view that schools are limited in what they can do directly about influencing political realities 

outside the school, but do have the opportunity, within the school, to more fairly give students access 

to this valuable knowledge resource (McPhail & Rata, 2016). Maintaining strong boundaries between 

schools and the wider community provides a rationale for not having to confront the sustainability 

crisis and the interdependence of its environmental, social, and cultural domains. 

 

21CFF learning and curriculum 

Twenty-First Century Future-Focused (21CFF) learning and curriculum could be described as the 

continuation of the twentieth-century progressive, integrated curriculum movement in education 

with a greater emphasis on preparing students for a future that no longer looks as predictable or 

manageable as it once was. According to the International Commission on Education for the 21st 

Century, chaired by Jacques Delors from 1993 to 1996, to meet the challenges of the twenty-first-

century education must be organised around four pillars that align well with the SWM individual and 

inter-personal domains and their Integrating-Self attractor: 

1. Learning to know, that is acquiring the instruments of understanding;  

2. Learning to do, to be able to act creatively on one’s environment;  
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3. Learning to live together, so as to participate and cooperate with other people in all human 

activities; and  

4. Learning to be, an essential progression which proceeds from the previous three  

(Leicht et al., 2018, p. 90) 

Bolstad et al. (2012, p. 1) describe 21CFF as “not a fixed prescription or known formula” but rather as 

“an emerging cluster of new ideas, beliefs, knowledge, theories and practices”. Six emerging themes 

of 21CFF in the Aotearoa New Zealand context are identified by the authors: personalised learning; 

new views of equity, diversity, and inclusivity; using knowledge to develop learning capacity; 

rethinking learners’ and teachers’ roles; continuous learning for teachers; and new kinds of 

partnerships and relationships between schools and community (in contrast to the SRPK insistence on 

strong boundaries between school and non-school knowledge). Knowledge is seen as valued for what 

it does, more like a verb, rather than (just) as content, more like a noun, a view of knowledge that 

resonates with Dewey’s pragmatism. A 21CFF curriculum is seen as more holistic involving integration 

and inquiry learning guided by vision, values, and principles that include the potentially rich learning 

opportunities provided by future-focused issues such as sustainability, citizenship, enterprise and 

globalisation (Boyd, 2013). The emphasis is on building students’, teachers’, and schools’ capacities to 

adapt to the rapidly increasing pace of change that is the reality of our immediate future and on the 

ability of students, teachers, and schools to contribute to knowledge development, without losing 

sight of the value of attaining that deeper, less transient knowledge and learning known as wisdom. 

Accounts of the progress of the influence of 21CFF ideas on mainstream education tend to depend on 

which side of the progressive/traditional political divide the commentator identifies with and also on 

what aspects of the 21CFF programme they choose to focus on. Gilbert (2019) observes that even 

though “future-focused” rhetoric is everywhere in education, particularly in policy contexts, its effect 

on the knowledge schools teach and their systems has been superficial and the “vast majority of 

educational research continues to focus on improving the effectiveness of existing educational 

practices” (p. 262). In their study of national education systems in Singapore, China, Chile, Mexico, 

India, and the US state of Massachusetts, Reimers & Chung (2016) found limited evidence of large-

scale implementation of twenty-first-century education.  

Young and Muller (2010) on the other hand, described 21CFF education (their Future 2 scenario) as 

“learner-directed trends, coupled with the wider introduction of digital technologies” (p. 18), and see 

them as “everywhere gaining ground in Europe and beyond” (p. 18) despite meeting resistance from 

the forces underpinning the traditional, under-socialized subject bounded education (their Future 1 

scenario). They associate this trend with the de-professionalisation of teaching at all levels and the de-

specialisation of research. In New Zealand the advance of “child-centred orthodoxy led by the Ministry 

of Education and parts of the “research” community (emphasis in the original), has been extraordinary 

by international standards, controlling the official discourse about schooling over the last 30 years, 

according to knowledge-based education advocate Briar Lipson (2020). 

One of the main advantages of the 21CFF model of education claimed by its proponents is that it is 

intrinsically more engaging and likely to lead to persistent learning than the established disciplinary 

alternatives, including the SRPK model. Wan and Bi (2020), for instance, attribute Chinese school 

students’ increasing disaffection for science as they grow up through the grade levels, to the subject 

being too focused on its inert subject knowledge and not enough on its social implications. Anecdotal 

evidence for increased student engagement and learning certainly can be found. McDowall and 

Hipkins (2019) report that many teachers included in their study of 21C integrated curriculum 

“considered that most (but not all) of the students they taught were more engaged in the approaches 

they were trialling than previous approaches and that this was particularly true for students who had 
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previously struggled to engage in learning” (p. 5). A recently completed research project with Year 9 

students at two Aotearoa New Zealand secondary schools developing the discourses and practices of 

different learning areas through a project on ecological sustainability (Matthewman et al., 2017) found 

“evidence of positive shifts in students’ understanding and use of the targeted discourses and 

practices and their sense of sustainability identities” (McDowall & Hipkins, 2019, p. 12). 

 

The Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum as both Disciplinary and Cross-Curricular Holistic 

The opposition between the conservative Disciplinary Collection and progressive Transdisciplinary 

Integrated types of curricula is long-standing and according to scholars like Bernstein (1975) and 

Young and Muller (2010), irreconcilable. The Sustainable Wellbeing crisis with Climate Change as its 

leading edge, in particular, presents us with a unifying sufficiently imperative challenge and demands 

educators find systemic ways to harmonise this polarity and enable a Sustainable Wellbeing 

metacurriculum to emerge. The challenge, I argue, requires the Disciplinary SRPK proponents to grant 

disciplinary status to EfSW which includes Climate Change Education and it requires the 

Transdisciplinary 21CFF proponents to put cross-curricularity, competencies, and collaboration to 

work, to develop the epistemological structure and pedagogies needed to support this emerging 

meta-theme.  

 

The framing of Climate Change or Sustainable Wellbeing which includes Climate Change, as topics, 

issues, or themes which must be somehow squeezed into the already overcrowded curriculum is due 

to an epistemological flaw in their conceptualisation, Eilam (2022) argues. The fact that Climate 

Change and other future-focused ‘issues’ have remained on the margins of the curriculum is that there 

has been no coordinated plan to treat them as a learning area in their own right and teachers are not 

prepared to approach the subject with any confidence in their expertise or feeling of specialised 

professional ownership. “If there were a need to choose one reason only for introducing CC as a 

disciplinary subject,” Eilam writes, “this would most likely be it” (2022, p. 15). 

Two further obstacles to the effective provision of EfSW are, first, its status regarding the amount of 

timetable space it is granted, and second, whether it is designated as a core or elective subject. Topics 

that are not specialised tend to be accorded low status within the curriculum and fewer hours within 

the timetable. Low-status topics tend to be elective and the lowest are crosscurricular (Ross 2000, 

cited in Eilam, 2022), ‘crosscurricular’ being used here in the sense of serving as a common context 

topic across two or more high-status subjects. High-status subjects also feature more prominently in 

assessments for accreditation and are allocated more resources and teacher professional 

development (p. 15). Both these obstacles would be removed by establishing Sustainable Wellbeing 

Education as a discipline in its own right but then another two appear. As Eilam observes “While 

disciplinary boundaries are always permeable and adaptable to new emerging understandings, some 

outline needs to be drawn as a circumference of the discipline” (Young, 2013 cited in Eilam, 2022, p. 

14). According Sustainable Wellbeing disciplinary status would be to deny its complex transdisciplinary 

scope. Sustainable Wellbeing experts cannot erect boundaries around their subject since there is 

nothing, by definition, that it does not impinge upon. As a corollary, if Sustainable Wellbeing education 

is delegated to a group of specialists, teachers in other disciplines are likely to see it as no longer any 

of their business. While the SWM proposal establishes Sustainable Wellbeing as a discipline in its own 

right it also encourages subject teachers to connect their discipline with the SWM domains wherever 

possible. 
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Like Eilam (2022), Sjöblom et al. (2023) also argue that ‘wicked’ problems such as Sustainable 

Wellbeing, and the implications of climate change cannot be adequately addressed by individual 

teachers in traditional subject-based curricula. In an approach convergent with that of Eilam (2022), 

but from the integrated curriculum type perspective, they recommend education addressing ‘wicked’ 

problems based on a transdisciplinary core curriculum. Noteworthy in the following extract is the 

effectively opposite meaning they attach to ‘crosscurricular’ compared to that assumed by Eilam 

(2022), in the previous paragraph; 

Given their inherent complexity, wicked problems demand transdisciplinary 

approaches (e.g., Gibbs & Beavis, 2020; Kawa et al., 2021). Thus, conventional 

education alone cannot deal with such challenges, prompting researchers to call 

for multi-, inter-, and transdisciplinary educational approaches (e.g., Evans, 2015; 

Wolf, 2022), which in the school context entail multi-, inter-, and transcurricular 

teaching – that is, crosscurricular teaching.  

(p. 183) 

Referencing the Finnish core curriculum for upper secondary school, they stress that a transcurricular 

approach encourages the development of students’ agency and;  

can be realized as an optional thematic course designed locally and collectively by 

a team of teachers representing several subjects. Alternatively, a crosscurricular 

approach can be implemented by designing study units that include two to three 

existing courses from either the local or national curriculum that thematically work 

together.  

(2023, p. 190) 

As an example of a successful transcurricular climate change education project, Sjöblom et al. (2023) 

cite one large-scale year-long collaboration among high schools and universities that involved “more 

than 100 experts from the climate change, environmental ethics, biology, and geology fields” (p. 187) 

cooperating with teachers and students. However, within the context of existing already crowded 

traditionally structured, subject-based timetables there is no simple way to facilitate transcurricular 

teaching in secondary schools. As Sjöblom et al. (2023) observe: 

An alternative for teachers is to collaborate with colleagues who teach other 

subjects and to discuss and plan the teaching together. However, collaboration 

and transcurricularity may be difficult to achieve for structural reasons such as 

unsuitable schedules and lack of time (Gullberg, 2022). 

(p. 193) 

The SWM’s CCH and SBS modes proposal is designed to overcome the shortcomings of both the purely 

disciplinary and purely transdisciplinary approaches to Sustainable Wellbeing Education. The SWM 

CCH mode grants Sustainable Wellbeing the status of a traditional high-status discipline by making it 

a core subject with a permanent reserved block of time in the timetable. The CCH and SBS timetable 

blocks are separated and made concurrent for all teachers and students. By keeping the two modes 

separated in time, scheduling clashes are avoided. The CCH mode can then also avoid the traditional 

content-isolating rule of disciplinary collections that “things must be kept apart” (Bernstein, 1975, p. 

9) through its transdisciplinary fractal domain structure that follows the rule “Things must be put 

together” (1975, p. 9). To achieve this ‘putting together’, teachers from diverse learning areas discuss 

and plan the teaching together in teams and all, or most, of the specialist teachers are involved, in 

contributing to the CCH mode lessons as leaders and facilitators as required. The SBS mode allows 
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teachers to then focus on their disciplinary speciality but since they would all be, or mostly, also 

involved in the SWM CCH mode courses and projects, they could, over time, develop a deeper 

understanding of exactly how their subject most effectively contributes to the whole-school, principle 

objective of education for Sustainable Wellbeing and which aspects of their subject-based content can 

best be covered and reinforced in the CCH mode lessons. This ideal of complementarity and mutual 

reinforcement between holistic and specialist epistemological perspectives is far from the current 

reality of New Zealand’s governing education arrangements which I turn to in the following section. 

 

2.5.4 The New Zealand Curriculum and National Certificate of Educational 

Achievement 
NCEA, NZC and the SWM 

Senior secondary schooling in Aotearoa New Zealand circa 2024 remains framed by two main policy 

instruments, the National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA) and the New Zealand 

Curriculum (NZC), (NZ Ministry of Education, 2007); the development of which has been majorly 

influenced by twenty-first-century Future Focused (21CFF) education principles. Although ideally, the 

democratically determined purpose of education as expressed in a national curriculum should guide 

teachers in their lesson planning, in reality, the knowledge that is assessed, drives the curriculum (Eyre 

& Hipkins, 2019; Hipkins et al., 2016). Therefore, and because I have already covered important 

features of the NZC in several previous sections, I begin this review of New Zealand’s official 

educational framework with the NCEA before briefly discussing the NZC and its major challenge; 

harmonising its progressive 21CFF front half with its traditional subject oriented back half. The 

relationship of SWM to the NCEA and NZC is the focus of my second research subquestion; What links 

can be established between the meta-concept of ‘Sustainable Wellbeing’, the New Zealand Curriculum 

learning areas, and NCEA standards or other appropriate school leaver qualifications? 

 

The NCEA 

The NCEA is a standards-based assessment system typical of the boundary-weakening modularisation 

trend in 21CFF education described by Young and Muller (2010) in their ‘Future-2’ scenario. 

Introduced between 2002 and 2004, the NCEA marked an assessment revolution (Lipson, 2018). 

Judged by the improved numbers of students staying longer at school and achieving qualifications, 

NCEA appears to have been highly successful. These numbers “include students who would typically 

have left school without any qualifications under the previous assessment system” (Hipkins et al., 

2016, p. 5). These authors note, however, that “it is not altogether clear whether the increase in 

qualifications attainment always represents an improvement in the learning of what we might call 

‘knowledge that matters’ or Powerful Knowledge” (p. 5) in the Social Realist—Powerful Knowledge 

(SRPK) sense. Leaving aside the issue that ‘powerful knowledge’ is itself a problematic and contested 

concept (Beck, 2013; Morgan et al., 2019), there is clear statistical evidence of negative trends in 

Aotearoa New Zealand students’ academic achievement and engagement in learning, over the first 

two decades of the century since the introduction of the NCEA and the NZC.  

While the proportion of students gaining NCEA level 2 or 3 rose 43% from around 60% to 86% between 

2004 and 2018, over roughly the same period the mean scores for science, reading and mathematics 

of Aotearoa New Zealand 15-year-olds in the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 

testing programme declined by 4.2% (2006 to 2018), 4.7% and 7.8% (2000 to 2018). New Zealand’s 

ranking in these subjects amongst the 32 countries of the OECD fell from 6th, 3rd, and 3rd respectively, 
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to 6th, 6th, and 19th (Lipson, 2018). Various interpretations for these trends can be speculated such as 

that in a period of radical curriculum values and objectives reform the definition and assessment of 

achievement must also naturally change. Nevertheless, it is hard to argue that students will be better 

prepared for the challenges that face them in the twenty-first century if their core literacy and 

numeracy skills are declining, particularly as much as they appear to be in mathematics. 

Of even greater concern than falling academic achievement are the statistics on school attendance 

which appear to refute the claims from 21CFF enthusiasts of improved engagement. Attendance 

figures in Aotearoa New Zealand are low and in long-term decline. “For example, in 2019 just 58% of 

students attended school at least 90% of the time, compared to 87% of students in England” (Lipson, 

2020, p. 44). Again, the educational paradigm transition explanation might be offered for this situation 

by noting that Aotearoa New Zealand teachers have long been far from united on the relative merits 

of progressive and traditional approaches to education (Alison, 2008) and that the advance of the 

21CFF agenda in the last two decades has exacerbated the divide with an inevitable concomitant 

impact on student confidence and motivation. Nevertheless, again this situation is far from ideal for 

the future of education in this country. 

Like the SRPK advocates, improved equity of outcomes for all students is an important but elusive goal 

for the 21CFF proponents of the NCEA and NZC. ‘Parity of esteem’ for academic and vocationally 

oriented qualifications across all assessment pathways was a fundamental design principle for the 

instigators of the NCEA (Hipkins et al., 2016; Johnston, 2016; Lipson, 2018). Parity of esteem however 

cannot be regulated into existence. The market for skills and qualifications depends on the values of 

society at large. “Under NCEA, 3 credits at Level 2 can be accumulated for passing standards titled 

anything from ‘Demonstrate understanding of atomic and nuclear physics’ to ‘Experience day tramps’” 

(Lipson, 2018, p. 48). Employers and tertiary education providers need to read each student's record 

of learning detailing how they accumulated their standards and make their candidate selections 

according to their requirements. The problem is not that NCEA “pretends all subjects – from meat 

processing to mathematics – are of equal value” (p.9). Rather it is that crediting all knowledge in the 

form of discrete re-combinable units of assessable knowledge (i.e. ‘standards’) enables schools, to 

allow students, to accumulate random assortments of credits without reference to coherence around 

larger goals of any kind. From a sustainable wellbeing point of view, both career mathematicians and 

meat processors need the capacities for critical thinking, citizenship, and multicultural awareness; 

both need to understand the basic maths of global carbon budgets and the climate change 

implications of livestock farming. 

 

Standards are not units of curriculum but units of assessment. When teachers treat standards as a 

basis for time-bounded, sequential teaching units the result is curriculum fragmentation and subjects 

or disciplines become cut up into chunks relating to the standards which are then not typically put 

together again. The standards become the curriculum. The standards, however, “do not and will 

never, comprise a comprehensive compilation of all that is worth learning in a subject or discipline” 

(Hipkins et al., 2016, p. 46). As these authors point out, the potential to develop integrated assessment 

tasks has been present since the inception of NCEA, but this type of assessment has been largely 

overlooked, most likely because curriculum integration requires a degree of collaborative planning 

that cannot simply be added to the full-time job teachers have maintaining their existing independent 

subject based routines. Valid and reliable assessment for integrated curriculum is also more difficult 

than established disciplinary assessment both because it is intrinsically of broader scope, potentially 

cross-curricular and because it is relatively new, underdeveloped and unfamiliar to educators (Boix-

Mansilla & Dawes-Duraising, 2007). 
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• Coherence: The curriculum offers all students a broad education that makes links 

within and across learning areas, provides for coherent transitions, and opens up 

pathways to further learning. 

• Cultural diversity: The curriculum reflects New Zealand’s cultural diversity and 

values the histories and traditions of all its people. 

• Future focus: The curriculum encourages students to look to the future by 

exploring such significant future-focused issues as sustainability, citizenship, 

enterprise, and globalisation. 

(NZ Ministry of Education, 2007, p. 9) 

 

I have quoted the last four principles in full since they are the principles most likely to enable the 

emergence of a Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum. The ordering of this list is also pertinent. 

According to New Zealand’s Educational Review Office (ERO), this ordering reflects how evident the 

principles were in the nation's classrooms in 2011 from most to least (NZ Education Review Office, 

2012). “The curriculum principles were more likely to be highly evident in primary schools than 

secondary” (p. 1). Seven years later the ERO invited 12 secondary schools, selected because they 

referenced the NZC and its principles in their school documentation, to take part in a study of “the 

ways these schools provided a coherent curriculum, rather than one dominated by assessment 

requirements” (NZ Education Review Office, 2018, p. 4). The ERO found that: 

A minority had planned and implemented senior learning programmes that related 

to the principles, values and competencies outlined in the NZC, and led to 

coherence in curriculum provision. Others were well on the way to full coherence, 

with some aspects still to be developed.  

(p. 7) 

The terms ‘Future Focus’, ‘Sustainability’, ‘citizenship’ and ‘Climate Change’, appear nowhere in this 

document although ‘wellbeing’ is mentioned 20 times. Such was the continuing influence of the BaU 

configuration over the education attractor in New Zealand secondary schools eight years after schools 

were legally required to give full effect to the NZC (2007), (Schagen, 2011) 

 

The traditional subject-based curriculum is most evident in the back half of the NZC where curriculum 

content is broadly specified across eight learning areas and eight age-related levels as Achievement 

Objectives (AO). The AO are essentially a continuation of traditional curriculum outcomes from the 

twentieth century. What the NZC does not do is show how to weave the high-level aspirations of its 

front half through the day-to-day stuff of learning outlined in its back half (Hipkins et al., 2016). 

Considering “the development of NZC as a whole framework there was a clear need for all senior 

secondary teachers to be supported to think more strategically and critically about the purposes for 

which they taught their subjects” (p. 26). In so far as NZC embraces curriculum integration through 

cross-curricular coherence, it does not meet Bernstein’s conditions for the success of the integrated 

curriculum type, most significantly the first condition, “There must be some consensus about the 

integrating idea if it is to work at all and the idea must be made very explicit” (1975, p. 75). 

 

Target 4.7 of the United Nations SDG 4 states that: 
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‘problem’ of causation may be resolved for Complexity theory. Both responses relate to elements of 

critical realism such as the ‘Transformational Model of Social Activity’ (Archer, 2020; Archer et al., 

1998; Bhaskar, 2014) and its three ontological domains: the real, actual and empirical. 

Critical realism shows also how complexity theory can be extended to address the values, ethics, and 

power characteristics of social systems such as education in ways that effectively respond to 

Morrison’s (2008) critique that complexity theory is inadequate (or, at best, incomplete) as a theory 

of education and that it “under-theorises power” (2008, p. 28). Critical realism addresses this omission 

in ways that have been described as reinforcing and extending the core principles of Marxist Historical 

Materialism (Ehrbar, 2007; Westra, 2019). While critical realism offers a satisfying resolution to the 

philosophical tension between naïve positivist realism and post-modern relativism, like Marxism, it 

retains a human-centred orientation toward nature and the material cosmos as regards agency and 

subjectivity and a focus on transforming existing social structures and systems.  

The SWM is also centred on humanity but through its three key domains of relationship, it aims to 

address and heal humanity’s ailing relationships with nature, its social structures, and with itself, i.e. 

how we see our evolution and destiny as a species. To that end, a posthumanist, partnership attitude 

toward the more-than-human and its capacity for agency, with potentially existential consequences 

for us, seems more survivably appropriate. The creation and exploration of novel egalitarian 

rhizomatic social networks and new interdisciplinary relational possibilities, in addition to the 

transformation of existing institutions, will also be needed. For this reason, I include New Materialism 

(NM) for its posthumanist, wider view of agency and emphasis on spontaneous events and 

assemblages to complement critical realism’s structures and hierarchies, as my third philosophical 

point of reference completing a CT-CR-NM methodological synthesis. 

 

3.2.2 Complex Systems Theory, Critical Realism and New Materialism 

3.2.2.1 Critical Realism 

Resolving the philosophical dichotomy 

Critical realism resolves the philosophical dichotomy between naïve positivist-realist absolutism and 

post-modern idealist-interpretive relativism through its fundamental premise that “there exists both 

an external world independent of human consciousness and at the same time, a dimension that 

includes our socially determined knowledge about reality” (Danermark et al., 2001, p. 5). While our 

knowledge of reality is always fallible, there nevertheless exist methodological and theoretical tools 

that can help us discriminate among theories according to their capacity to inform us about external 

reality (Danermark et al., 2001). For Bhaskar(2013), this discrimination included a normative 

dimension and as such aligns with this project’s centring on Sustainable Wellbeing as the primary 

criterion of educational purpose. Critical realism is concerned with human emancipation, particularly 

from the depredations of unregulated capitalism and human separation from nature. 

The world that men have made and which we currently inhabit is a world of duality: 

of unhappiness, oppression and strife—more especially, it is a world in which we 

are alienated from ourselves, each other, the activities in which we engage and the 

natural world we inhabit, currently hurtling into crisis and self-destruction.  

(Bhaskar, 2013, p. 8) 

Critical realism characterises the world as structured, stratified, differentiated and changing 

(Danermark et al., 2001). The structured nature of reality is compatible with the idea in Complexity 
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theory of nested levels of organisation in nature, complex systems within complex systems, from 

atoms and molecules, through cells, organisms, and species, social networks and hierarchies to 

planetary systems and beyond. Critical realism’s stratified nature of reality described in its seven-

scalar laminated system (Bhaskar et al., 2010)—emphasises the subjective levels of human 

consciousness and social structures but links up at the planetary level with complexity theory’s 

objective fractal and nested levels of organisation. The emphasis on change in critical realism accords 

with the conception of complex adaptive systems as being always far from equilibrium as they 

continually probe, adapt, learn, and maintain their boundaries in dynamic relationship with one 

another and their environment.  

The SWM framework models the structured, stratified, differentiated nature of reality through its 

fractal self-similarity form of three mutually interpenetrating domains. Through its (initially) two 

levels—the Individual Interpersonal, and the Human-Societal, which could if required be extended 

inward and outward to the microcosm and macrocosm—it incorporates both the inner subjectified 

strata of critical realism and outer objectified strata of complexity theory. 

 

The empirical, the actual and the real  

Critical realism provides an ontological map that differentiates three domains of reality; the empirical, 

the actual, and the real. That which we experience, directly or indirectly, constitutes the empirical 

domain (Danermark et al., 2001), or "All we can observe" (Granados-Sánchez, 2023). The empirical 

domain is separated from the actual domain of events that occur whether we experience them or not 

(Danermark et al., 2001). The Actual Is the effects of the Real producing changes we can grasp, 

whether we do or not, i.e. "All we can grasp" (Granados-Sánchez, 2023). “The Actual is in turn 

separated from the Real. In [the Real] domain, there is also that which can produce events in the 

world, that which metaphorically can be called mechanisms” (Danermark et al., 2001, p. 20). The Real 

includes all that exists. It is independent of us and whatever we think we know about it (Granados-

Sánchez, 2023).  

In my view, ‘mechanisms’ is an inappropriate word choice to describe what is better characterised in 

Taoism as the eternal interplay of the receptive Yin and creative Yang forces of reality (R. Wilhelm & 

Baynes, 1967). The real can be discovered or seen in moments of insight and enlightenment yet it is 

inexhaustible in its capacity for novelty and renewal. If the Real includes all that exists, it includes the 

Actual and the Empirical as subsets. Similarly, the Empirical is a subset of the Actual. The separation 

of these domains is definitional and fluid, not fixed. They exist on a continuum and their boundaries 

are fluid. This interpretation of critical realism recognises the known and the mysterious—the 

unknown and the unknowable—as being inextricably aspects of the human condition. We may not 

“grasp” some aspect of the Real—either theoretically or emotionally—yet still influence events at that 

level through our decisions and actions. In an irreducible universe, there can be no final Grand Unified 

Theory of everything. In this way, critical realism is compatible with holistic, and indigenous 

worldviews. 

In terms of Sustainable Wellbeing, we could say it is the real that determines the conditions that make 

possible the continuing evolution of organic lifeforms on this planet. The real determines the 

biospheric limits governing how human beings affect the planet’s global climatic states, and the 

ultimate fate of the solar system to which it belongs, not our theories about it, however accurate they 

may prove. But it is also in the real that our potential for awareness, theorising, thinking, feeling, 

agency and social organisation originates. This ontological position is intrinsic to the SWM framework. 

The framework itself, however, is directed toward the actual. It attempts to be a comprehensive, 
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coherent and open synthesis of all phenomena human beings have made sense of and are yet to 

understand in our unending effort to attain and maintain the state of balance that is our sustainable 

wellbeing. The construction process that this study adopts as its research design and the data collected 

properly belong to critical realism’s empirical domain since they are the experiences of my research 

participants as observed, interpreted and represented from my perspective as the researcher. 

 

Intransitive and transitive 

According to critical realism, both natural and social sciences have their intransitive and transitive 

dimensions (Danermark et al., 2001, p. 22). The intransitive objects of science belong to the real 

domain of underlying mechanisms that exist independently of our knowledge of them. The sciences 

themselves consist of theories about this independent domain. These theories are the raw products 

of science that constitute its transitive domain. Critical realism sees the complex relationships of social 

structures as the intransitive objects of social science in the same way that physical phenomena are 

the intransitive objects of natural science. Critical realism further maintains and explains how those 

structures are related to the agency of individuals and to intersubjectively negotiated conceptions of 

reality which are intrinsically about the values, power, and ethics that any complete account of a social 

system must include. 

The social structures, that are reproduced or transformed when members of 

society act in accordance with their concepts of reality, are real. They contain 

powers and mechanisms which operate independently of the intentions of the 

actions here and now. In this capacity, they constitute at every moment the 

intransitive object of social science, which scientific conceptualization, that is the 

transitive object of social science, is all about. (Danermark et al., 2001, p. 35) 

 

The intransitive objects of my study are the experiences, judgements, and views on education for 

sustainability and wellbeing of my teacher participants. The SWM framework, as it is emerging, and 

my characterization of the SWM as a potential alternative and transformative system attractor 

configuration for education, are its transitive objects. 

 

The Transformational Model of Social Activity (linking structure and agency) 

The crucial distinction between Complexity Theory in the Natural Sciences and Complexity Thinking in 

the Social Sciences may be the assumption—made in the latter but not the former—that Agency is 

inherent in Complex Adaptive Systems (Byrne & Callaghan, 2022, p. 14). The Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (2019, p. 16) defines ‘Agency’ as a person’s ability 

to “… positively influence their own lives and the world around them as well as the capacity to set a 

goal, reflect and act responsibly to effect change.” The Transformational Model of Social Activity 

(TMSA) (Archer, 2020; Archer et al., 1998; Bhaskar, 2014), is a key critical realist concept linking 

structure and agency. The TMSA views the relationship between individual action (Agency) and Society 

(structure) as transformational rather than dialectical. The two, like Yin and Yang, are mutually 

constitutive. Societies are a material condition and outcome of individual action while Agency 

transforms or reproduces society (Granados-Sánchez, 2023).  

The TMSA presents social structure as pre-existing individual agents but as emergent from the 

collective interactions of its agents and thus only relatively enduring, in contrast to the intransitive 
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dimension of natural science. Social structures are real and powerful but not deterministic of an 

individual’s possibilities. Individuals have the agency to reproduce or transform the structures they 

are born into and live within throughout life. People working together and generating new ideas are 

a powerful force for structural transformation (Granados-Sánchez, 2023). Ultimately, belief in this 

insight underpins the motivation for this study toward a Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum and it 

was the basis for including questions about schools’ structured team teaching arrangements in my 

Delphi survey and semi-structured interviews. 

 

While Complexity Theory under-theorises power, Critical Realism, according to New Materialism, 

under-theorises agency and subjectivity. The New Materialist paradigm has much in common with a 

union of Complexity Theory and Critical Realism and can usefully supplement that ontological 

foundation for an SWM through its posthumanist perspective and wider, more enlivened concept of 

agency. There are also, however, some problematic elements in New Materialism for the SWM. The 

following section discusses how New Materialism contributes to the CT-CR-NM philosophical basis of 

the SWM framework, including those elements expressly excluded. 

 

3.2.2.2 New Materialism 

The main defining features of the ‘New Materialism’ 

The main defining features of the ‘New Materialism’ include a re-engagement of the social sciences 

and humanities with natural science under the banner of ‘posthumanism’ as an ethical response to 

realities like the risk of catastrophic ecological collapse; a ‘flat ontology’ which asserts that while 

“entities may differ in terms of their capacity to produce effects, no entity is any more real than any 

other” (Choat, 2018, p. 1031); and a redefinition of Agency to include matter as lively or as exhibiting 

agency. The materiality addressed …  “for some new materialist scholars is invested with a vitality or 

liveliness, as opposed to being inert and passive matter” (Fox & Alldred, 2018, p. 2). ‘Entities’ in this 

sense refers to material bodies and their relationships—human, non-human, animate, or inanimate—

not to the cultural interpretations, models, concepts and discourses attempting to represent ‘the real’, 

or ‘imagined realities’ (Harari, 2011) such as ‘the government’, ‘the economy’, or ‘the Apple 

corporation’, that affect human behaviour but exist only through human cultural consensus. There is, 

therefore, no conflict here between the flat ontology of new materialism and critical realism’s 

concepts of the real, actual, and empirical domains, or the transitive and intransitive objects of the 

natural and social sciences.  

 

New Materialism, Flat Agency Absurdity & avoidance of intention 

New materialism's ‘flat ontology’ is consistent with the CT-CR rejection of reductionism, in that no 

complex adaptive system can be explained by reducing it to some other primary reality (Byrne & 

Callaghan, 2022; Choat, 2018). All three perspectives concur about the irreducibly complex nature of 

reality. However, the new materialist conception of ‘Matter’s Agency’ (Barad, 2007) may initially seem 

absurd to a Critical Realist. ‘Agency’ is commonly associated with this notion of deliberate conscious 

intentionality or direct action. The New Materialists sidestep this difficulty by redefining agency with 

alternative conceptions that avoid intentionality (Choat, 2018). For example, Fox and Alldred (2018, 

quoting Deleuze and Guattari, 1988: pp 127-128), define agency simply as a “capacity to affect and be 

affected”.  
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For there to be any meaningful self-organisation enabling the emergence of a coherent ‘self’ or social 

collective with agency, something must function as an attractor. Although individuals may play pivotal 

roles at key moments in a complex social system, the "something" forming the attractor, “the ‘object’ 

at the centre, is never an individual but an idea, a shared commitment, a common purpose, a collective 

orientation, an emergent possibility” (Davis & Sumara, 2006, p. 145). A sufficiently urgent, inspiring, 

and convincing idea has the power to focus and coordinate the agency of individuals into a 

transformational step change from one form of self-organising social structure to another more 

adaptive form.  

To strengthen the potential of "an overarching morally imbued vision" to act as a transformative 

attractor for education, Gilead and Dishon (2022, p. 831) recommend keeping the vision fluid and 

publicly debated. They suggest we present the vision as a ‘broad orientation’, not as a fixed point, and 

not to abandon normative goals. Beyond the Vision itself lies the question of which issues are most 

important to address, and how. These recommendations accord with my choice of a Delphi Survey as 

the opening instrument in my research design and informed the wording of the survey questions. The 

first goal of the survey was to discover if a unifying vision of what ‘Sustainable Wellbeing’ is, would 

emerge from this group of teachers' interpretations of the phrase and the second was to facilitate 

their expression and development of that vision through the issues they raised and suggestions they 

made, both for priority curriculum content and concerning factors that might enable or constrain the 

implementation of that curriculum.  

In the following section, I discuss how my SWM CT-CR-NM philosophical synthesis and the ‘SWM 

Attractor’ analogy underlying my research questions influenced my research design. 

 

3.3 The Research Questions and Methods 

3.3.1 Addressing the research questions from a CT-CR-NM theoretical 

perspective 
Cochran-Smith et al. (2014) describe three ways in which researchers have utilized Complexity Theory 

to shape their inquiries. In brief, they could be labelled: (a) Re-conceptualizing theoretical, (b) 

empirical interpretive case specific, and (c) empirical transformative. Davis and Sumara (2006) use the 

term “pragmatics of transformation” (p.74) for studies of type (c) and describe them as the third stage 

of the evolution of Complexity Science.  

My research for this PhD project employed (a) and (b) but not (c) as my communications with my 

teacher participants were all conducted one-to-one through emails, online survey forms and remote 

semi-structured interviews via Zoom. Apart from having emissions minimisation, time and cost-

effectiveness advantages, the remote interviews were also a public health adaptation at the time since 

the data collection stage of this study was taking place during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic 

in 2021-22. My participants were all located in separate schools with no opportunity for interactions 

among themselves other than indirectly through the written reports I provided for them following the 

second and third of the three Delphi survey rounds and their responses in subsequent rounds of the 

Survey or the interviews. Although this project did not directly involve a Complexity 3.0 element, it 

was conceived of as a necessary first step toward a future on-campus case study facilitating the 

implementation of an SWM in a yet-to-be-identified pioneering secondary school. 
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My first two research sub-questions: 

1. What would/could a framework for an SWM co-constructed with teachers 

look like? and 

2. What links would/could teachers establish between the SWM framework, 

the New Zealand Curriculum learning areas, and National Certificate of 

Educational Achievement (NCEA) standards or other appropriate school 

leaver qualifications? 

… can be categorised as Re-conceptualizing theoretical, while the main question: 

What would enable secondary schools in Aotearoa New Zealand to establish a 

Sustainable Wellbeing centred Metacurriculum (SWM) for their years 11 to 13 

students? 

and the third sub-question: 

3. How can the uptake and development of the co-constructed SWM 

framework for years 11 to 13 students amongst Aotearoa New Zealand 

secondary schools best be enabled? 

Were answered from an empirical interpretive case(s)-specific point of view. 

The ultimate goal of this research was to describe the main defining characteristics of a new optimal 

self-organising and self-sustaining attractor configuration for Sustainable Wellbeing education in 

Aotearoa New Zealand secondary schools along with potential trajectories toward and within that 

configuration. 

 

3.3.2 Cause-Effect versus Complex Emergence Research 
Seeking radically new forms of education requires radically new ways of doing educational research 

(Gilbert, 2019). Much traditional educational research uses methods like Hierarchical Linear 

Modelling, for example (Hattie, 2003), or meta-analyses of many such statistical multi-variate studies, 

for example (Hattie & Donoghue, 2016), where the focus of interest is on identifying the most effective 

strategies for learning and student achievement with a best practice ideally cause-effect conclusion in 

view. The traditional approaches to educational research frame their systems of interest as Simple, 

where we are dealing with known knowns, or possibly Complicated involving known unknowns, rather 

than Complex. Complex System methods become appropriate when we are faced with ‘unknown 

unknowns’, situations in which “Nothing is predictable or repeatable: [and] we can’t separate cause 

from effect in advance (although it may be possible after the event)” (Gilbert, 2015, p. 11). Research 

in Complex Systems is a matter of participation and understanding the present moment and context. 

The strategies and solutions arising from Complexity research are termed ‘Emergent’. Snowden (2002; 

2007) advocates using multiple, small-scale ‘safe-to-fail’ probes to test a complex system’s responses, 

which can then be amplified or damped down, not to control the system for well-specified narrow 

outcomes but rather to ‘steer’ it in a general direction. 

 

3.3.3 Research Approach 
Byrne and Callaghan describe the acceptability of combining quantity and quality data in a unified 

approach to the understanding of and action in systems as “one of the great promises of complexity 
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Figure 3-1 Topic sequence for a hypothetical SWM Introductory course for 
year 11 students, Anchored at the Sustainable Wellbeing centre and 
Connected to all nine second strata Subdomains. 

Figure 3-2 Topic sequence for a hypthetical SWM Unit for year 12 
students, Anchored in the Ecosphere Domain, with three Connected 
Ecosphere Subdomains and an emphasis on Social Justice 
Connections. 
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3.6 Research Design 

3.6.1 Section Overview 
In this section, I describe the reasoning behind the choices for my research design, the instruments 

used to realise it and the techniques chosen for the analysis of the broad range of quantitative and 

qualitative data gathered. 

 

3.6.2 A modified Delphi Survey 

3.6.2.1 Why a Delphi survey for this study? 

The choice of a Delphi Survey as the starting point for this study flowed directly from its main research 

question: What would enable secondary schools in Aotearoa New Zealand to establish a Sustainable 

Wellbeing centred Metacurriculum (SWM) for their years 11 to 13 students? Addressing this question 

would require: 

• A group of experienced New Zealand secondary school teachers 

• This group would need to be as representative of New Zealand secondary school teachers as 

possible, particularly as regards the diversity of their teaching subject specialities. 

• The main research question implied the secondary question: What would/could a framework 

for an SWM co-constructed with teachers look like? This led in turn to the need for a cyclic 

participatory research design (Byrne & Callaghan, 2022) with rounds of teacher consultation 

interspersed with reflective periods for analysis of feedback, and the reporting of findings, 

framework modifications, and research design adjustments to the teachers in preparation for 

the following round of consultation. 

A case study approach, based on focus groups and interviews such as World Cafes or Knowledge Cafes 

(J. Brown & Isaacs, 2005) was considered but rejected as the probability of finding a school principal 

willing to commit so much staff time to such an ambitious and sweeping early stage conceptual 

investigation was judged as slight. A Delphi Survey radically limits the opportunities for interactions 

among members of the research participant community compared to what might be achieved with 

the World Cafes design using reconvened focus groups. However, the likelihood of finding twenty to 

thirty individual teachers from a diverse range of schools across the country interested in Education 

for Sustainable Wellbeing seemed much better.  

Delbecq et al. (1975) suggest three essential conditions are required for a Delphi Survey study to be a 

good choice of research design. There should be adequate time available (at least 45 days), 

participants should be skilled in written communication, and there should be high participant 

motivation. All these conditions could be met for this study. 

 

3.6.2.2 The Delphi Survey Design 

The Delphi method of inquiry, named after the oracle at Delphi of ancient Greece, was developed in 

the early 1950s by the Rand Corporation of America (Dalkey & Helmer, 1963). As Clark et al. (2020) 

explain, “the Delphi method uses written responses to an initial question or questions, which the 

researcher synthesizes to build group consensus related to their research focus” (p. 385). The Delphi 

method aims to improve group decision-making by obtaining and sharing participants' points of view 

anonymously through a series of questionnaires without face-to-face interaction. Each survey round 

questionnaire is built on the responses to the preceding round (Delbecq et al., 1975). The synthesis 
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Teacher Factor 

Score 

Evidence supporting the Factor Score 

students in these year levels. Brent saw the school’s ISC as having significantly 

increased both students’ engagement and agency in their learning, and 

teachers' effectiveness through the opportunities for collaboration it provides. 

The ISC cross-curricular courses were structured around the four core subjects 

of English, Mathematics, Science, and Social studies combined pairwise with 

two of the other three subjects. The team teaching here required the constant 

physical presence of both collaborating teachers. 

Daniel 2 Daniel is a registered teacher working or a small Trades Academy that became 

registered as an NCEA standards provider in 2023, offering short and longer 

horticultural-based courses for secondary school students at an as yet limited 

number of locations across mainly the North Island of New Zealand. According 

to its website, the Academy’s mission is “to enable young people to make a 

living through enterprise while regenerating the planet and its people”. 

Collaboration between the Academy’s teachers and teachers in secondary 

school is already part of its business model. Daniel also relies on the Department 

of Conservation volunteers to help supervise and educate his students while on 

forest restoration field trips. 

Nicola 1 Nicola valued the development of student agency through her commitment to 

hands-on projects outside of the classroom. She made extensive use of team 

teaching although this was limited to collaboration with academic staff and 

students from the local tertiary technical institute where her husband was a 

director. Facilitating and resourcing team teaching was less of a priority for her 

school leaders and colleagues. Only one other teacher at the school showed any 

interest in participating in Nicola’s cross-curricular course project days despite 

being invited. The school was prepared to support the Education for 

Sustainability goals and cross-curricular activities of her ‘Self-Watering Planter 

Boxes’ Unit primarily because it enabled some students who were previously 

disengaged and not expected to gain NCEA level 1, to succeed. 

 

An iterative process of reconsideration and fine-tuning followed the initial assignment of overall 

rankings and factor score ratings in which I adjusted the three elements of this quantitative-qualitative 

comparison of the schools—i.e. my nineteen factor descriptors, the school factor relative scores, and 

the overall rankings—by continually reconsulting the data until the descriptors, overall rankings and 

factor score derived rankings were consistent and coherent.  

Using PCA—Rotation Method Varimax with Kaiser Normalization—allowed me to reduce the 19 

factors to five principal components (PC). PCA gives each factor a ‘Component Score Coefficient’ for 

each Principal Component. To assign each factor to a unique PC I chose the PC for which each had its 

highest absolute valued Component Score Coefficient after rotation. 

These five principal components were then used as the independent variables to predict the schools' 

SWM proximity rankings using multiple linear regression. The PCA clarified the most important 

features of the emerging SWM attractor based on my data and the principal component regression 

coefficients helped to group all schools in the study into one of four categories, or what I have called 
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I have drawn on a wide range of data types in addressing my research questions which have 

consequently required a mix of quantitative and qualitative analytical techniques. This has included a 

hybrid combination of grounded theory coding with principal component analysis used to examine 

and characterise the nature of a possible SWM complex system attractor for Stainability and Wellbeing 

education based on eight whole school context case study narratives. 

The Trustworthiness of my research methods relies on the principle of demonstrating objectivity 

through inviting, enabling, and recording transformative criticism at every stage of the project, 

underpinned by the practice of journaling. A digital database was used to create a chronological record 

of progress throughout the project—including reflections on my interpretations of the data and how 

they developed—linked with all data gathered, analyses performed, decisions made, and documents 

generated. The ethics of this study have been guided by the principle that respecting participants' 

informed consent includes facilitating their capacity for autonomous intentionality in the way the data 

was collected and interpreted while limiting the demands placed on their generously provided time 

and attention to detail. 

The following three chapters present what I have learned from the 23 teachers who participated in 

this study about what would enable secondary schools in Aotearoa New Zealand to establish a 

Sustainable Wellbeing centred Metacurriculum (SWM) for their years 11 to 13 students. Chapter 4 

deals with the construction process of the SWM framework from the initial minimal framework 

through to the end of the second Delphi survey round and before the round of semi-structured 

interviews. Chapter Five, the largest of the three, covers how the developed SWM framework was 

used to outline and characterise Units of work the study participants were currently teaching or 

planning to teach, including their links to the New Zealand Curriculum (NZC) and the National 

Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA). The chapter includes ten case study vignettes that 

describe the wider school context within which each teacher was working as well as their evaluations 

of the usefulness of the SWM framework itself. Chapter Six addresses the nationwide scope of the 

main research question. It shows how the schools represented by my research participants compare 

demographically with Aotearoa New Zealand secondary schools in general. The key factors—in the 

view of the participating teachers—that enable and or constrain the possible acceptance of an SWM 

in schools, communities, and nationwide are also presented. The chapter concludes with a 

characterisation of the hypothetical SWM attractor for the transformation of secondary schools in this 

country in terms of five principal components. 

 

 







 

Page 109 of 459 

Figure 4-1 Age by Gender and Years of Teaching Experience distributions for the three 
Study Phases 

Age by Gender Years of Teaching Experience 

 

Phase 1 (22 participants) 

  

Phase 2 (14 participants) 

  

Phase 3 (9 participants) 
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Figure 4-2 Positions of Responsibility and Teaching Subjects Learning Areas by Number of 
participants for the three Study Phases 

Position Teaching Subjects 

  

Phase 1 (22 participants, 1.6 teaching subjects per participant) 

  

Phase 2 (14 participants, 1.7 teaching subjects per participant) 

  

Phase 3 (9 participants, 1.8 teaching subjects per participant) 
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fundamentally unfair society is a sick society (the same could be said for the 

environment!) 

The teachers at the bottom right corner of the table (within the yellow border) saw 'Sustainable 
Wellbeing' as both multidimensional ‘hauora’ for the individual self, and as extending to include not 
only humanity in general but also all parts of the biosphere. Brent wrote: 

I understand this to be the idea of practices that build up yourself and those around 

you—spiritually, physically and mentally. Which can be sustained long-term and 

do not damage the environment or [only] use resources that can be replaced. 

And Megan: 

An interesting and important question. Papa-tū-ā-nuku [the Earth Mother] and 

Rangi-nui [the Sky Father], our planet, is under stress trying to cope with the recent 

choices our species has made. If 'sustainable' means that the Earth's biosphere will 

be able to support future generations and 'wellbeing' is hauora, then 'Sustainable 

Wellbeing' means that Earth's biosphere and human society are co-existing in a 

way that is beneficial to all. 

 

4.4 A Metacurriculum Structure 

4.4.1 Section Overview 
A key theoretical presumption of this study is that education for Sustainable Wellbeing cannot be 

adequately provided through a purely disciplinary worldview. Some proportion of the formal school 

timetable will have to be given over to a holistic systems understanding of the human condition. This 

will require transdisciplinary, cross-curricular courses that, ideally, all students take in some coherent 

relationship with traditional subject-based lessons that allow students specialist options. 

In the third section of the first Delphi Survey, the participating teachers were presented with the 

following statement. 

The pros and cons of Interdisciplinary (cross-curricular), and Disciplinary (based on 

learning areas and subjects) curriculum designs and school timetable structures, 

have long been debated in education. 

Four questions followed. The first asked teachers to: 

Select an option from the list below that for you, best fills the blank space in the following 

sentence: 

I believe Sustainable Wellbeing education could be best implemented with a framework that 

_________ curriculum design based on learning areas and subjects. 

The second asked: 





 

Page 120 of 459 

Table 4-3 The Number of teachers by Cross-curricular share of the year 11-13 timetable and the 
relationship between Sustainable Wellbeing education and Subject-Based lessons in the 
curriculum. 

 
Sustainable Wellbeing education could be best implemented with a framework 
that _________ curriculum design based on learning areas and subjects.  

Cross-
Curricular 
Timetable 

share% Fo
llo

w
s 

In
te

gr
at

es
 W

it
h

 

Su
p

p
le

m
e

n
ts

 

C
o

m
p

le
m

e
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ts
 

Le
ad

s 

Su
b

su
m

e
s 

R
e

p
la

ce
s 

G
ra

n
d

 T
o

ta
l 

100%       Lucy 1 

87.5%       Nicola 1 

75%     Tara   1 

62.5% Brittany     Anthony  2 

50%  Brent  Rebecca Daniel   3 

37.5%  Bridget 
Deb 

Tracey Anita    4 

25%  Mathew      1 

12.5%  Holly  Claire 
Simon 

   3 

0%  Gemma 
Stephanie 

  Megan   3 

(blank)  Bronwyn 
Philippa 

  Amber   3 

Grand 
Total 

1 9 1 4 4 1 2 22 

 

Six of the nine teachers who opted for the ‘integrates with’ descriptor interpreted it as meaning that 

Sustainable Wellbeing would be integrated into subject-based lessons as an important context for 

disciplinary knowledge, skills and priorities. Mathew, Bridget and Brent however included the 

possibility of ‘integrates with’ meaning separate cross-curricular lessons that prioritise Sustainable 

Wellbeing themes and issues into which relevant threads of diverse disciplines could be integrated as 

required. These nine teachers, and possibly all 22, also interpreted the Cross-Curricular Timetable 

Share question in two distinct ways. Bronwyn, Gemma, Stephanie, and Philippa saw this as applying 

to separate cross-curricular lessons that prioritise Sustainable Wellbeing themes and issues—as I had 

intended—and chose 0.0% because they saw the integration of Sustainable Wellbeing into subject-

based lessons as the best approach. The other six teachers seemed to interpret the Cross-Curricular 

Timetable Share as the time that they would devote to Cross-Curricular Sustainable Wellbeing themes 

within their subject-based lessons or overall. Again, in hindsight, I see that this ambiguity could have 

been avoided with one or two additional questions in this section of the survey. However, all but four 

of the teachers helpfully clarified their interpretations of the descriptor and the Timetable Share 

questions themselves in their explanatory comments. 
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Bronwyn for instance did not respond to the Cross-Curricular Timetable Share question at all 

commenting, “If it was integrated into subjects the question above becomes irrelevant.” Gemma and 

Stephanie also opted for no dedicated cross-curricular lessons. Gemma emphasised the importance, 

of success in NCEA for students’ wellbeing and motivation and noted the effect of the COVID-19 

pandemic lockdowns in 2021 on her contact time with students: 

[For] Year 11 to 13 sitting NCEA, wellbeing in students is already impacted by lack 

of time in class—so more time out would be counterproductive. Integrated means 

the pedagogy would sit within an Achievement Standard—rewarding students 

extrinsically with credits to motivate 

Stephanie, Mathew and Claire (who opted for the ‘complements’ descriptor) also cited the 

overcrowded curriculum as the reason for their timetable preferences. Stephanie, however, imagines 

that other solutions may be possible at least in principle. She wrote: 

Timetables are very crowded already with a multitude of demands so integrating 

sustainable wellbeing across curriculum areas would possibly be the most effective 

approach unless the way education is delivered is completely changed. 

Holly and Claire both opted for a 12.5% Cross Curricular Timetable Share and both saw that time as 

being integrated within the context of their subject-based lesson. Holly wrote: 

This allows for flexibility by different schools and teachers. Sustainability and 

wellbeing can be integrated in a number of different ways, that are meaningful 

and add to the curriculum-based learning areas. 

Deb who opted for a 37.5% Cross Curricular Timetable Share also assumed this was within subject-

based lessons while Mathew, Bridget and Brent who opted for 25%, 37.5% and 50% Cross Curricular 

Timetable Shares respectively all assumed that would be partly or wholly allocated to separate cross-

curricular lessons that prioritise Sustainable Wellbeing themes and issues. Bridget proposed a 

timetabling strategy that Brent also suggested at a later stage of the study. She wrote: 

To initiate it in secondary schools it could work with 2 lines ie 8 classes a week, 

similar to how Sports in Education approach the timetable. Once it gains in 

popularity as a valid subject option for students to choose, it could then be rolled 

out to more lines. 

Brent commented on the increasing difficulty of integrating cross-curricular pedagogy and disciplinary 

content with increasing year levels in high schools. Tracey was the only teacher to select ‘supplements’ 

as the best descriptor for the relationship between Sustainable Wellbeing education and subject-

based lessons. Like Bridget, she chose a 37.5% Cross Curricular Timetable Share and her attitude was 

similarly supportive. She wrote: 

I know that the way that education is heading, things are going to change. There 

will be much more project-based learning and less subjects being taught in their 

own silos. I think that this is exciting and when everyone is used to the new 

'normal' it will be awesome. 

The four teachers who selected ‘Leads’ as the right role for Sustainable Wellbeing education relative 

to learning areas and subjects, interpreted this descriptor in the same sharply contrasting ways as 
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Table 4-4 The possible meanings of the word 'metacurriculum' showing the number of times each 
was mentioned by a different teacher. 

      

   Number of mentions 

Originally Anticipated Meanings 27   

 Pandisciplinary  19    
Cross-curricula, transdisciplinary, and connecting   7   
Overarching or Big curriculum   7   
A curriculum about curricula; identifying further 

knowledge needed to solve complex problems 
  2 

  
Big ideas and disciplinary learning combined   2   
Centred on one objective   1 

 Meta-Cognition  8    
Developing independent higher-order thinking, 

learning, and problem-solving 
  7 

  
Instilling a growth mindset   1 

New Shades of Meaning 3   

 Learning for Life  3    
A variety of different learning experiences   1   
Learning for All of Life   1   
Hidden Curriculum   1 

 

The first major theme ‘Pandisciplinary’, groups ideas about metacurriculum that emphasise its 

unification of knowledge, inclusion of all disciplines, and its organisation around one central principle. 

Typical of those who described a metacurriculum as ‘Cross-curricula, transdisciplinary, and 

connecting’ were Bronwyn, who wrote “An overall curriculum—not broken into parts”, and Simon 

who wrote, “A curriculum that expands across typical curriculum areas and attempts to integrate 

learning from several disciplines at once.” Under the subtheme ‘Overarching or Big curriculum’ are 

included Anita’s suggestion “A framework which sits above the curriculum?” and Gemma’s 

“overarching ideas such as values, competencies—that are designed to be integrated into all areas”.  

‘Pandisciplinary’ captures the essence of the provisional explanation of the term ‘metacurriculum’ 

that I provided as a unifying point of reference for participants in the following section of the round 1 

survey. It read: 

In my research I take the term 'metacurriculum' to mean; some coherent 

construction of Interdisciplinary and Disciplinary education that connects all 

elements to a central organising ideal. 

In the same way that metacognition means thinking about one’s own thinking, metacurriculum also 

has a self-referential meaning. Holly was the only teacher to use the phrase “a curriculum about 

curricula” but Nicola effectively described how that meaning could be realised with students. She 

wrote: 

If students are explicitly taught thinking skills they can become more agentic. They 

will then be able to identify what further knowledge they need to address any 

problems they need to solve and become independent learners and thinkers able 

to solve complex problems independently and collaboratively. 
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Table 4-7 The First Iteration of SWM Human and Societal Level, domain, subdomain Titles, and 
‘Outcome Goal Descriptors’ from Teachers’ Suggestions of Knowledge, Issues, and Big Ideas 
that would be most important to include in a Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum 

Domain  No. refs 
  Subdomain  Outcome Goal Descriptors 

Ecosphere 
E 

Humanity's relationship with its planetary, ecological, and 
built environment 

12 

 EE Maker 
Recyclers 

Achieve Planet Cyclic Manufacturing and Zero-waste technologies. 
Explore high and low-tech renewable energy solutions. 
Develop Eco-housing/cities, Eco-transport, and Eco-communication 

infrastructure 

12 

 ES Regenerative 
Cultivators 

Regenerate abundant, cultivated, and managed Ecosystems: Fisheries, 
Agriculture, Horticulture, Forestry, etc.  

Understand our interdependent place in the inter-species web of life. 
Develop hands-on low-tech cultivation and eco-friendly high-tech 

sustainable resource management skills. 

14 

 EC Kaitiaki Hunter-
Gatherers 

Explore our relationship to undomesticated ecosystems and planetary 
processes.  

Reverse Biodiversity loss and rewild local ecosystems for planetary 
wellbeing.  

Understand, mitigate and adapt to Climate Change. 

23 

Social Justice 
S 

Humanity's world of social, political, and community 
relationships. 

4 

 SE Whanau and 
Community 

Overcome malnutrition, poor wellbeing, social isolation and exploitation. 
Develop manaakitanga, community service,  
Know what respectful interpersonal relationships look like, both physical 

and on social media. 

14 

 SS Rights and  
Responsibilities 

Assert rights and accept responsibilities.  
Eliminate poverty and Injustice with greater equity, mediation, and good 

governance.  
Ensure empowering, fair and fact-checked media. 

19 

 SC Power and  
Influence 

Understand political and financial systems including activism and 
lobbying.  

Contribute to an ecologically realistic, equitable global direction in 
corporate, political, and social welfare systems.  

Practice leadership and collaboration. 

14 

Cultural Vision 
C 

Humanity's relationship with its cultural histories, its 
present, and its future 

2 

 CE Our Cultural 
Inheritance 

Understand whakapapa, our warrior history and inherited taonga.  
Appreciate the benefits and costs of trade and technology.  
Critique and correct our errors, unconscious judgements, and premises, 

including those of established disciplines. 

17 

 CS Others’ Cultures 
and World 
Views 

Actualise the potential gains from multiculturalism and overcome its 
vulnerabilities.  

Appreciate the otherness of our perspective from the others’ viewpoints.  
Understand the interconnectedness of ethnicities, religions, nations, and 

social movements. 

17 

 CC Cultural 
Evolution and 
Individual 
Agency 

Imagine and Innovate for a biospherically conscious world culture.  
Consider Individualism vs. collectivism and the nature of free will in an 

AI-assisted world of surveillance and consumer prediction.  
Navigate identity cultures (e.g. LGBTQ+, urban vs rural, generational, 

etc.) 

10 
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Relevant to the ‘Regenerative Cultivators’ subdomain, were phrases like ‘Sustainable/environmental 

food production’, and ‘Clean waterways’. Anita suggested, “Case studies of local ecosystems being 

impacted negatively and/or positively by humans” and Rebecca, “What are ways to meet United 

Nations’ Goal 15: Protect and restore life on land, including ecosystems and forests?” Apropos the 

‘Kaitiaki Hunter-Gatherers’ subdomain Bronwyn wrote: “How to combat climate change, [and] reduce 

our environmental impact on the planet.” References to ‘Global Warming’, ‘Biodiversity, Biomes, 

Habitat Loss’, and ‘Nature Connection’ were also assigned to this subdomain. 

In the Social Justice domain, teachers wrote about the social and anti-social polarities in Human 

behaviour and how they contribute to or undermine Sustainable Wellbeing, mentioning values such 

as ‘gratitude’, ‘empathy’, and ‘social justice’. Deb suggested that teachers discuss with students, “How 

to remove ourselves from devices and become social beings again”. Relevant to the Interpersonal and 

small group subdomain of ‘Whanau and Community’, were references to ‘Manaakitanga-hospitality 

and looking after each other’, and ‘meeting United Nations’ Goal 2: Zero Hunger’. Claire wants her 

students: 

… to see their lives outside of school and how community, is directly related to the 

social world and then in a sense the political world. Right now, they see school and 

their social lives as the be-all and end-all. But they don't realise that the school 

they attend is directly integrated into the community and that the skills they learn 

in the classroom are designed to help them be better citizens and contribute to 

the community in a positive way. But then they also need to see the bad side of 

community and social relationships. How it goes wrong, in what ways and what we 

can do about it. How we can help others. 

Related to the ‘Rights and Responsibilities’ subdomain were, ‘Justice systems around the world’, Social 

responsibility’, and ‘Equality of race and gender’. Simon suggested that: 

Justice is earned in lives. It has to be paid for the hard way and we are constantly 

at risk of losing it. Wellbeing is not a right, it is a contested state. What you consider 

to be your rights may come at a cost to someone else, ie home ownership, freedom 

of travel, [or] the right not to vaccinate. 

Typical of the ‘Power and Influence’ subdomain, Brent wanted students to understand “Political 

agendas- who drives them and why? How they gain and maintain power ... The influence of money 

and business on communities”. Other suggestions assigned to this subdomain were ‘Different 

government systems and agendas’, and ‘The influence of money and business on communities’. 

Time is the dimension underlying the Cultural Vision domain, and its subdomains emphasise past, 

present and future respectively. The subdomain of ‘Our Cultural Inheritance’ deals with understanding 

the origins of the strengths and weaknesses of the culture into which we as individuals were born, in 

light of their past attainment, or not, of Sustainable Wellbeing. Simon expressed this as follows: 

Cultures attract baggage. All cultures have important knowledge that enriches the 

lives of their citizens and of the world, but all cultures have baggage that they 

would rather forget and at any stage, they are capable of repeating. All cultures 

have descended into chaos and violence when it has suited them. Civilisation is a 

very thin veneer. 
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Table 5-2 Overview of the nine SWM Units; Six Teacher-Framed and three Researcher-framed 

Teacher Unit title Anchoring 

Domain 

Anchoring 

Subdomain 

Year levels Currency 

Status 

(2022) 

The three Teacher-Framed Subject-Based Specialist (SBS) Courses 

Mathew Business Studies-
Level 2 [EC] 
(Social Sciences) 

Ecosphere Kaitiaki Guardians Year 12 current 
and 
ongoing  

Anita Education for 
Sustainability [SS] 
(Social Sciences) 

Social 
Justice 

Equity, Rights, 
and 
Responsibilities 

Year 11 current 
and 
ongoing  

Claire Working Title [CS] 
(English) 

Cultural 
Vision 

Others’ Cultures 
and World 
views 

Adaptable to 
Years 11 to 
13 

Proposed 
for 
2023 or 
later 

The three Teacher-Framed Cross-Curricular Holistic (CCH) Projects 

Tara AGE Adventure [ES] Ecosphere Regenerative-
Cultivators 

Combined 
Years 11 & 
12 

Proposed 
for 
2023 

Deb Harsh Summer [EE] Ecosphere Maker-Recyclers Adaptable to 
Years 11 to 
13 

current 
and 
ongoing 

Daniel Urban Farming 
Outreach [ES] 

Ecosphere Regenerative-
Cultivators 

Combined 
Years 11 to 
13 class 

current 
and 
ongoing  

The three Researcher-Framed Cross-Curricular Holistic (CCH) Projects 

Anita Āhuarangi Climate 
[EC] 

Ecosphere Kaitiaki Guardians Year 11 current and 
ongoing 

Nicola Self-Watering 
Planter Boxes [ES] 

Ecosphere Regenerative-
Cultivators 

Combined 
Years 11 
to 13 class 

(2013-19) 

Rebecca Te Ara-Year 12 [CS] 
(titled ‘Global 
Living’ before 
2022) 

Cultural 
Vision 

Others’ Cultures 
and World 
views 

Year 12 current and 
ongoing  

 

Five of the nine units were currently established projects or courses in their respective schools in 2022. 

One was no longer current but had been taught between 2014 and 2020 when the teacher, Nicola, 

resigned to undertake a Master's degree in Education for Sustainability. Three units were still at the 

proposal or planning and yet-to-be-implemented stage in 2022. 
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rather than on Cultural Vision, and Social Justice domains which are more aligned with thinking and 

feeling and which they feel relatively more confident about. 

 

 

 

  

Figure 5-2 The numbers of participants considering each of the SWM 
subdomains as effectively addressed in their school. (N=14) 
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guidance time when the students are with their home base teacher (learning advisor) and home base 

classmates. The last three lessons of the week making up the 24 total are called Hapori, a time for all 

students to be involved in CCH projects. The Te Reo Māori term ‘Hapori’ translates as a “section of a 

kinship group, family, society, community” (Moorfield, 2003). Anita explained: 

[On] the fifth day Friday, we do what we call Hapori, which is projects. So a lot of 

the teaching staff are divided into project groups. I'm in one that ... is all around 

kai and food. And we cook food and we grow food. There are other groups that go 

out and do Outdoor Ed. Other groups do art. And we do [that] all day. 

 

Table 5-5 The weekly timetable template for Anita's school 

 Rāhina/ 
Monday  

Ratū/ 
Tuesday 

Rāapa/ 
Wednesday 

Rāpare/ 
Thursday 

 

Rāmere/ 
Friday 

9am 
HB HB HB HB HB 

10am  
 

 
   HB 

11am      

11.20am  
 

 
   Hapori 

12.20pm      

1pm  
 
 

   Hapori 

2pm  
 
 

   Hapori 

  

Years 11 to 13 students can take NCEA standards in any of their SBS lessons. The six lessons of Home 

Base can also be used to support students with their work toward any NCEA standards although not 

in a planned cross-curricular way necessarily. I asked Anita, “Are many other teachers at [your school] 

using a cross-curricular approach to the extent that you are?”, she replied:  

I don't think so. … There's a little bit in Home Base, which is like your pastoral 

centre. You meet with a group of kids every day in the morning. And there is scope 

in there for teachers to offer standards to students individually if they're familiar 

with [the standard]. ...It's an hour a day, but, a lot of it is self-directed for the 

students. So, for example, I conference with each student for 15 minutes a week. 

And if they said to me something [like], I really can't get this English standard or 
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5.3.6 Deb—Harsh Summer 
In her project outline, Deb described the context of ‘Harsh Summer’ as follows: 

This is a technology project using the design thinking process [steps] of empathy, 

define, ideate, prototype, and test. The project looks at the sun's harmful rays in 

New Zealand and their effects on society. It begins with a scientific look at what 

makes these rays so harmful, working with empathy to appreciate how these rays 

affect society. The basic concept is to design a product that … an end-user can use 

to protect themselves from the sun. The majority of the learning will be in the 

classroom, around school …. I would want them to attend EOTC [Education Outside 

the Classroom] for a day. [That part of the] project has not been trialled so could 

be extended. 

Although Deb defined ‘Harsh Summer’ as a CCH project, she has conceived of it as located within her 

specialist learning area of technology and its scheduled subject-based lessons in the school timetable. 

The school at which she was teaching at the time had no allowance in the timetable specifically for 

team-taught ‘cross-faculty’ Units, so this unit didn’t meet the formal definition of a CCH project that I 

had suggested to participants. It is, though, certainly a ‘project’ in the practical sense of requiring each 

student to design and make an original product. It is also holistic in that “It begins with a scientific look 

at what makes these rays so harmful, working with empathy for appreciating how this radiation affects 

society”.  

Where does Deb’s school lie in terms of its proximity and direction of travel relative to the SWM 

attractor configuration? According to its website, the school’s core values are “Caring, Love and 

Respect, Integrity, Perseverance and Excellence.” Sustainable Wellbeing, in its social and cultural 

senses, is implicit but its nature connectedness sense is not explicitly mentioned. Developing student 

agency through allowance of independent project space in the timetable did not appear to be a 

priority for the school and Deb herself assumed that the success of her course depended primarily on 

strong teacher supervision. There was little evidence of cross-curricular team teaching at this school. 

Deb was one of the teachers (the other being Nicola) who were working in departmental silos within 

the biggest and also lowest decile schools in the Unit group, both with relatively large non-

European/Pākehā student rolls. ‘Harsh Summer’ is an example of a project developed and taught by 

an able and social-wellbeing-motivated teacher in a learning area vital to our sustainable future but 

severely constrained from realising its potential within a school system habituated to prioritising 

academic disciplinary structures. She was also very aware of the need for Pākehā teachers like herself 

to adopt a more humble and culturally inclusive approach toward their multi-ethnic local communities 

and the challenges that that duty of care brings.  

 

5.3.7 Daniel—Urban Farming Outreach 
‘Urban Farming Outreach’ is a project provided by Daniel’s Trades Academy for a small group of ten 

to fifteen year 12 and 13 students attending a central city, decile 9, ‘Mainstream Secondary’ School 

with a roll of over 1,300. Daniel describes the unit as follows: 

Based out of Kaicycle Urban Farming [Wellington] a mix of year 12's and 13's [from 

a central city High School] have to use their recently acquired urban 

farming/sustainable food systems knowledge by running an outreach/educational 
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project in their school and/or community that inspires and educates people to 

support sustainable food systems. 

Daniel is currently based in central Wellington and teaches three units for the Trades Academy: a 

Restoration course, which is based around conservation skills, an extracurricular after-school course 

which is mostly for Environmental student leaders from schools across Wellington, and the ‘Urban 

Farming Outreach’ unit he has outlined for this research study. 

The pedagogy is project-based with students spending around eighty percent of their time in 

Education Outside the Classroom (EOTC). In describing the Restoration course Daniel explains the 

importance of volunteer conservation workers to the success of this course. 

[The course] starts off with, a term of helping out with conservation volunteers 

doing nursery work, seed saving, site assessment, and, site prep sort of stuff. And 

then they'll do some tree planting and then they'll do some pest control work. ….  

... to get my students out in the field, I need conservation volunteers to help me 

out. Because I've got 10 plus students, [the] restoration course, has about 15 

students, max, So health and safety, I can't just take them out in the bush by myself 

all the time, I need someone with me. So it's just worked out that I've … partnered 

with conservation volunteers, and they get their outcomes of getting trees in the 

ground, basically, with the students, and they help me out with a co-facilitator for 

the weeks I'm out with them. And they learn, … from that co-facilitator as well. 

He's awesome.  

Where does Daniel’s Academy lie in terms of its trajectory relative to the education attractor SWM 

configuration? According to its website, the Academy’s mission is “to enable young people to make a 

living through enterprise while regenerating the planet and its people”. Its vision is “to build a culture 

of sustainable regenerative enterprise and kaitiakitanga across Aotearoa.” The vocational 

employment orientation and education outside the classroom focus of the Academy mean that the 

development of student agency in partnership with the supervising teacher and appropriately skilled 

instructors from the local community is intrinsic to all its courses.  

The Academy’s campuses are widely scattered across the motu (country) and its total student roll is, 

as yet small. These realities limit both the accessibility and range of its offerings, but not the ambition 

of its growth plans. Collaboration between the Academy’s teachers and teachers in secondary school 

is already part of its business model. The academy has identified a gap in the secondary schooling 

sustainability education ecosystem that it aims to fill first through direct provision of courses for 

students, and then eventually and more effectively, through teacher education. The Academy's 

approach to NCEA qualifications may be unique for year 11 to 13 students in Aotearoa in that it 

enables vocational students to combine their specialist sustainability-oriented training accreditation 

with the cross-curricular holistic, academic, Education for Sustainability, Achievement standards. The 

Academy has a strong social justice and culturally-inclusive kaupapa (philosophy) through its tangata 

whenua (people of the land) roots. 

 

5.3.8 Anita, Adam, and Ben—Āhuarangi Climate 
In their ‘Course Overview’ booklet for students, Anita, Adam, and Ben introduce the cross-curricular 

goals of their ‘Āhuarangi Climate’ Unit as follows: 
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Table 5-6 The ten-day timetable at Rebecca's school showing CCH (sustainability and wellbeing-oriented) lessons in green, SBS in violet, 
and pastoral in blue. The ‘Te Ara-Year 12’ project lesson times are shown with the green diagonal stripe pattern. 

 

 

Rāhina Rātu Rāapa Rāpare Rāmere Rāhina Rātu Rāapa Rāpare Rāmere

Whanau Time

08:50-09:00

Staff briefing 8:30,

Whanau Time,

Form Seniors

08:50-09:00

P1

08:50-09:40

Whanau Time

08:50-09:00

Staff waiata & 

briefing 8:25,

Whanau Time

08:50-09:00

Whanau Time

08:50-09:00

Staff briefing 8:30,

Whanau Time,

Form Seniors

08:50-09:00

P1: Te Ara

(11-13)

08:50-09:40

Whanau Time

08:50-09:00

Staff waiata & 

briefing 8:25,

Whanau Time

08:50-09:00

P1

09:00-10:00

P1

09:00-10:00

P2

09:40-10:30

P1

09:00-10:00

P1

09:00-10:00

P1

09:00-10:00

P1

09:00-10:00

P2

09:40-10:30

P1

09:00-10:00

P1

09:00-10:00

P2

10:00-10:55

P2

10:00-10:55

Break

10:30-10:45

P2

10:00-10:55

P2

10:00-10:55

P2

10:00-10:55

P2

10:00-10:55

Break

10:30-10:45

P2

10:00-10:55

P2

10:00-10:55

Break

10:55-11:15

Break

10:55-11:15

P3: Te Ara

(11-13)

10:45-11:40

Break

10:55-11:15

Break

10:55-11:15

Break

10:55-11:15

Break

10:55-11:15

P3

10:45-11:40

Break

10:55-11:15

Break

10:55-11:15

P3

11:15-12:15

P3

11:15-12:10

P4

11:40-12:35

P3

11:15-12:10

P3

11:15-12:15

P3

11:15-12:15

P3

11:15-12:10

P4

11:40-12:35

P3

11:15-12:10

P3: Te Ara

(11-13)

11:15-12:15

P4

12:15-13:15

P4

12:10-13:05

Hui Time

12:35-13:05

P4

12:10-13:05

P4

12:15-13:15

P4

12:15-13:15

P4

12:10-13:05

Hui Time

12:35-13:05

P4

12:10-13:05

P4

12:15-13:15

Break

13:15-13:55

Break

13:05-13:40

Break

13:05-13:35

Break

13:05-13:40

Break

13:15-13:55

Break

13:15-13:55

Break

13:05-13:40

Break

13:05-13:35

Break

13:05-13:40

Break

13:15-13:55

Chapel

13:55-14:20

P5

13:40-14:30

P5

13:35-14:30

P5: Te Ara

(11-13)

13:40-14:30

Assembly

13:55-14:20

Chapel

13:55-14:20

P5

13:40-14:30

P5

13:35-14:30

P5

13:40-14:30

Assembly

13:55-14:20

P5

14:20-15:20

P6

14:30-15:20

P6 :Te Ara

(7-10)

14:30-15:20

P6

14:30-15:20

P5

14:20-15:20

P5

14:20-15:20

P6

14:30-15:20

P6 :Te Ara

(7-10)

14:30-15:20

P6

14:30-15:20

P5

14:20-15:20

Week A Week B
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In the first Delphi Survey round of March 2021, Brent stressed the importance for him, of his school’s 

cross-curricular programme. He wrote: 

We already have a programme established that is cross-curricular and we have a 

strong emphasis on developing students' capabilities. We have a strong 

environmental council at the school. We have a strong culture of self-review and 

looking for ways to improve outcomes for students. 

The cross-curricular programme he refers to in this quote is the school’s ‘Innovation Stream’ for year 

9 and 10 students. 

Where does Brent’s school lie in terms of its proximity and direction of travel relative to the education 

attractor SWM configuration? The school’s vision stated on its website is “inspiring a community of 

passionate learners”. The words “Sustainability” and “environmental” do not appear prominently on 

its website although the school has an Enviroschools self-assessed ‘Green-Gold’ award. Community 

connection and service are important aspects of the school’s stated values. Multiculturalism does not 

appear to be a high priority. Brent prioritised student capabilities over curriculum content and saw 

“sustainability and social stuff” as “on the border of values and capabilities, isn't it?” The school's 

approach to the explicit teaching of capabilities within their ISC could inform further development of 

the SWM framework inter and intra-personal competency domains. He expressed great enthusiasm 

for the school’s ISC which involves a minority group of year 9 and 10 students in a structured cross-

curricular project-based programme but expressed frustration at the constraints that have prevented 

the ISC being extended successfully beyond year 10. These constraints include university entrance 

subject requirements; as well as parental and student expectations around academic success and the 

availability of a wide range of subject options. Some constraints may, however, be the result of 

inflexible assumptions the school leaders are making about how cross-curricular timetabling, teacher 

collaboration, NCEA qualifications and the domains of Sustainable Wellbeing in the senior school 

should follow the existing year 9-10 model. Brent saw the school’s ISC as having significantly increased 

both students’ engagement and agency in their learning, and teachers' effectiveness through the 

opportunities for collaboration it provides. The process through which the school introduced the ISC 

to the teaching staff and school community demonstrates how important strong leadership is for 

overcoming conventional mindsets and bringing about visionary system change in mainstream 

secondary schools.  

 

5.3.12 Section Summary 
This section has presented case study vignettes exploring the Core Participants’ perspectives on their 

SWM Units, educational intentions, and the school contexts within which each is or was working. The 

participants’ school situations are diverse and demonstrate varying degrees of commitment to the 

ideal of centring Sustainable Wellbeing in their school practices and curriculum. Factors that appear 

relevant to the ‘SWM Attractor’ analogy include; 

• alignment between the SWM framework Goals and each school’s stated values; 

• support for student agency; the strength of teacher leadership and collaboration—particularly 

team teaching; 

• the balance between CCH and SBS teaching; 

• the range of learning areas connected to the range of SWM subdomains;  

• the role of NCEA and other accreditation alternatives; 

• campus environmental sustainability practices and projects; 
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Table 5-8 A comparative matrix of the Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum Subdomain Goals selected for each of the Nine SWM Units. Goals in the Anchoring 
Subdomain of each Unit are identified with the Anchor icon while the Connecting Subdomains Goals are identified with the 5-node network icon. 
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S]

 

Domain 

 
Subdomain 

  
Sustainable Wellbeing Goals (SWG) 

Ecosphere—E 

Humanity's relationship with its planetary, ecological, and built environment. 

 

Maker-Recyclers—EE are responsible for evolving human‐built and physically modified environments [in ways that harmonise with and 

sustain the earth]. 
Number of Units Anchored=1, Connected = 6. Total SWG, Anchoring=1, Connected=10 

  

EE1–Explore, share, and build energy use reduction, efficiency, and renewable 
generation solutions in your school and community.  

 

    

 

  

  

EE2–Explore, Share, and develop the skills to imagine, design, and build 
sustainable technologies including, Eco-housing/cities, Eco-transport, Eco-
clothing and Eco-communication infrastructure for Aotearoa New Zealand. 

   

      

  

EE3–Understand the concept of circular economy and its climate-biodiversity 
basis, and collaborate to practise and develop zero-emissions and zero-waste 
technologies in your school and community. 

     

  

 

 

 

Regenerative-Cultivators—ES manage human‐occupied land and water ecosystems for human sustenance in ways that improve their 

wellbeing [and ours]. 
Number of Units, Anchored=3, Connected = 2. Total SWG, Anchoring=6, Connected=3 

  

ES1–Develop cooperative, hands-on cultivation and eco-friendly sustainable 
resource management skills using low or high-tech methods as appropriate: For 
example, through participation in an ongoing school or community garden, or 
farm. 
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Domain 

 
Subdomain 

  
Sustainable Wellbeing Goals (SWG) 

  

ES2–Understand the climate-environmental necessity for sustainable resources 
management principles and participate in the regeneration of an abundant 
cultivated, ecosystem: For example; Fisheries, Aquaculture, Agriculture, 
Horticulture, Forestry, etc. 

   

 

    

 

  

ES3–Understand, share, and explore through both education outside the 
classroom and technology, our ecologically dependent place in the inter-
species web of life across all scales from local to global. 

   
 

 
 

   

 

Kaitiaki Guardians—EC  look out toward, explore, and seek alignment with more than human nature. They are conscious of being part of 

nature and of our duty of care toward and need of respect for it. 
Number of Units, Anchored=2, Connected = 4. Total SWG, Anchoring=2, Connected=7 

  
EC1–Understand the extent and significance of biodiversity loss for the planet 

and human existence, and participate in the re-wilding of local ecosystems.    

 

 

 

  

 

  

EC2–Understand the long history of Earth’s evolution and explore our 
relationship to wild ecosystems through observational and survival skills 
education outside the classroom. 

     

 

 

 

 

  

EC3–Understand the physical and anthropogenic basis and implications of 
climate change; share personal emotional responses and challenges; and 
investigate local, national, and global opportunities for mitigation and 
adaptation including the attainment of carbon neutrality goals in your school.  

  

 

 

  

  

Social Justice—S 
Humanity's relationship with its community, social, and political world. 

 

Whanau and Community—SE  is concerned with respectful, face‐to‐face relationships of mutual physical, emotional, [mental] and 

intergenerational support. 
Number of Units Anchored=0, Connected = 9. Total SWG, Anchoring=0, Connected=19 
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Domain 

 
Subdomain 

  
Sustainable Wellbeing Goals (SWG) 

  

SE1–Investigate the relationship of community cohesion, gender equality, and 
income distribution to climate change resilience and collective environmental 
impact, at the local community and regional levels.          

  

SE2–Practise manaakitanga and connect with the local community to improve 
community cohesion by addressing social issues, like social isolation, and 
malnutrition.          

  

SE3–Understand how wellbeing relates to the harmony of physical, social, 
mental, emotional and spiritual elements in life as described for instance, by 
Durie's Te Whare Tapa Wha model (Durie, 2009) and the alignment between Te 
Whare Tapa Wha and the SWM.          

  

SE4–Understand what respectful interpersonal relationships look like, and apply 
this learning in your face-to-face and online relationships. 

         

 

Equity, Rights, and Responsibilities—SS  is concerned with equity, balance, [rhythm and reciprocity]. The collective strength and 

awareness, of mutual wellbeing within and between communities and nations. 
Number of Units, Anchored=1, Connected = 4. Total SWG, Anchoring=1, Connected=5 

  

SS1–Develop critical thinking, evaluative, and communication skills to discover, 
participate in and contribute to respectful, empowering, sustainable, evidence-
based, fair and fact-checked information networks; in face-to-face, online, and 
all formal and informal media arenas. 

         

  

SS2–Discuss the meanings of and connections among the concepts of rights and 
responsibilities, social justice and injustice, equity and inequity, citizenship and 
self-interest. Investigate how these ideas apply within your school, local 
government, nation and among nations; and how they relate to environmental 
wellbeing and climate change mitigation and adaptation. 
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Domain 

 
Subdomain 

  
Sustainable Wellbeing Goals (SWG) 

  

SS3–Investigate how poverty, extreme income disparities, Injustice, and conflict 
affect collective wellbeing and the natural environment and how they can be 
mitigated through give-and-take social and legal structures and processes. 
Apply your findings to Aotearoa New Zealand and your community. 

 

    

 

   

 

Power and Influence—SC  deals with humanity's struggle to avoid catastrophic conflict and govern itself for the collective determination of 

an ecologically sustainable world order extending to mutually beneficial relationships with all other species.  
Number of Units, Anchored=0, Connected = 4. Total SWG, Anchoring=0, Connected=8 

  

SC1–Demonstrate effective leadership and collaboration toward the attainment 
of sustainable wellbeing goals in your school, including contributing to the 
ongoing development of the SW Metacurriculum. 

     

 

  

 

  

SC2–Understand existing economic and financial systems including the distinction 
between growth and direction in economics and its relevance to biodiversity 
loss, climate change mitigation and adaptation, and a future of sustainable 
wellbeing. 

 

    

  

  

  

SC3–Understand political systems and ways of developing political agency and 
influence including, active listening, vision building, persuasive campaigning, 
print and digital media literacy, voting, activism, and lobbying. 

     

  

 

 

Cultural Vision—C 
Humanity's relationship with its cultural histories, its present, and its future. 

 

Our Cultural Inheritance—CE  seeks to learn crucial lessons from the triumphs and tragedies of our own culture's past, for the 

sustainable wellbeing of future generations. 
Number of Units Anchored=0, Connected = 5. Total SWG, Anchoring=0, Connected=12 

  

CE1–Examine and Critique unconscious judgments, and premises, in Our Cultural 
Inheritance(s) including those of established disciplines, which have led to our 
current sustainable wellbeing challenges and affect our ability to respond 
effectively to those challenges. 
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Domain 

 
Subdomain 

  
Sustainable Wellbeing Goals (SWG) 

  

CE2–Understand and debate the benefits and costs of trade and technology, in 
light of the contemporary challenges of polluting waste streams, biodiversity 
loss and climate change. Investigate Who benefits, Who does not benefit, and 
Who suffers? 

     

 

  

 

  

CE3–Understand and experience in marae settings (preferably), key concepts of 
Mātauranga Māori such as wairua, whakapapa and turangawaewae and relate 
them to sustainability and wellbeing concepts from settler traditions. 

  

 

   

 

 

 

  

CE4–Understand the presettlement and entwined postsettlement histories of 
tangata whenua and tangata tiriti, and how they relate to the contemporary 
challenges of biodiversity loss and climate change in Aotearoa New Zealand. 

 

  

 

  

  

  

 

Other Cultures and World Views—CS  cultivates an appreciation for the diversity of world views in our time. It investigates how cultures 

can be more or less well adapted to their social and natural environments, and whether any 
worldview can ever be final. 

Number of Units Anchored=2, Connected = 3. Total SWG, Anchoring=4, Connected=5 

  

CS1–Demonstrate an appreciation of other perspectives on the human condition 
including how your perspective appears to others and consider whether a 
universal, objective, and correct perspective is possible. 

 

  
  

  

 

 

  

CS2–Understand the benefits of multiculturalism and its vulnerability to 
extremism. Work to experience the former and mitigate the latter through 
inclusion, dialogue, and cultural exchange. 

        
 

  

CS3–Understand the interconnectedness of geography, ethnicities, religions, 
nations, and social movements in human evolution and the history of 
civilization which has led to our current pollution, climate and biodiversity 
crisis. 
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Domain 

 
Subdomain 

  
Sustainable Wellbeing Goals (SWG) 

 

Cultural Evolution and Individual Agency—CC  is about the power of the individual to influence history and societies’ need to nurture 

individual [creativity]. It is about new visions of, and paths toward, a Sustainable 
Wellbeing future for the planet and humanity. 

Number of Units Anchored=0, Connected = 4. Total SWG, Anchoring=0 Connected=7 

  

CC1–Explore and navigate personal, social and cultural identities (e.g. urban vs. 
rural, LGBTQ+, generational, etc.) and how they relate to futures of sustainable 
wellbeing. 

     

 

   

  

CC2–Imagine, design and Innovate for a unified ecologically conscious world 
culture that celebrates diversity and is centred on achieving sustainable 
planetary wellbeing by facing our changing climate, and social, and cultural 
challenges. 

   

 

 

  

 

 

  

CC3–Investigate human challenges and envision possibilities in a world of ever-
increasing technological sophistication. Investigation possibilities include the 
implications for the meaning of freedom, free speech, self-determination, 
privacy, the practice of mindfulness, creativity, and problem-solving, including 
pollution, biodiversity loss, and climate change. 

         

  

CC4–Understand the power of individuals to influence the course of history and 
the role of societies in fostering the unique gifts of all their members. Explore 
and express your aspirations and dreams according to your vision of our 
collective future. 
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Table 5-9 Subdomain Goals User evaluations and NCEA assessability overview. The third column 
shows the domains from which connected subdomains were chosen (green, red, and blue for 
Ecosphere, Social Justice, and Cultural Vision respectively). The fourth Column shows the 
number of connected domains followed by the number of connected subdomains. 

SWM Unit 

Anchor 

Subdomain 

No. 

Connected 

SWM 

Domains, 

Subdomains 

No. 

Anchor 

SWGs 

The Anchor 

SWG(s) accurately 

describe(s) key 

aspects of what I 

want students to 

achieve in this 

Unit. 

No. 

Connected 

SWGs 

Mathew–Business 
Studies-Level 2 
[EC] 

Kaitiaki Guardians 

 
2, 4 1 Somewhat Agree 4 

 

Anita– Education 
for Sustainability 
[SS] 

Equity, Rights and 
Responsibilities 

 

3, 3 1 Somewhat Agree 3  

 

Claire–Working 
Title [CS] 

Other Cultures 
and World 
Views 

 
2, 2 1 - 6 

 

Tara–AGE 
Adventure [ES] 

Regenerative-
Cultivators 

 

3, 4 3 Strongly Agree 6  

 

Deb– Harsh 
Summer [EE] 

Maker-Recyclers 
 

1, 1 1 
Somewhat 

disagreed 
1 

Daniel– Urban 
Farming 
Outreach [ES] 

Regenerative-
Cultivators 

 

3, 8 2 Somewhat Agree 22  

 

Anita et al.– 
Āhuarangi 
Climate [EC] 

Kaitiaki Guardians 

 

3, 8 1 - 16  

 

Nicola– Self-
Watering Planter 
Boxes [ES] 

Regenerative-
Cultivators 

 
2, 3 1 - 3 

 

Rebecca–Te Ara-
Year 12 [CS] 

Other Cultures 
and World 
Views 

 

3, 8 3 - 15  
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Table 5-11 The Sustainable Wellbeing Competencies at the Inter and Intra personal levels prioritised 
by Tara, Deb and Daniel, as Important for “All or Most”, or “Some” of their students to 
develop in their respective SWM Units: ‘AGE Adventure’, ‘Harsh Summer’, and ‘Urban 
Farming Outreach’. 

 Tara Deb Daniel 

Total-Integrating Self; Katoa-Whakakotahi Whaiaro 

 Total-Integrating Self Domain    
  

1. Integrating the inner, social and environmental Self All or 

Most 
Some 

All or 

Most 

Interpersonal level–Family and friends; Taumata whanau 

 Interpersonal-Integrating Self Domain    
  

1. Developing and encouraging others to a wider view of 
life and Self 

All or 

Most 
Some 

All or 

Most 
  

2. Accepting responsibility for and a role in society's 
fostering of citizens’ self-integration 

Not a 

priority 

All or 

Most 

All or 

Most 
  

3. Developing abilities to make significant contributions to 
the sustainable wellbeing of your community and 
humankind 

All or 

Most 
Some 

All or 

Most 
  

4. Developing confidence in all domains of collaboration 
and communication to participate positively in your 
community 

All or 

Most 

All or 

Most 

All or 

Most 

 Interpersonal-Action Domain    
  

1. Awareness of and support for the physical wellbeing of 
others. E.g. Reducing Community carbon footprint. 

All or 

Most 

All or 

Most 

All or 

Most 
  

2. Eco-Trades, resource management and nature 
conservation skills 

Some 
Not a 

priority 

Not a 

priority 
  

3. Developing empathy for the environment through 
experiences in nature 

All or 

Most 

All or 

Most 

All or 

Most 
  

4. Planning and conducting collaborative Sustainable 
Wellbeing projects 

All or 

Most 

All or 

Most 

All or 

Most 

 Interpersonal-Feeling Domain    
  

1. Socio-emotional engagement, perspective, and learning All or 

Most 

All or 

Most 

All or 

Most 
  

2. Ability to express and control the expression of 
Interpersonal feelings 

All or 

Most 
Some 

All or 

Most 
  

3. Developing Interpersonal Empathy All or 

Most 

All or 

Most 

All or 

Most 
  

4. Ability to understand, communicate and problem-solve 
in relationships 

All or 

Most 

All or 

Most 

All or 

Most 
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 Tara Deb Daniel 

 Interpersonal-Thinking Domain    
  

1. Building shared understandings. Articulate 
communication 

Some Some 
All or 

Most 
  

2. Thinking toward applying problem-solving skills, in 
working with others 

All or 

Most 

All or 

Most 

All or 

Most 
  

3. Thinking toward relationship building with others and 
nature 

All or 

Most 
Some 

All or 

Most 
  

4. Critical, strategic, visionary thinking for collaborative 
undertakings 

Some Some 
All or 

Most 

Individual-Intrapersonal level, taumata takitahi 

 Intrapersonal-Integrating Self Domain    
  

1. Developing the ability to reflect on your sustainable 
living and wellbeing 

All or 

Most 
Some 

All or 

Most 
  

2. Developing self-discipline, good judgement and taking 
responsibility for yourself 

All or 

Most 

All or 

Most 

All or 

Most 
  

3. Developing agency and confidence in your abilities and 
resilience. 

All or 

Most 
Some 

All or 

Most 
  

4. Developing flexibility and responsiveness in action, 
feeling, thinking and relationships 

All or 

Most 
Some 

All or 

Most 
  

5. Developing the ability to determine your direction on 
the path of learning 

All or 

Most 
Some 

All or 

Most 

 Intrapersonal-Action Domain    
  

1. Meta-Action: Developing Self-Awareness in doing and 
not doing 

All or 

Most 
Some 

Some 

  
2. Fine and gross motor skills, strength, coordination, 

balance 
Some 

Not a 

priority 

Some 

  
3. Action guided by feeling and judgement,i.e. Artistry All or 

Most 
Some 

Some 

  
4. Action competence. Strategic Action 

Some 
Not a 

priority 

Some 

 Intrapersonal-Feeling Domain    
  

1. Meta-affect: Emotional self-awareness. E.g. Taha 
hinengaro, gratitude 

All or 

Most 
Some 

All or 

Most 
  

2. Feeling that leads to action or the moderation of action All or 

Most 

All or 

Most 

All or 

Most 
  

3. Feeling that enhances judgement and emotional balance All or 

Most 
Some 

All or 

Most 
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Table 5-12 The association between the SWM Anchoring Subdomains and the NZC Learning 
Areas (LAs), based on the number of Achievement Objectives chosen per LA for four SWM 
Units. The LAs are sorted in descending order by Total Achievement Objectives 

SWM Domain Ecosphere 
Total 

Achievement 
Objectives 

Anchoring 
Subdomain 

Maker-
Recyclers 

1 Unit 

Regenerative-
Cultivators 

2 Units 

Kaitiaki 
Guardians 

1 Unit Learning Area 

Technology 31 55 9 95 

Science  38  38 

Mathematics  28 6 34 

Social Science  20 7 27 

Health & 
Physical Ed 

 26  26 

English  18  18 

The Arts  11  11 

Languages  3  3 

Grand 
Total 

 
31 199 22 252 

 

Table 5-13 The association between the SWM Anchoring Subdomains and the NCEA Learning Areas 
(LA), based on the number of Standards used per LA in six SWM Units. The LAs are sorted in 
descending order by Total number of NCEA Standards 

SWM Domain Ecosphere Social Justice Total 
number of 

NCEA 
Standards 

Anchoring 
Subdomain 

Maker-
Recyclers—

EE 
1 Unit 

Regenerative-
Cultivators—

ES 
2 Units 

Kaitiaki 
Guardians—

EC 
2 Units 
2 Units 

Equity, Rights, 
and Responsib 

-ilities—SS 
1 Unit Learning Area  

Science  11 4 1 16 

Social Sciences  6 6 3 15 

Technology 2 5   7 

Health and 
Physical Ed 

 5  1 6 

Grand 
Total 

 
2 27 10 5 44 

 

A larger sample of Units representing all nine anchoring Subdomain possibilities would perhaps begin 

to reveal links between the Cultural Vision and Social Justice Subdomains and the Languages, Arts, 
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Table 5-15 Ten NCEA Level 3 standards showing the proportion of Level 1 to 3 Students Assessed 
for each in the 2022 academic year (NB. The proportions of Level 3 students alone would be 
considerably higher) 

Scope Std Domain Title % of 

Students 

Pandisciplinary  

 91736 Environmental 
Sustainability 

Analyse how different worldviews, and the 
values and practices associated with them, 
impact on sustainability 

0.2% 

91735 Environmental 
Sustainability 

Evaluate measures that may be taken to sustain 
and/or improve a biophysical environment 

0.7% 

90828 Environmental 
Sustainability 

Evaluate a personal action that contributes 
towards a sustainable future 

0.7% 

90811 Environmental 
Sustainability 

Explain how human activity in a biophysical 
environment has consequences for a 
sustainable future 

1.0% 

Interdisciplinary  

 91527 Physics Use physics knowledge to develop an informed 
response to a socio-scientific issue 

2.0% 

91411 Earth and Space 
Science 

Investigate a socio-scientific issue in an Earth 
and Space Science context 

4.0% 

91602 Biology Integrate biological knowledge to develop an 
informed response to a socio-scientific issue 

14.1% 

Disciplinary  

 91501 Physical 
Education 

Demonstrate quality performance of a physical 
activity in an applied setting 

17.5% 

91473 English Oral 
Language 

Respond critically to specified aspect(s) of 
studied visual or oral text(s), supported by 
evidence 

22.6% 

91581 Statistics Investigate bivariate measurement data 24.5% 

 

 

The changes planned for level 1 were to be fully implemented in 2024 with levels 2 and 3 to follow in 

2026 and 2027 respectively (NZ Ministry of Education, 2023a). Items 2, 4 and 6 are of particular 

relevance to the SWM. Item 4 has implications for the ease with which standards can be recombined 

to support cross-curricular courses. The Core group teachers had a range of views on how these 

changes might affect their practice. All the views reported here were expressed in the period between 

April 2021 and April 2022. 

When the RAS consultations were first announced, Brent said he had felt positive about the 

opportunities they might offer to advance his school’s Innovation Stream programme. However, when 

the new standards came out, he and his colleagues realised “This is gonna be a lot harder than we 

thought.” I asked him if he thought the fewer, larger aggregated standards were going to be helpful. 

“They're a step backwards” was the reply; 
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members of this Group to include more Education for Sustainability (EfS) principles within the scope 

of the Social Studies subject standards. 

… the changes that were proposed for Level Two ... Social [Studies], when it came 

for approval at that meeting, there was a lot of resistance to the changes. And …, 

a lot of the changes did, in fact, incorporate the EfS principles. And that was, …a 

‘people holding on tightly to what they know’, ... situation.  

Rather than perceiving the concept of Sustainable Wellbeing as an emerging speciality subject, let-

alone a pandisciplinary complementary knowledge system, from Nicola’s perspective it seems the 

official process is preferring, with a traditional knowledge silos mindset, to disintegrate the concept 

as an organic totality and distribute its organs to the established learning areas for subordination to 

their disciplinary perspectives.  

In contrast to Brent, Nicola thought the Ministry of Education’s intention to aggregate the existing 

NCEA standards into fewer, larger standards could potentially be a good thing for the curriculum. She 

explained: 

When you've got four credit standards, there is so much variability between how 

much work you have to do in one subject compared to another to get four credits. 

I mean, it is a massive difference. And so I think some of that has been addressed 

by having … more standardized numbers of credits for every subject and doing four 

topics rather than, however many different topics you did before. 

I asked if she thought teachers would be able to split the requirements for students to meet the 

standards across Units in ways that would support cross-curricular Units. “Yeah, I would say so” was 

the reply. Exactly how that splitting might be achieved in practice was a conversation we did not have 

time to pursue. 

 

5.4.4 Section Summary 
Based on the limited number of Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum Units that were linked to NZC 

Achievement Objectives and/or NCEA assessment standards in this study, I can only offer an indicative 

partial answer to my second research question. Multiple links can be established between the meta-

concept of ‘Sustainable Wellbeing’, through the SWM framework Domains, Subdomains, and Goal to 

the New Zealand Curriculum learning areas, and NCEA standards. These links suggest broad patterns 

of associations between groups of the SWM Subdomains and Groups of Subjects in the established 

Learning Areas but the bias in this Study toward Units anchored in the Ecosphere Subdomains limits 

the scope of inferences about these patterns. The following points are based on the Core Participant 

teachers' contributions, particularly the six Units explicitly linking Anchoring Subdomains to Learning 

Areas by selecting NZC Achievement Objectives and/or NCEA assessment standards. 

• The six Linked Units are anchored in the three Ecosphere Subdomains and the Social Justice–

Equity, Rights, and Responsibilities Subdomain, are most strongly linked to the Technology, 

Science, Social Science, and Health and Physical Education Learning Areas. 

• Despite the bias of the Anchoring Subdomains toward the Ecosphere, the six Linked Units 

collectively have Connecting Subdomains in all nine subdomains of the framework. 

• The six Linked Units are all designed for year 11 to 13 students but identify NZC Achievement 

Objectives mainly from levels 5 and 6 of the NZC and level 1 of the NCEA qualification.  
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Nevertheless, two issues of particular concern for the ‘Fair to Good’ subgroup are worth examining. 

Simon felt that the SWM could devalue substantive subject-based knowledge in favour of 

“constructivist logic”. He wrote: 

The problem I have is that this is dominated by constructivist logic that does not 

encourage the acquisition of testable knowledge and [does not] encourage 

students to develop highly specialized skills that will raise the ability of mankind 

[sic] to address its future problems in a real rather than a philosophical manner. 

Other teachers expressed concern over the perceived excessive demands the SWM would make on 

individual teachers' disciplinary breadth, level of knowledge and pedagogical skills. They appeared not 

to be thinking in terms of the possibility of cross-curricular teaching teams. Holly wrote: 

Whilst this would be an interesting course and would cover a huge range of ideas, 

it would potentially be difficult to have one teacher at a high school level teach all 

three disciplines successfully, given that most high school teachers are subject 

specialists. So, it would depend on how this was delivered. 

And Stephanie wrote: 

The whole language of this project needs addressing- the words need to be 

simplified as much as possible and the outcomes need to be very clear and precise 

for this curriculum to be of use. It is too 'high level' at the moment- it refers to 

many themes, contexts and concepts [that] are too challenging for the Year 11 to 

13 age group and are also outside the understanding of most teachers. 

Bronwyn also mentioned some language choices in the framework as being problematic and, “Also, 

these [Subdomain] descriptors would need to be supported with examples of programmes to help 

unpack the concept for educators”. Gemma was also feeling the weight of expectations outside of her 

professional training when she wrote of her need for: 

Some pre-reading on the aspects discussed. I am in a Science field - and less 

experienced in the others. Hence my responses to many questions come from my 

personal life - not my experience in a classroom setting. 

A third difficulty mentioned by teachers in both subgroups related to concerns about specific subjects 

that they could not see connected to the SWM subdomains and Subdomain Goals in any obvious way. 

Gemma again asked, “Where would technological aspects fit within this - this is a large and growing 

area of significance?” which was echoed by Lucy, one of the two teachers to give the SWM framework 

an ‘Excellent’ rating. She wrote: 

I like it because it covers everything. … I do wonder about acknowledging the 

impact of technology on our world today. It has an incredible influence on all of 

the above, for better and for worse. The movie 'The Social Dilemma' brings up 

some really good points. I feel that our students are suffering in many different 

ways, due to technology. I feel we need to make this influence more explicit. 

Finally, just the burden of a full-time teacher workload also influenced participants’ capacity to 

persevere into Phase 3 of the study. Lucy, again, at the end of the first Delphi survey wrote: 
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of the framework but also reflect how individual teachers engaged with the co-construction process 

itself. 

 

Table 5-17 The nine Core Participant teachers' ratings of the overall usefulness of the SWM 
framework for thinking about Sustainable Wellbeing Education over the three study phases. 

Mean 

Rating 

Standard Deviation 

of Mean Rating 

and number of 

teachers 

Poor 

(1) 

Fair 

(2) 

Good 

(3) 

Good/ 

Very 

Good 

(3.5) 

Very 

Good 

(4) 

Excellent 

(5) 

Phase 1: Delphi Survey, round 1 

 Rate the usefulness of the three Domains at the Human and Societal level for thinking 
about Sustainable Wellbeing Education. 

3.1 
0.74 

n=9 

 
Anita 

Brent 

Claire 

Nicola 

Rebecca 

Tara 

 
Daniel 

Deb 

Mathew 

 

 Rate the usefulness of the four Domains at the Individual and Interpersonal levels for 
thinking about Sustainable Wellbeing Education. 

3.2 
0.79 

n=9 

 
Anita 

Deb 

Brent 

Claire 

Rebecca 

 
Daniel 

Mathew 

Nicola 

Tara 

 

Phase 2: Delphi Survey, round 2 

 Rate the overall usefulness of the nine subdomains at the Human and Societal level for 
thinking about Unit design for Sustainable Wellbeing Education. 

3.8 
0.63 

n=9 

  
Brent 

Claire 

Deb 

 
Anita 

Daniel 

Mathew 

Nicola 

Tara 

Rebecca 

Phase 3.1: Interviews between Delphi rounds 2 and 3 

 If you gave the framework an overall valuation again, at this point? Where would you 
put it on that scale?  

3.6 
0.41 

n=4 

  
Deb Brent Daniel 

Mathew 

 

Phase 3.2: Delphi Survey, round 3 

 Rate the overall usefulness of the Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum framework for 
Unit planning based on your experience with this SWM Delphi round 3 questionnaire. 

3.2 
0.75 

n=5 

 
Anita Daniel 

Deb 

 
Mathew 

Tara 

 

 





 

Page 189 of 459 

on it was “more than I expected”. Anita described the time spent as “about what I expected”, but she 

also wrote: 

This was a difficult round for me …  I had trouble remembering what was in all the 

domains and what the aim of each was.  Therefore planning a course addressing 

these domains felt like a lot of work which is why I gave up.  I could [imagine] 

something like this working better in a day workshop where everyone goes 

through the curriculum purpose and possibilities in the morning and then teachers 

build a course together in the afternoon while the ideas are still fresh in their 

minds. I found it hard to come back to this after several months and remember 

what it was all about. 

Attempting total curriculum redesign through a survey and interview process with a diverse range of 

colleagues is ambitious, even when those colleagues are already convinced of the importance of 

education for sustainability and wellbeing. 

 

From these findings, I conclude that the SWM framework that emerged from the first two Delphi 

rounds is useful and enabling for thinking about Sustainable Wellbeing Education. The SWM Domains 

and Subdomains, at the Human-Societal level, could readily be used to characterise and differentiate 

the diverse range of Sustainability and Wellbeing-oriented Units my participants were teaching. 

However, concerns about the nature, intent, and workload implications for teachers were raised 

particularly by the Non-Core study participants which may reflect inadequate communication on my 

part of these aspects of the framework. Specifically, these concerns were: 

• The potential for substantive knowledge-based curriculum to be undermined by 

‘constructivist’ pedagogy 

• Excessive demand on individual teachers’ level and breadth of knowledge. 

• Not realising the significance of the team-teaching element of the SWM 

• Not realising that making specific connections between the framework Subdomains and 

traditional subject areas was to be the work of Phase Three of the study. 

The process of using the framework for more detailed Unit planning, as attempted in the third Delphi 

Survey round, was fruitful in the context of this research project but improvements to the research 

design and next steps toward the research objectives also became apparent, specifically: 

• The wording and purpose of the Sustainable Wellbeing Goals attached to the nine SWM 

Subdomains need further clarification, refinement and ongoing consideration. 

• The wording of the Sustainable Wellbeing Competencies at the inter and intra-personal 

orientations of the individual level needs further refinement, and more consideration could 

usefully be given to their explicit pedagogy and assessment. 

• An online survey is not the ideal platform for curriculum work at a high level of planning detail 

and could be more appropriately undertaken within, for instance, the context of a whole 

school, teachers-only day workshop. 
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6.2.3.4 Decile 

The mean socioeconomic decile of the study schools as a whole is 6.4 compared to 5.1 for the general 

population of All-Other schools and this difference is statistically significant at the 95% confidence level. 

The mean deciles experienced by students are higher in both groups at 7.0 and 6.2, indicating an upward 

skew in the decile distributions relating to higher deciles in larger schools. However, the difference 

between these student-level means is not statistically significant due to the greater skew toward larger 

schools in the All-Other group. 

 

6.2.3.5 School Character 

Seventy percent of the senior secondary student-inclusive schools in Aotearoa New Zealand, with 76% 

of the total enrolled student population in these schools, come under the ‘authority’ of the State, as 

Figure 6-2 Comparison of the proportion of 
students that identify as 
European/Pākehā in the Study and 
All-Other schools. 

Figure 6-3 Comparison of the proportion of 
students that identify as Māori in the 
Study and All-Other schools 
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Table 6-6 Comparison of the proportions of students in the Study and All-
Other schools by School Character 

 
Study school 

Students 

(20,001) 

All-Other school 

Students 

(307,641) 

Total Students 

(327,642) 

Special 

Character 
30% 45% 44% 

Mainstream 

Secondary 
70% 55% 56% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 

 

 

6.2.3.6 Urban-Rural location 

Rural schools are underrepresented in the Study group of schools (14% compared to 33% for the All-

Other schools) but this outcome cannot be separated from the effect of the research design recruitment 

strategy which favoured the participation of teachers from larger schools. The median Total roll for the 

three Rural schools in the Study group (734) is substantially higher than the median for Rural schools in 

the general All-Other group (225). The underrepresentation of rural students in the Study schools (10% 

compared to 17% for the All-Other schools) is thus also inconclusive. 

 

6.2.3.7 NCEA and University Entrance Attainment 

The potential tension between the SWM’s goals and maintaining academic achievement was mentioned 

as a concern by seven of the 23 participants at various points of the study—particularly that the SWM’s 

cross-curricular component would constrain University Entrance (UE) attainment. Data on 2022 NCEA 

Level 2 and University Entrance results obtained from the New Zealand Qualification Authority (NZQA) 

shows that the differences in cumulative attainment rates between the Study and All-Other schools 

were not statistically significant for either of these qualifications. The median NCEA Level 2, year 12 

(aged 16) student cumulative attainment rate was 86% for the Study schools and 81% for the All-Other 

schools. The corresponding median University Entrance cumulative attainment rates were 52% and 

44%. (NCEA level 2 is typically achieved by students in year 12 and UE in year 13, but students can qualify 

earlier for either, and ‘cumulative’ refers to the total number of students who have qualified by the end 

of the given year level). Qualification attainment rates are not correlated with Total School rolls so the 

school attainment rates experienced by students are distributed in a way very similar to those of the 

schools themselves with similar medians.  

 

6.2.3.8 Summary re representativeness 

The study’s self-selection participant recruitment process meant that larger schools with more teachers 

had a greater probability of being included simply by chance. This effect complicated inferences about 

schools' potential interest in the Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum proposal being related to other 

demographic characteristics which are also correlated with school size such as school character and 

urban-rural location (special character and rural schools are both smaller on average than Mainstream 
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6.2.4.6  Urban-Rural location 

While there is no apparent association between the Study status of schools (Study or All-Other) and 

their Urban-Rural location, the situation is less ambiguous when comparing the Unit schools with the 

No-Unit schools. All three Rural schools in the study belong to the No-Unit group. When considering the 

number of students involved this result is statistically significant. The association of Rural Schools with 

the No-Unit group can be described as ‘moderately strong’ using Cramer’s-V statistic. The possibility 

that their rural location and community political factors influenced the underrepresentation of rural 

schools in the final SWM Study-Unit group cannot be ruled out. The three teachers from those schools 

consistently evaluated the emerging SWM framework positively and one, Bronwyn, explicitly mentioned 

local rural community resistance to sustainability issues. In the second Delphi survey round, she 

responded to the request for “Community factors that could constrain Local Community support for a 

Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum in our School” with the comment, “Connecting students and 

community geographically. Some conservative views about environmentalists - we are a farming 

community that usually votes Blue! [sic]” 

 

6.2.4.7  NCEA and University Entrance Attainment 

As found for the Study schools as a whole, the NZQA Data on 2022 NCEA Level 2 and University Entrance 

results shows that there are no significant differences in cumulative attainment rates between the Unit 

and the No-Unit schools, for either of these qualifications. The spread of attainment rates, however, is 

notably less in the No-Unit group than in either the Unit or the All-Other group. Both the highest and 

the lowest qualification attainment rates amongst the Study schools are in the Unit group (one school 

had no available NCEA attainment data), which is surprising given that there are only seven schools in 

this group). This observation again underscores the diversity of the schools in the Unit group of the 

emerging paths toward Sustainable Wellbeing education.  

 

6.2.4.8  Summary comparing Unit and Non-Unit schools & students 

The Study schools are separated by the Unit, No-Unit categorisation into two distinct groups by their 

average values in all these demographic fields apart from mean Decile, and NCEA attainment, although 

for both these variables the Unit group is distinguished by its broader spread of values across schools. 

The seven Unit schools are more like the general population of All-Other schools in terms of their smaller 

median Total Roll but less like the All-Other schools in terms of their gender bias toward girls which is 

even more extreme than for the Study schools as a whole, and their location bias toward urban and 

away from rural schools. The Unit schools are also more like All-Other schools In their ethnic proportions 

profiles while the No-Unit schools have a substantially higher proportion of European/Pākehā students. 

The Unit schools have a substantially higher proportion of ‘Special Character’ schools compared to 

Mainstream Secondary and of students in those schools despite the greater roll size of the latter. This is 

in direct contrast with the Study schools as a whole compared to All-Other schools. 

 

6.2.5 Questions for discussion 
Several important questions for further exploration arise out of this demographic analysis including: 
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• Why does the ideal total school roll for enabling the introduction of sustainability and wellbeing-

centred education appear to be around 700 and mainly in the range of 100 to 1,000 when much 

smaller and larger schools abound across the country?  

• Given that half of all students in senior secondary student-inclusive schools are in schools with 

total rolls of 1,039 or more, how might the reach of sustainability and wellbeing-centred 

education and the SWM be improved to include those students? 

• Why are male students so underrepresented in the schools most committed to education for 

sustainability and wellbeing and what can be done to engage more Boys-only schools and male 

students generally in Sustainable Wellbeing education? 

• European/Pākehā teachers and students were overrepresented among the participants in this 

study and the student ethnicity profiles of the participants' schools. To what extent is this a 

reflection of this study’s recruitment strategy and the researcher's ethnically restricted social 

networks? This ethnic bias was less apparent among the Core Participants’ schools suggesting 

that the effect is indeed a research design problem rather than an ethnicity-sustainable 

Wellbeing correlation effect. 

• Socioeconomic decile does not appear to be a significant factor in the occurrence of education 

for sustainability and wellbeing projects and courses in schools but may be a factor in the 

readiness of school leadership teams to consider innovative whole-school approaches to 

education for Sustainability and Wellbeing, both within the curriculum and in campus 

management and administration practices. To what extent and in what ways does a lack of 

material resources in a school constrain an SWM-type transformation and are there cost-

effective ways of overcoming these hurdles? 

• Why did so many Mainstream Secondary school teachers show initial interest in this research 

project centring education for sustainability and wellbeing but then fail to persevere through to 

its conclusion? 

• Is the strong and explicit values base underpinning the educational approach and embedded in 

the curriculum of ‘Special Character’ schools and of the practice of the teachers that 

participated in this study a key factor in their capacity to provide a Sustainable Wellbeing-

directed curriculum? 

• How important is the wider range of student ages in ‘Special Character’ schools in maintaining 

and reinforcing their Sustainable Wellbeing values? 

• How might the SWM framework be developed and promulgated in ways that are acceptable to 

and useful for rural communities? 

• What role does academic achievement in general, and NCEA qualifications in particular, have in 

a metacurriculum that centres Sustainable Wellbeing, given that the median NCEA qualification 

attainment rates among the Study-Unit schools compare favourably with both the No-Unit and 

All-Other group medians but also exhibit extreme variability? 

 

An in-depth discussion of all these questions is beyond the scope of this thesis but some observations 

relevant to the first two around Total School Rolls are worth making here. Several teachers commented 

during their interviews on how the size of their school roll limits their capacity to offer students cross-

curricular sustainability and wellbeing units. Brent spoke about the upper limits on school size arising in 

years 11 to 13 from the demand for specialist courses restricting timetabling options. Anita, who 

provided the ‘Education for Sustainability’ and ‘Āhuarangi Climate’ Units, teaches in a small composite 

co-ed school with a roll of just under 650 students. She sees the lower limits that the total school roll 

sets on the staffing expertise available for sustainability education. When I asked Brent about extending 

his school’s year 9 and 10 cross-curricular programme to the three senior years 11 to 13, he replied: 
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deserves. And timetabling them to those particular students that want to do that. 

So we haven't gone there yet. 

Anita’s observation about the social issues consciousness of Business Studies as a subject is also borne 

out by the SWM Unit ‘Business Studies Level 2’ provided by Mathew. The NCEA Business Studies 

standards that Mathew references do indeed contain explicit culturally aware references to “Māori 

business concept(s)” (standard 90844 Busn Studs EAS 2.2: Demonstrate understanding of how a large 

business responds to external factors) and in one instance to a “community well-being focus” where 

“Well-being refers to improving the social, mental or physical health of a community or improving 

community cohesion” (standard Busn Studs IAS 2.6: Carry out, review and refine a business activity 

within a community context with guidance). In 2022 standard 90848 was replaced in this course by the 

level 3 standard Busn Studs IAS 3.6: Carry out, with consultation, an innovative and sustainable 

business activity, which requires “evaluating the business activity” and explains that: “Evaluate 

involves measuring the performance of the business activity relative to desired economic, social, 

cultural (including ethical), and environmental outcomes.” Allowance for “integrating a Māori business 

concept(s) where relevant to the business activity” is also included in this standard. 

Consistent with this study’s finding that the teachers who have successfully introduced Cross-Curricular 

Holistic SWM-like units are working mainly in Special Character schools, Nicola made the following 

observation when referring to her Mainstream Secondary school colleagues' disinterest: 

It's an inherent problem in all schools, you know, because I've taught overseas as 

well. And it's, it is a problem in all schools, private [Special Character] schools are 

more likely to take on board those sorts of ideas to be honest. But that is my concern 

about the whole wellbeing curriculum. How do you break down those barriers and 

make people feel comfortable doing something completely different? 
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This lack of current SWM-supportive Achievement standards was also noted by Nicola from the Core 

group, who saw as constraining: 

The current systems for teaching and reporting results against stand-alone subject-

based outcomes rather than on standards achieved as part of a collaborative project 

that uses standards assessing skills such as critical thinking, learner agency and self-

integration. 

Brent and Lucy both noted parent and student concerns about an SWM undermining opportunities for 

gaining NCEA credits and qualifications as constraining. Rebecca saw teacher fatigue from coping with 

the current and ongoing NZC and NCEA reviews as constraining, while Gemma observed, “The main 

aspects of curriculum/NCEA changes have already been cemented – [it] may be too late for more 

changes?” 

 

Figure 6-9 Factors that Enable and Constrain the implementation of an SWM within New Zealand 
nationally showing the number of mentions for each factor. 

Core Participants Non-Core Participants 

  

 

The overall second equal most mentioned factors were Political Will and Persuasion and Teacher PLD 
and Resourcing, both of which were also priorities at the School level. The former was more frequently 
mentioned by the Core Participants. Their views centred around the instinctive conservatism of 
mainstream political parties and the need to make a persuasive case for transformative change. As Anita 
wrote:  

Political buy-in. Perhaps there is evidence in schools here or overseas that such a 

curriculum 'creates' students better able to function in and contribute to their 

communities, take action on climate change, and be healthier in all ways. 
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Table 6-14 Principal Components and Factors correlated with the eight Principal Component 
Analysis (PCA) schools' SWM attractor proximity rankings. The % of Total Factor score 
variance ‘explained’ by each component is shown beneath its descriptor. Three percent of 
the variance remained ‘unexplained’. Factor 3.3 is highlighted in red because it is negatively 
correlated with its principal component. 

Component Factor 

PC1 People, Programmes, 
Practices, and Place 

 
36% 

1.1 the value placed on nurturing student voice in school life 
including curriculum development; 

1.2 the range of Subjects and year levels involved in CCH 
Sustainable Wellbeing Units; 

1.3 the extent of and structural support for CCH team teaching 
at all year levels in the school; 

1.4 the strength of community relationships and links with 
community organisations supporting the School's SWM; 

1.5 the use of mentoring, portfolios and self-reflection for 
student competency development; 

1.6 commitment to on-campus & local environmental 
sustainability practices; 

1.7 alignment between the school's values and Sustainable 
Wellbeing; 

1.8 the extent of Ecosphere-related learning and (Education 
Outside the Classroom) EOTC activities across subjects and 
year levels; 

PC2 Disciplinary Breadth 
in the Social and 
Cultural Subdomains 

 
18% 

2.1 the extent of Social Justice related learning and EOTC 
activities across subjects and year levels; 

2.2 the extent of Cultural Vision related learning and EOTC 
activities across subjects and year levels; 

2.3 the range of Subjects and year levels incorporating 
Sustainable Wellbeing subdomains in their SBS Units, 

PC3 School Leadership 
for Sustainable 
Wellbeing 

 
17% 

3.1 the practice of Sustainable Wellbeing-oriented core 
curriculum requirements for all students; 

3.2 the extent to which the Sustainable Wellbeing curriculum 
elements extend into year 11 to 13 classes; 

3.3 the emphasis placed on Students choice and Subject 
options; 

PC4 NCEA for 
Sustainable Wellbeing 
with Project-Based 
Learning 

 
16% 

4.1 the use of NCEA Credits to recognise students' Sustainable 
Wellbeing achievement; 

4.2 the timetabled provision for CCH, student-led project-based 
learning in the timetable; 

4.3 alignment between the school leaders' values and the 
teachers’ values; 

PC5 Mātauranga Māori 
and inter-School 
Collaboration 

 
10% 

5.1 the strength of Mātauranga Māori and multi-cultural 
awareness and inclusion in the school; 

5.2 the strength of Sustainable Wellbeing Collaboration with 
other schools 
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students’ interests and passions and permitting new course choices termly undermined the coherence 

of their SWM Units which were conceived of as whole-year courses. 

The fourth principal component ‘NCEA for Sustainable Wellbeing with Project Based Learning’ explains 

16% of the total factor score variance and also comprises three factors. The schools that scored high 

on this component used NCEA credits to recognise student achievement in education for Sustainable 

Wellbeing and also gave timetabled space for student projects outside the classroom which could be, 

but were not necessarily, cross-curricular and Sustainable Wellbeing directed. Daniel’s, Anita’s, Tara’s, 

and Mathew’s schools scored high on this component while Rebecca’s and Nicola’s scored low, the 

former because it does not use NCEA in its Te Ara programme, preferring its ‘My Mahi’ portfolio self-

assessment approach, which is recognised in PC1 factor 1.5, and the latter only because Nicola’s 

Sustainability projects were unique at the school and are no longer offered since she left.  

The fifth principal component ‘Mātauranga Māori and inter-School Collaboration’ explains 10% of the 

total factor score variance and comprises just two factors. The schools scoring well on this component 

had strong and or made explicit positive connections to Mātauranga Māori in their curriculum and 

school culture. They were also more likely to be collaborating with other schools and education 

providers in support of their mutual commitment to Sustainable Wellbeing education; i.e. Daniel’s, 

Anita’s, and Rebecca’s schools. This was the one component on which Nicola’s and Deb’s schools both 

scored positively.  

 

Together these five principal components and eight schools give some tentative shape to the overall 

form of the proposed emerging SWM Attractor configuration for secondary school education in New 

Zealand in terms of potential trajectories within and pathways toward it. 

 

6.5 SWM Trajectories and Pathways 

6.5.1 Section Overview 
In this chapter, I have presented the findings from three separate lines of investigation into the 

character, practices, frustrations and aspirations of schools relating to Sustainable Wellbeing 

education for years 11 to 13 students based on the contributions of twenty-three experienced high 

school teachers from twenty-two different schools.  

The first investigation used publicly available demographic data on all schools in New Zealand to 

compare the Study schools as a group with the All-Other group of senior secondary school student-

inclusive schools and then the Study schools whose teachers provided Sustainable Wellbeing 

Metacurriculum Unit Outlines with those that did not. The second line of investigation asked 

participants directly to comment on factors that they felt enabled, constrained or would need to 

change at the levels of their school, their local community, and nationwide, to implement a 

Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum for years 11 to 13 students. The third investigation took a case 

study approach combined with PCA to explore the curriculum, professional structures, and physical 

environmental factors that have contributed most to the progress of education for Sustainable 

Wellbeing in the eight PCA schools.  

From these three lines of investigation, I identified four distinct types of trajectories individual schools 

appear to be following in relation to Sustainable Wellbeing education. This typology may apply to the 

All-Other group of New Zealand schools in general but is not presented as necessarily exhaustive since 

some types of schools, like single-sex boys-only, and faculties of teachers, like mathematicians, were 
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[this school]”, Rebecca told me. “Some [students] complete 100 -200 hours annually!” It was this 

engagement of the whole school with Sustainability and wellbeing that resulted in its overall first-

place ranking among the eight PCA schools. These students were also meeting high academic 

expectations and the decision to use the ‘My mahi’ self-assessment portfolios for their CCH ‘Te Ara’ 

Units was in part based on not wanting to overburden them with further high-stakes assessment 

events. Rebecca felt the school had few constraints apart from time on the development of their 

Sustainable Wellbeing curriculum as it was strongly supported by the school board of trustees, 

management and student leadership teams. Her priorities for further development were increasing 

the timetable share for the school’s ‘Te Ara’ CCH programme from two single hours to double periods 

or even a half day per week and providing “More PD for staff or student senior leaders who could pass 

on knowledge.”  

 

6.5.6 Phase shift pathways 
The views expressed by participants in this study reflect a relatively brief period between March 2021 

and May 2023. This was not a longitudinal study and any suggestions about individual school’s 

directions of travel pathways relative to the four Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum relative 

trajectories described above can only be speculative. It is noteworthy that the Prospective Trajectory 

comprises two subsets of schools, the secular Mainstream State secondary schools and the Special 

Character schools which include faith-based and designated character schools. All five of the 

Explorative schools in this study were founded on special character values as well as acknowledging 

the strong SBS tradition of secondary school education, while the Realpolitikal and Innovative schools 

were all mainstream state schools. From comments made by participants at various stages of the 

study, it was clear that three of the Explorative schools—Rebecca’s, Anita's’, and Mathew’s—had 

transitioned over the years from either Prospective or Innovative trajectories toward the SWM 

attractor configuration, while Daniel’s and Tara’s more recently established schools have had a strong 

SWM kaupapa from their beginnings.  

The Realpolitikal schools, by contrast, are prepared to let individual teachers pursue CCH courses for 

Sustainability and Wellbeing so long as that works to maintain or improve student achievement 

statistics but when those motivated individual teachers move on the school returns to its more familiar 

Prospective trajectory. The Innovative trajectory as exemplified by Brent’s school appears to hold the 

most promise as a potential pathway for traditional secular state SBS-oriented schools to transition 

from an SWM Prospective to an SWM Explorative trajectory. 

In the next and final chapter of this thesis, I provide answers to my four research questions based on 

the findings of this study as documented in the previous three chapters and regarding other relevant 

curriculum initiatives and education for sustainability and wellbeing research. I discuss the limitations 

of this study and conclude with some recommendations for policy, practitioners and future 

researchers wanting to address humanity’s crisis of Sustainable Wellbeing through curriculum reform 

in senior secondary school education. 
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7.2.4.2 The co-construction Framework evaluation. 

In each round of the Delphi study, the participating teachers were asked to evaluate the emerging 

framework in terms of its ‘usefulness for thinking about Sustainable Wellbeing Education’. The mean 

ratings were positive through all rounds with an acceptable level of consensus. In round 1 the given 

minimal framework was rated ‘Good’ at the Human-Societal level and ‘Very Good’ at the Individual-

Interpersonal level by 21 and 18 of the 22 teachers who participated respectively. In round 2 the 

framework of 9 Human-Societal level subdomains emerging from round 1, had an improved 

evaluation of ‘Very Good’ on average by the 13 teachers who completed both rounds. Phase 3 of the 

overall study, included evaluations of the ‘overall usefulness of the SWM framework for thinking about 

Sustainable Wellbeing Education’. While the average evaluations for both were still in the ’Very Good’ 

and the ‘Good’ range, they were slightly under the Human-Societal level evaluation in round 2. 

 

7.2.4.3 Other Models for Sustainability and Wellbeing Curricula 

In the first round of the present study, when participants were asked ‘What would need to CHANGE 

in your school to facilitate the implementation of a Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum?’ the most 

frequent theme of the responses was, ‘A Convincing argument and plan’ (see Section 6.3.2). 

Curriculum models for sustainability and twenty-first-century competencies have not been well-

supported by an “explicit and effective systems theory that supports an adequate implementation 

strategy” (Reimers & Chung, 2016, p. 239). In their study of whole-school approaches to Education for 

Sustainability (EfS), Eames, Barker, et al. (2010) found “a rich array of possible expectations and 

outcomes for whole-school approaches” (p. 1) in their literature review but “identified few robust 

tools for exploring the holistic nature of student learning in EfS.” (p. 1)  The SWM framework is an 

attempt to set out a convincing complex systems-based plan and implementation strategy for the 

exploration of education for Sustainable Wellbeing in Aotearoa New Zealand high schools. 

 

Curriculum models that employ sets of domains for sustainability or twenty-first-century 

competencies similar to those of the SWM framework can be found, for example, Kaukko et al (2021), 

(Fadel & Groff, 2019), and (Musson, 2024) but they do not appear to link these domains systematically 

and coherently with the traditional learning areas of the secondary school curriculum. Musson’s 

(2024) Triple WellBeing® framework, in particular, like the SWM adopts a systems view of the world 

and has essentially the same primary dimensions with a fractal-like form. It does not, however, adopt 

an explicit Complex Adaptive Systems (CAS) understanding with distinct Human-Societal and 

Individual-Interpersonal levels. It is these features of the SWM framework that give it the potential to 

link and coordinate its CCH mode domains with the traditional disciplines of the secondary school 

curriculum underpinning its SBS mode. This harmonising potential is the focus of my second research 

subquestion. 

 

 

7.3 Linking the SWM to the New Zealand Curriculum and the 

National Certificate of Educational Achievement 

7.3.1 Section Overview 
RQ2—Research sub-question 2 asked: 
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years ago, when I was looking to do my master's, and I wanted it to be based on sustainability. I could 

not find a master's program that did that. And now, all of the universities do it.” 

These developments in university programmes improve the likelihood of secondary schools 

considering the adoption of a Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum. However, in 2022, only 31% of 

school leavers in New Zealand went on to bachelor-level study or above. Around 24% went on to other 

tertiary education and 44% were not in any tertiary education (NZ Ministry of Education, 2024c). The 

career path constraint on introducing an SWM at high school then for 68% of students is influenced 

by the priorities of businesses employing school leavers and of Tertiary Technical educators. While 

Universities may be beginning to recognise the sustainability crisis, New Zealand technical institutes 

and polytechnics still seem oblivious. In a recent report titled The Evolution of NZ Institutes of 

Technology and Polytechnics (Doyle et al., 2022), the words ‘sustainable’ and ‘environment’ appear 

only in routine generic contexts, for instance, when describing the planned new tertiary education 

system as “an innovative, sustainable network of public provision” (p. 52). Few big corporations 

globally including in New Zealand “mention or explicitly agree with the scientific consensus on climate 

change” (Thaker, 2019, p. 1) in their reporting. 

Currently, it is up to individual schools and communities to conclude whether the level of 

Sustainability, Wellbeing and Climate action consciousness and competence their students leave 

school with is sufficient to equip them for global citizenship and the immanent environmental shocks 

that climate science is predicting. They must then decide whether or not that conclusion imposes on 

them a professional and moral imperative for transformative systemic change in all aspects of school 

life, not least in the curriculum. A potential lifeline for teachers in this regard, found in this study, is 

the role that Trades Academies and Units such as Daniel’s “Urban farming outreach” could play at the, 

literally, grass and flax roots level in this country. Trades academies are funded by the Ministry of 

Education and provide access for senior secondary students, who might otherwise disengage from 

formal schooling to a broad range of trades or technology courses that typically include sustainability 

and wellbeing Units. Daniel’s “Urban Farming Outreach” Unit is of particular relevance to the cross-

curricular qualifications challenge of the SWM. It demonstrates the innovative potential of the NCEA’s 

flexibility by combining trades-oriented unit standards with academic, holistic, and reflective 

education for sustainability achievement standards in one coherent package. It demonstrates how the 

metacurriculum’s focus on sustainable wellbeing might allow students to break out of being either 

“trapped in the vocational” or “trapped in the academic” (Hipkins et al., 2016, p. 192), separated on 

either side of the wall that currently divides them.  

The holistic systems thinking built into the SWM calls for a style of assessment and accreditation that 

must go beyond considering NCEA standards in isolation and enable students to demonstrate and be 

accredited for their ability to draw together the complex threads of Sustainable Wellbeing projects 

across all nine subdomains. Two Units that appeared to allow students to realize that level of synthesis 

did so in very different ways. Daniel’s ‘Urban Farming Outreach’ used a combination of an NCEA 

Education for Sustainability Achievement standard with horticulture and apiculture Unit standards 

allowing them to earn credits toward either a level 2 or a level 3 certificate. At level 3 for instance, the 

achievement standard 90828: Evaluate a personal action that contributes towards a sustainable future 

allows students to review their whole course experience and to include in their summation examples 

drawn from all five of the unit standards. Rebecca’s ‘Te Ara–Year 12’ course eschewed the use of NCEA 

standards altogether on wellbeing grounds arguing that students already had access to all the credits 

they needed to achieve NCEA and UE in their other SBS lessons. The students were instead required 

to build up out of their own curated work a coherent record of their learning in a portfolio named My 
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PC3, ‘School Leadership for SW’, appears to be an important and perhaps even essential strategy for 

the durable implementation of an SWM. Apart from Anita’s school, which had the lowest score, the 

top five schools all scored positively on PC3. On a global level, education’s potential to contribute to 

surmounting our Sustainable Wellbeing crisis is not highly rated. The recent IPCC Synthesis Report 

(Calvin et al., 2023) makes only a brief mention of Climate Change Education. “The full report positions 

education more as a co-benefit from solutions to climate change rather than a prime driver” (Eames 

& Bolstad, 2023, p. 1). This general perception of education’s purpose is consistent with the “lack of 

organised and committed educational leadership for environmental and sustainability education” 

(Shephard et al., 2024, p. 333) in Aotearoa New Zealand. Consequently, “many developments occur 

with a pronounced bottom-up emphasis, based on the enthusiasm of individuals and small groups but 

naturally lacking integration, interconnectedness or unified oversight” (p 333). The participants and 

schools in this study on what I have described as the ‘Explorative’ trajectory are examples of such 

enthusiastic individuals and small groups. Their leadership strategy requires providing students with 

maximum scope for the expression of their independent, collective, and physical agency within the 

broad but firm boundaries set by school leaders' and teachers' interpretations of Sustainable 

Wellbeing. This is only possible if those leaders and teachers have a sincere personal commitment to 

the kaupapa and ongoing professional development to support it. Hipkins et al. (2016) make a similar 

observation about the professional demands on New Zealand teachers of senior secondary students 

as curriculum builders and creative users of the NCEA’s flexibility writing, It “implies that every teacher 

needs to be, to echo NZCs vision, ‘a confident, connected, actively involved, lifelong learner’ 

themselves” (p. 217). 

In this thesis, I position the Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum as an emerging yet still marginal 

paradigm for secondary school Education. Special Character schools have an advantage over 

Mainstream schools concerning ‘School Leadership for SW’ in that SW can be their ‘point of difference’ 

attracting what are still niche markets of already philosophically and politically persuaded families. Of 

course, ‘Special Character’ can also work against SW, as Anita’s school's commitment to student 

choice demonstrates. However, having the courage of one’s convictions appears to be an unavoidable 

demand of the path toward the SWM configuration, as Brent’s school’s experience with the 

introduction of its Innovation Stream curriculum illustrates. About 30% of the staff expressed interest 

in the concept when it was first floated by the Senior Leadership Team and he added “We lost teachers 

along the way who were against the cross-curricular, … [but] Not many”. 

 

7.4.7 Working with the Willing 
This study depended entirely on the strategy of ‘Working with the willing’. Twenty-three teachers 

from across the spectrum of educational philosophies took hours out of their already busy 

professional lives to contribute to help co-construct an SWM framework. ‘Teacher Enthusiasm’, was 

the most frequently mentioned factor affecting the likely success of an SWM implementation in this 

study. For the Prospective school teachers, Teacher enthusiasm was seen as both an enabler when 

present and as a constraint when absent. For the Core teachers as a group the existence of ‘Established 

SW programmes’ .i.e. already persuaded colleagues, was regarded as the most enabling Factor. 

‘Working with the willing’ applies also to students as well as non-teaching staff and community 

members. The power of students’ agency in developing, supporting and even funding their own 

education for Sustainable Wellbeing was most effectively demonstrated at Rebecca’s school for 

instance through its ‘Green Market’ and at Daniel’s Trade Academy through its Tiaki Taiao 
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Although ‘Teacher Enthusiasm’ as an enabling factor for an SWM, or constraining when absent, was 

important for both groups of teachers, it was more often mentioned by the Prospective schools’ 

teachers along with a lack of ‘Senior Leadership team support’. For the Core group teachers 

‘Established Sustainable Wellbeing programmes’ was the most enabling factor. These teachers were 

more concerned about potential constraints at the nationwide level like the current reforms of the 

New Zealand Curriculum and the National Certificate of Educational Achievement being undertaken 

by the government, and insufficient teacher professional development focused on Sustainability and 

Wellbeing. 

 

7.5.2.2 Community Factors 

For the ‘Prospective’ schools’ teachers, Community Support was the most mentioned Enabler and 

allaying parent, student and community fears around Qualification and Employment opportunities 

being undermined by an SWM education was the most important factor for enabling Change at the 

local Community level. For the Core teachers already actively engaged in exploring education for 

Sustainable Wellbeing, the challenge of ’School and Community Logistical Separation’ was the most 

important constraint to overcome and the factor considered most significant for the Changes they had 

achieved and those that were yet to be achieved was ‘Community Education and School Outreach’. 

In talking about Education for Sustainable Wellbeing we are inevitably addressing existing community 

anxieties around the complex systemic implications of Climate Change as well as perceptions about 

individual student’s career prospects. The vision must be clear, evidence-based (as far as possible at 

this early stage), communicated well, and invite deliberative and action-oriented engagement across 

the community if it is to be collectively understood, persuasive, counter competing narratives, and 

gain momentum (Berentson-Shaw, 2019; Climate Council of Australia, 2024; De Meyer et al., 2021; 

University of Auckland, 2022) 

 

7.5.2.3 Nationwide Factors 

At the national-societal level, the differences between the Prospective and the Core school teachers' 

views on enabling and constraining factors were more contrasting. The ‘NCEA and NZC’ and their 

respective ongoing government reviews were most mentioned by both groups but more often 

regarded as potentially enabling for an SWM by the former and as potentially constraining by the 

latter. This may reflect an underestimation by teachers in the Prospective schools of the challenges 

involved in the implementation of a whole-school SWM in which the CCH timetable mode has a 

significant role. The second most mentioned enabler by the Core teachers—again reflecting their very 

different trajectories within the BaU educational attractor configuration—was assertive ‘Political Will 

and Persuasion’. The Prospective school teachers saw insufficient ‘Teacher PLD and Resourcing’ as 

their most constraining factor. This finding suggests that exercising agency to transform the status quo 

of comfortable BaU assumptions may be the first step for school leaders toward addressing the 

Sustainability crisis, whether or not ‘Teacher PLD and Resourcing’ are deemed to be sufficient, yet. 

Engagement with Political Ecology is increasingly being viewed as a priority for the future of 

Environmental Education (Hart, 2024). 

Both groups prioritised ‘Educational Purpose and Values’ as the most important change required at 

the nationwide level to enable the implementation of an SWM. The Core teachers, however, were 

more likely to write that the Change required was toward specific purposes and values consistent with 

the special character of their schools while the Prospective teachers—who more likely represent the 
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than conquest, unification rather than division, organization rather than manipulation, and cultural 

synthesis rather than cultural conquest” (Freire, 1968/2015 quoted in Williams, 2023) 

 

7.6 Conclusion—The Co-Construction and Enabling of an SWM 
My overarching focusing question in this thesis is “What would enable secondary schools in Aotearoa 

New Zealand to establish a Sustainable Wellbeing centred Metacurriculum (SWM) for their years 11 

to 13 students?”. I have framed my answer to it in four steps based on three subquestions relating to 

the implications of an SWM for teachers and schools and a final step relating to the local communities 

and national context within which New Zealand secondary schools function. The three subquestions 

can be paraphrased as; What could a co-constructed framework for an SWM look like? How would it 

relate to the existing New Zealand Curriculum (NZC) and National Certificate of Educational 

Achievement (NCEA) curriculum and qualification systems? And what strategies might teachers and 

school leaders adopt to facilitate the uptake of an SWM? 

A Framework for a Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum was proposed that located Sustainable 

Wellbeing at the centre of the curriculum and teachers were invited to participate in its co-

construction. In each of the three phases of the study, participants were asked to evaluate the 

usefulness of the emerging framework for curriculum planning and their views on what factors would 

enable its implementation in their school, local community, and Aotearoa New Zealand. 

A theoretically-based minimal framework was developed as a system of two levels—the human-

societal and the Individual-Interpersonal—with three corresponding domains at each level. The 

participants' input then led to consensus about the three domains at the human-societal level; 

Ecosphere, Social Justice, and Cultural Vision organised around the concept of Sustainable Wellbeing 

as an integrating attractor; and three corresponding domains at the Individual-Interpersonal level; 

Action, Feeling, and Thinking organised around the concept of the Integrating-Self. 

The co-construction process added a system of nine subdomains at each level and differentiated the 

Individual-Interpersonal level into two orientations, inter and intra. The subdomains emerged as a 

self-similar structure, fractally related to their domains at each level based on the dimensions of space 

(for the Ecosphere and Action), social scale (for Social Justice and Feeling), and time (for Cultural Vision 

and Thinking). The fractal structure of the framework enables the metacurriculum to coherently 

model the complexly interwoven and nested nature of human experience and the so-called ‘wicked 

problems’ of Sustainable wellbeing such as climate change, in a way that is scalable and adaptable and 

keeps all domains in view regardless of the context of the problem being addressed. 

The SWM minimal framework included a proposed bimodal timetable involving some proportion of 

Cross-Curricular Holistic (CCH) lessons relative to Subject-Based Specialist (SBS) lessons. The mean 

timetable share for the CCH mode suggested by participants was 39% but the distribution of preferred 

proportions was distinctly bimodal. Teachers favouring a greater share for the CCH mode tended to 

see the SWM subdomains as the starting points for Unit planning around which subject concepts and 

content would be integrated as required. For those teachers favouring the SBS mode, subject concepts 

and content tended to be their planning starting point with the SWM framework domains and 

subdomain knowledge, issues, and big ideas integrated when relevant as contexts. 

Relating the co-constructed SWM framework subdomains to the existing NZC and NCEA school leaving 

qualification was limited first by the number of exemplar teaching Unit outlines that the study 

participants could make available to this study, second by the priority they gave to the Ecosphere 

Domain, and third by the range of subject specialities they represented. 
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communities and government policies. While the Prospective schools’ teachers and the Core group 

teachers had different perspectives on what would be most enabling for an SWM reflecting their 

different stages of progress toward an SWM, they agreed about some key aspects of education that 

would need to change. A ‘Convincing argument and plan’ for change was the need most mentioned 

by both groups, followed by sufficient Time to plan and make the changes required, and the provision 

of relevant Teacher training. At the community level for the Prospective schools’ teachers, a lack of 

Community support and community fears around Qualification & Employment opportunities being 

undermined by an SWM were the most often mentioned constraints. For the Core group teachers, 

’School and Community Logistical Separation’ was the most mentioned constraint while ‘Community 

Education and School Outreach’ was considered the most needed change strategy. At the national 

level, both groups mentioned the government's current reviews of the NZC and NCEA curriculum and 

qualifications systems as having significant implications for an SWM, the Prospective school teachers 

with optimistic expectations and the Core group teachers from a more cautious pessimistic 

perspective. Both groups considered ‘Educational Purpose and Values’ as the key factor for change, 

the Prospective school teachers calling for greater public awareness of and engagement with the 

question and the Core group teachers emphasising the Sustainable Wellbeing values already 

enshrined in their school’s particular special character. 

The phrase ‘Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum’ has been employed in this project for its potential 

to provoke exactly the conversation around Educational Purpose and Values that the Prospective 

school teachers were suggesting but also to provide a focus for collective vision building with the 

power to actualise an SWM phase transition for secondary education in this country. The pioneering 

work and strategic directions of some of the first responders in this transition have been showcased 

in this study in the hope that other educators will feel informed, inspired and empowered to join the 

exploration. 

 

 

7.7 Limitations of the Study 
 

7.7.1 Research Design limitations 

7.7.1.1 Self-selection sampling bias  

The recruitment strategy for this study was self-selection partly through targeted invitations to 

individuals with an acknowledged interest and expertise in Education for Sustainability and partly 

through open invitations posted on teacher professional subject-based Facebook User groups. While 

this strategy ensured that the study participants belonged to my target population, i.e. teachers of 

years 11 to 13 students with a professional interest and possibly expertise in Education and curriculum 

design for Sustainability and Wellbeing, it also meant that key stakeholder groups within that 

population could not be systematically sampled. When some stakeholder groups turned out to be 

underrepresented in the panel of twenty-three teachers who accepted the invitation to join the study 

there was very little basis for secure inferences about whether these underrepresentations were an 

important empirical characteristic of the target population, a random statistical effect (due to the 

small sample size), or somehow related to the channels used and prospective panellists' inferences 

about the researcher’s demographic profile and affiliations, i.e. Pākehā, male, semi-retired, secondary 

school teacher. 
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In the 2024 version, the emphasis on the cross-curricular interweaving of learning areas had been 

removed from the Mātaiaho descriptor, and replaced with; 

The eight learning areas, which each include a purpose, big ideas, knowledge, and 

practices, year-by-year  

(p. 6) 

For the Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum, both mātauranga Māori and the science of learning 

have vital contributions to make to the education of our young people and neither alone is sufficient. 

Both cross-curricular synthesis inspired by the imperative of Sustainable Wellbeing and subject-based 

analysis founded on disciplinary concepts will be necessary in the refreshed NZC if it is to meet the 

needs of students who are confronting the disconnection crisis of our times. These components of 

education are related as are the ridgepole and roof of a building to its supporting columns and walls. 

The present curriculum is like a temple with no roof. The work of co-constructing a framework that 

can integrate the whole structure coherently has only just begun. The forces driving the turmoil, 

uncertainties, and disruption of this time are only expected to build and persist in the years and 

decades ahead. Now is the moment for all to overcome partisan ideological vacillation, transcend the 

reversals of our three-year electoral cycle, and step back to reconsider how the wisdom, knowledge, 

and values in the multicultural roots of our society can be focused in mutually supportive ways on the 

goal of Sustainable Wellbeing and nurtured through our secondary school education system.  

Based on the findings of this study, I recommend that the Aotearoa New Zealand parliament seek a 

durable multi-partite consensus on the need to foster and maintain an informed public conversation 

on the purpose of secondary school education. This conversation should include: 

• Consideration of the meaning and value of Sustainable Wellbeing and a Sustainable Wellbeing 

Metacurriulum. 

• Consideration of changes to national education regulations and policies to make EfSW, 

including regular EOTC, a legal entitlement for all students and a core element of the NZC for 

all years from Early Childhood through Year 13. 

• Consideration for requiring the current NZC Curriculum Refresh and NCEA Review of 

Achievement Standards processes to prioritise support for curriculum coherence centred on 

Sustainable Wellbeing and in all future reviews of the NZC principles and Achievement 

Objectives, and of NCEA unit and achievement standards. 

• Consideration for supporting teacher education by requiring that Education for Sustainable 

Wellbeing be an integral part of all secondary school teacher training along with specialist 

pedagogical content knowledge in one (or more) subject(s). 

• Consideration for broadening the criteria for University Entrance to include, for instance, no 

fewer than 11 credits in each of four approved subject areas—a total of 44 credits compared 

to the current 42 over three approved subject areas. 

• Consideration for supporting schools wishing to explore an SWM implementation with 

sufficient planning and preparation time for teachers and assistance with physical resourcing. 

Sustained adequate state support for pioneering initiatives will be vital at this early proof-of-

concept stage. When enough school communities are involved, I have argued, Aotearoa New 

Zealand society as a whole will reach a system-wide tipping point at which transformation to 

a stable Education for Sustainable Wellbeing state will become self-sustaining. 

However, even should such a political consensus and support for some form of Sustainable Wellbeing 

Metacurriulum fail to materialise at a national level, or until it does, there is nothing in the existing 

NZC or NCEA preventing schools and communities in Aotearoa New Zealand from undertaking their 
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7.8.3 Further Research 

7.8.3.1 A Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum Framework Online Database 

My first recommendation for further research is that a publicly accessible database be set up to gather, 

collate and analyse teaching Units, courses, and programmes defined by their authors using the SWM 

framework, as an ongoing extension of the third Delphi Survey round of this Study. The database 

would need to be under the auspices of and curated by a university research organisation or existing 

teachers' association. Teachers and educators could both contribute to and mine the database for 

course design inspiration, resources, and research data. 

The initial priority objectives of this ‘SWM Database’ project would be to; 

• extend the Human-Societal level of the SWM framework to include teaching Units anchored 

in the Cultural Vision and Social Justice Subdomains, and linked to the NZC learning areas of 

the Arts, Languages, English and Mathematics; 

• to investigate the nature of SWM Units/Courses created for students of different ages from 

years 9 to 13 to better describe conceptual and content progressions for these year levels; 

and 

• determine the proportion of Units/courses being taught through a Cross-Curricular Holistic 

teaching team pedagogy relative to those taught within a Subject-Based Specialist solo 

teacher pedagogy.  

The SWM database might also be extended to include teachers' observations of how their courses 

support the Self-integration of particular students, through their action, affective, and cognitive 

competencies development, at the Individual-Interpersonal level of the metacurriculum.  

The possibility that the subdomains of the Human-Societal level of the SWM framework might be 

usefully extended to a third level of self-similar Sub-subdomains could be investigated. For instance, 

a local community Sustainable Wellbeing (SW) issue involving the Social Justice Subdomain of ‘Equity, 

Rights and Responsibilities’ might be elaborated to systematically consider civil rights/responsibilities, 

political-social rights/responsibilities, and environmental rights/responsibilities. Granados-Sánchez 

(2023) sees four categories here where the SWM framework might take the differentiation of political 

from social rights to a fifth framework level. 

The first set of rights achieved were civil rights, including the right to freedom of 

expression and the right to free association. Political rights came after and, thanks 

to them, most citizens in many countries obtained the right to vote. Later social 

rights linked to the welfare state were won and, finally, environmental rights are 

recognised today in many countries. 

(p. 12) 

 

7.8.3.2 Collaborative Research Case Studies 

A logical next step in further developing the framework could be a single whole school case study or 

school case studies, using in-person focus groups or workshops with staff intending to trial a local 

version of a Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum for or an SWM stream or within their school. This 

study would include teachers working with researchers to develop their own complementary CCH and 

SBS courses and SW Goals based on the SWM framework subdomain descriptors co-constructed in 

the present study. A whole-school approach would be taken and the key research objective would be 
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to understand the suite of courses and the programme developed by the teachers as an emergent, 

coherent, complex adaptive system. Other research objectives of the case study could include: 

• Observe and facilitate the co-construction of Courses/Teaching Units by cross-curricular 

teaching teams for the CCH mode based on the SWM framework subdomain descriptors. 

• Observe and facilitate the adaptation of SBS mode courses (teaching Units) to the extent that 

teachers decide they can be adapted to support the CCH mode Courses/Teaching Units. 

• Observe the balance between CCH and SBS modes in a bimodal timetable that schools find 

works best for them. 

• Observe how explicit mutually supportive links are established between CCH and SBS mode 

Courses/Teaching Units. 

• Consider the progression of SWM Courses/Teaching Units from years 9 through 13 and the 

possible career-oriented domain ‘specialisation’ needs of students. 

• Develop the individual/Interpersonal level of the metacurriculum through action research 

partnerships with teachers and specific students, following the students’ Self-integration 

journey, through their action, affective, and cognitive competencies development in the 

context of their SWM, CCH and SBS Courses/Teaching Units. 

• Observe how the emergence of an SWM in the school is supported by a whole-school 

approach to Sustainable Wellbeing including, campus and local environment, teacher, student 

and community relationships, and the school’s cultural evolution. 

 

7.8.3.3 Challenges for Research 

My final recommendation for future research is the most important. Ways must be found to engage 

the interest and involvement of particular groups who were under-represented in this study—

Specifically, non-European/Pākehā and especially Māori educators; male students; and teachers of 

the Arts, Languages, English and Mathematics. If a Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum is to make 

a difference in the futures of Aotearoa New Zealand secondary school students, it must be radically 

inclusive and persuade a widely representative majority of students and educators that their 

sustainable wellbeing aligns with that of the Metacurriculum. 
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Appendices 

8 Appendices 

Appendix A for Chapter 3: Methodology 

A-1 Participant Recruitment 

A-1.1  Enviroschools Invitation Covering Email 

subject: Toward a Sustainable Wellbeing centred Metacurriculum  

for New Zealand Secondary Schools  

Dear [FirstName], 

I have been given your name and email address by Anke Nieschmidt at Enviroschools, as an educator 

who could be interested in being involved as a Delphi survey panellist in my PhD research project at 

the University of Waikato, toward a Sustainable Wellbeing centred Metacurriculum for New Zealand 

Secondary Schools. 

My project is based on two premises: 

• that within the next 10 to 20 years humanity must radically transition from a world of nations 

founded on environmentally, socially, and culturally exploitative GDP growth to a global 

civilization prioritizing sustainable wellbeing; and  

• that education at all levels and for all people, has an integral and vital role to play in this 

transition. 

The research will explore what would enable New Zealand secondary schools to establish a curriculum 

centred on Sustainable Wellbeing for their students and locality. It will focus particularly on the 

development of a curriculum framework for students in years 11 to 13, linked to related collections of 

National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA) standards, or other appropriate school leaver 

qualifications, for all disciplines, and all career paths. 

A Delphi survey aims to establish a consensus of informed opinion around key issues by seeking 

opinions without face-to-face interaction through a series of three to four questionnaires over the 

course of six to nine months. Each subsequent questionnaire is built on the collective responses of 

panellists to preceding questionnaires. Interim reports to panellists between rounds are part of the 

Delphi research design.  

Each round in my survey could take 20 to 30 minutes to complete. However, if panellists can afford 

more time, there is no limit to the depth or breadth of answers they could give to the open-ended 

questions being explored. A final report of the survey findings will be made available to all panellists 

as well as the PhD itself once completed. 

I would love to include you in this Delphi survey panel. I have attached a formal invitation letter and 

an informed consent & demographics form for prospective participants. The letter gives more detail 

about the project and its ethical provisions. The consent & demographics form is for you to complete 

and return if you would like to be involved in this research. It is a pdf which can be downloaded, 

opened, filled, and submitted using Adobe Acrobat Reader (see link below). It can also just be printed, 

filled manually, scanned, and attached to a return email.  

When/if I receive your signed consent I will send you a personalised link to the survey’s round 1 

questionnaire. Round 1 can be submitted up until Fri 2 April. 
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A-1.3 Formal letter of invitation sent to the Enviroschools contacts 
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Demographic and Teaching background 

Answering any of the following teaching background and demographic questions is entirely optional. 

However, the more you can tell me the better I will be able to characterise the Delphi panel and its 

expertise as a whole, when reporting on the survey’s findings. 

 

Panellist age range  

under 30 30-39 40-49 50-59 60 and over 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

     

Gender  

  Female Male Other 

  ☐ ☐ ☐ 

 

With which ethnic/cultural background do you most 

closely identify?:  

 

 

Click or tap here to enter text. 

 

What are your current teaching Subjects (in order of 

teaching time committed)? 

 

Click or tap here to enter text. 

 

Which student year levels do you mostly teach?: 

 

 

Click or tap here to enter text. 

 

 

How many years of teaching experience do you have? 

less than 2 2 to 5 6 to 10 11 to 20 more than 20 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

 

What experience do you have of assessment for 

senior secondary school qualifications, including 

cross-curricula course assessment? (E.g. NCEA, 

International Baccalaureate, Cambridge)  

 

Click or tap here to enter text. 

 

 

What is your Position/Role(s) within your 

school/kura/organisation?: 

 

 

Click or tap here to enter text. 
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Which school/kura/organisation are you teaching at?: 

 

Click or tap here to enter text. 

 

Please return to Chris Morey: cm309@students.waikato.ac.nz 

Your participation in this research project is much appreciated.  
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A-2 Research Ethics Committee Application Approval 
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A-3 Research Ethics Memo Amendment 
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Appendix B for Chapter 4: Co-constructing an SWM framework 

B-1 Delphi Survey #1 
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B-2 The SWM Framework Individual-Interpersonal Relationships Level 
 

This appendix presents the findings from the first Delphi Survey round related to the Intrapersonal 

and Interpersonal Relationships Level of the emerging Sustainable Wellbeing Metacurriculum (SWM) 

framework. 
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Table B-1 The nine themes identified for the ‘Integrating Self’ domain describing the skills, competencies, and dispositions to be developed, showing some 
typical suggestions from teachers assigned to each Subdomain and the number of panellists contributing 

Levels 
The ‘Integrating Self’ 

Subdomains 
Descriptors Teacher Suggestions (examples) No. 

references 

Total Self   1 

 Integrating the inner, social 
and environmental Self 

Developing the ability to see yourself as a whole person interacting with the whole world around 
you 

1 

Intrapersonal Self Integration 
subdomains 

  15 

1 Self-directed learning Developing the ability to determine one’s 
direction on the path of learning 

an independent, motivated learner with the 
ability to research 

3 

2 Self-Awareness Developing the ability to reflect on your 
sustainable living and wellbeing 

reflection exercises; Disposition as a critical 
thinker with self-awareness 

3 

3 Self-Regulation Developing self-discipline, good judgement and 
taking responsibility for yourself 

ability to regulate self in appropriate ways in 
different situations; perseverance 

3 

4 Self-Assurance Developing agency and confidence in your 
abilities 

self-belief; agency 3 

5 Adaptability Developing flexibility and responsiveness in 
action, feeling, thinking and relationships 

Adaptability; responsiveness; flexibility 3 

Interpersonal Taha whanau Self 
Integration subdomains 

  9 

1 Developing a wider view of 
self 

Developing and encouraging others to a wider 
view of life and Self 

Being able to see the bigger picture and its 
relevance. 

6 

2 Confidence in collaboration 
and communication 

Developing confidence in all domains of 
collaboration and communication to participate 
positively in your community 

Interpersonal skills; confidence in 
collaboration and communication 2 

3 Leadership skills Developing abilities to make significant 
contributions to the sustainable wellbeing of 
your community and humankind 

Leadership skills 
1 
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Table B-2 The SWM Intrapersonal level Domains and Subdomains describing the skills, competencies, and dispositions to be developed showing some 
typical suggestions from teachers assigned to each Subdomain and the number of teacher references assigned to each 

Level      
 Domain     

   
Subdomain 

titles 
Subdomain descriptors 

Teacher Suggestions (examples) 
 

Integrating-Self    

In
tr

a
p

e
rs

o
n

a
l 

Action Meta-Action (Self-Awareness in doing and not doing) E.g. Taha 
tinana. Physical resilience, creativity, perseverance, and agency for 
action-based outcomes 

Tinana-physical well-being.; 
Perseverance, Energy, self-regulation; 
Creativity, Resilience 

10 

 1 active-
Action 

Motor skills, coordination, balance Practical skills are required for dexterity, 
which many students lack these days 

3 

 2 feeling-
Action 

Action guided by feeling and judgement,i.e. Artistry Able to adapt if needed, not seen as a 
failure or anything to get upset about 

1 

 3 thinking-
Action 

Action competence. Strategic Action Practical Problem solving- Action 
competence 

2 

Feeling Meta-affect: Emotional self-awareness. Equanimity and 
responsiveness. E.g. Taha hinengaro, gratitude 

being able to identify their own triggers 
for stress and anxiety. … 

4 

 1 active-
Feeling 

Feeling that leads to action or the moderation of action artistic expression; [emotional] 
resilience/grit; Patience; enthusiasm 

8 

 2 feeling-
Feeling 

Feeling that leads to empathy and good judgement values such as respect; self-love 2 

 3 thinking-
Feeling 

Feeling that leads to conclusions, insights, or inspiration Emotional intelligence; A media diet [self-
regulation and discrimination] 

3 

Thinking Metacognition. Self-awareness in thinking. The capacity to silence, 
direct, and observe one’s thinking. Long-view biographical thinking 

Explicit teaching of thinking skills and 
strategies, higher-order thinking. 

2 

 1 active 
Thinking 

Thinking that is persevering, concentrated, and resourceful Building memory and attention to focus 
on tasks. 

7 

 2 feeling 
Thinking 

Thinking that is calm, receptive, inspired, and self-confident Hinengaro-mental well-being; 
responsiveness 

2 

 3 thinking 
Thinking 

Thinking that is clear, critical, imaginative, curious and penetrating  Critical thinking; [awareness of] biases; 
Innovation 

7 
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Table B-3 The SWM Interpersonal (Taha-Whanau) level Domains and Subdomains describing the skills, competencies, and dispositions to be developed 
showing some typical suggestions from teachers assigned to each Subdomain and the number of teacher references assigned to each 

Level      
 Domain     

   
Subdomain 

titles 
Subdomain descriptors 

Teacher Suggestions (examples) 
 

Integrating-Self    

In
te

rp
e

rs
o

n
a

l 

Action Awareness of and responding to the physical realities of immediate 
others. E.g. Reducing carbon footprint, Community SW projects 

Reducing carbon footprint, living, and 
consuming sustainably 

9 

 1 willing-
Action 

Eco-Trades and practical skills Eco housing, Eco transport; Habitat 
restoration; Gardening 

14 

 2 feeling-
Action 

Sharing empathy with others for nature and other species Collaboration; kindness, care; 
Responsiveness to environment  

13 

 3 thinking-
Action 

Planning collaborative projects and observation of nature Action competence - the ability to take 
thoughtful action 

5 

Feeling Socio-emotional engagement, perspective, and learning.  E.g. framing issues as solvable, 
[collaboratively] artistic expression 

5 

 1 active-
Feeling 

Interpersonal feelings that are actively receptive, controlled or 
expressed 

active listening; assertive conversations 
and actions 

4 

 2 feeling-
Feeling 

Feeling the feelings of others. Empathy. the ability to walk in another person’s 
shoes. 

9 

 3 thinking-
Feeling 

Feeling in relationships moderated by understanding, 
communication and problem-solving skills 

Social skills that allow for more 
meaningful conversations,  

12 

Thinking Communicated and shared understandings. E.g. Long-view 
perspective thinking for whanau, Articulate communication 

social skills such as communication 
1 

 1 active 
Thinking 

Thinking directed toward applying knowledge, skills, and dispositions 
in working with others 

Studying seasonal foods and a healthy 
diet 

3 

 2 feeling 
Thinking 

Thinking directed toward awareness of and building relationships 
with nature and others 

interdependency/metaphysical 
perspectives/secular spirituality 

3 

 3 thinking 
Thinking 

Critical planning and visionary thinking for cooperative undertakings Critical thinking skills about the future, 
solution-focused. 

4 

 



 

 

B-3 Delphi Survey #2 

 

 



 

Page 305 of 459 

 

 


