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Executive Summary 

This report examines the development of an ideal educational ecosystem that seamlessly 

integrates distance and in-person learning in Aotearoa New Zealand's school sector. Drawing from a 

comprehensive national evaluation of distance learning programs and extensive stakeholder 

engagement through interviews and focus groups with distance learning leaders, current and former 

open, flexible, and distance learning stakeholders, essential characteristics and actionable pathways 

needed for educational transformation were identified. 

The research suggested four fundamental characteristics that define an effective integrated 

learning system, for which the authors present a comprehensive roadmap that balances immediate 

implementable steps within current frameworks with long-term transformational goals requiring 

significant policy and regulatory reform. 

An ideal ecosystem will make provision for student agency, enabling greater choice and 

flexibility on the part of the student.  

1. Introduce more flexible course selection processes that allow students to choose 

classes aligned with their interests and future goals. 

2. Create mechanisms for students to have consultative conversations about their 

learning pathways with educators who act as facilitators rather than instructors. 

3. Develop mixed learning models that combine virtual and in-person experiences 

4. Create opportunities for students to engage in hands-on learning across different 

sites. 

An ideal ecosystem is equitable and inclusive, a principle that resonates strongly within 

the context of education. 

1. Improve technology access for all through initiatives such as: 

a. comprehensive device distribution programmes that consider the full 

context of families' needs. 
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b. provision of support systems to help families with technology setup and 

ongoing technical assistance. 

c. ensuring programmes that provide devices also address related needs like 

internet connectivity and electricity costs. 

2. Establish mechanisms to ensure students' basic needs (i.e., food, warmth, social 

connection) in both physical and virtual learning environments are identified and 

support provided. 

3. Create hybrid models that maintain access to school facilities for social connection 

and basic needs while offering flexible learning options. 

4. Provide targeted professional learning development (PLD) to help teachers 

effectively support diverse learners in virtual environments. 

5. Create resource-sharing networks between schools to maximise access to quality 

teaching across geographic areas 

An ideal educational ecosystem is cohesive and coordinated. 

1. Implement common learning management systems across providers. 

2. Create shared protocols for data exchange between institutions. 

3. Ensure compliance with safety standards (e.g., Safer Technology 4 Schools). 

4. Establish consistent digital tools and platforms to reduce barriers for students 

moving between providers. 

5. Develop clear guidelines for technology usage across different learning contexts. 

6. Begin harmonising regulations between distance and in-person learning. 

7. Establish common frameworks for: 

a. class size ratios 

b. attendance tracking 

c. credit granting 

d. assessment practices 
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8. Introduce immediate professional development in digital pedagogy. 

9. Provide PLD programmes for existing teachers in online and blended learning. 

10. Establish mentoring networks between experienced online educators and 

newcomers. 

An ideal ecosystem in education is innovative and future focused. 

1. Take steps to move away from synchronous-dominated models, including: 

a. supporting schools in developing quality asynchronous learning options 

b. creating flexible scheduling frameworks that move beyond fixed timetables 

c. developing guidelines for blending synchronous and asynchronous learning 

effectively 

d. providing resources for schools to experiment with different delivery models 

2. Promote innovative design approaches by: 

a. training teachers in innovative pedagogical approaches beyond ‘Zoom 

school’ 

b. developing capacity for designing effective asynchronous learning 

experiences 

c. creating communities of practice for sharing innovative teaching approaches 

d. supporting teachers in developing skills for true online/hybrid teaching (not 

just face-to-face teaching online) 

e. establishing mechanisms to identify and share emerging best practices 

f. creating ‘innovation sandboxes’ where schools can safely experiment with 

new approaches 

g. providing seed funding for schools willing to pilot new learning models 

Additionally, the stakeholders identified five critical areas requiring immediate attention to 

achieve this vision (i.e., leadership and policy reform, sustainable resourcing and funding models, 

enhanced infrastructure and systems coordination, redefined teacher roles and professional 
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development, and improved accreditation frameworks for distance learning providers). However, 

the authors acknowledge that many participant recommendations were influenced by organizational 

self-interest rather than systemic transformation needs.  

This study emphasizes the critical need for comprehensive educational transformation in 

Aotearoa New Zealand's school sector, requiring coordinated changes across policy, teaching 

methods, and technology infrastructure. Success will depend on investing in professional 

development for educators to embrace flexible, student-centered approaches while creating 

integrated technology platforms that support both remote and in-person learning. Equity remains 

paramount, ensuring all students can access and benefit from educational opportunities regardless 

of their circumstances. This vision will require commitment from all stakeholders to build a 

responsive system where students can navigate fluidly between learning environments based on 

their individual needs and interests. 
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Introduction 

The history of distance learning in the New Zealand school sector began with the 

creation of The Correspondence School in 1922. Much of that history throughout the 

twentieth century focused on the growth and development of that institution, which is now 

known as Te Aho o Te Kura Pounamu (Barbour & Wenmoth, 2024a). Near the end of the 

twentieth century a series of virtual learning programmes were established, and over the 

past 30 years those programmes increased to more than 20 unique entities, before 

rationalizing into two main non-profit programmes (Barbour & Wenmoth, 2024b). While the 

New Zealand school sector possessed this rich history of distance learning practice, the mass 

closure of schools necessitated by the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in a haphazard and 

lackluster emergency remote learning response by brick-and-mortar schools (Wenmoth, 

2021a).  

One of the outcomes of the pandemic experience has been a series of examinations 

and explorations from individual practitioners and school leaders to a Royal Commission – 

and everyone in between – on how to leverage the potential of digital learning to build a 

more resilient future education system (e.g., Blakely et al., 2024; Wenmoth, 2020a, 2020b, 

2020c, 2020d). Building on these efforts, as well as earlier research that focused more 

specifically on reforms to the administration of distance/virtual learning in New Zealand 

(Barbour, 2011; Barbour & Wenmoth, 2013; Wenmoth, 2012). The study described in this 

article was designed to envision a post-pandemic school system – an idealised vision for 

what education could be 10 years, 25 years, 50 years from now. 
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Background Context 

The history of distance learning in Aotearoa New Zealand schools sector is long and 

storied. The Correspondence School, established in 1922, began with just 100 primary 

students and handwritten lessons. The school quickly expanded, reaching 720 primary and 

50 secondary students by 1928, and growing to approximately 2,000 students by the 1930s 

(Woods, 2022). During this period, the school introduced educational radio broadcasts, 

which proved crucial during World War II and the 1948 polio epidemic. By the 1970s, the 

school had diversified its delivery methods, using radio, telephone, and mail to serve 

primary and secondary students in rural areas. The institution continued to evolve 

technologically, piloting instructional television in 1981 and eventually transitioning to 

virtual learning platforms. 

It was during this period that efforts began to envision a way that these innovations 

could be included as part of the mainstream school system. Beginning with the Consultel 

Report, formally titled The Use of Telecommunications Technologies for the Enhancement of 

Educational Services (Buckrell et al., 1992), an exploration of how telecommunications' 

potential for interactive learning could be leveraged within the Aotearoa New Zealand 

school sector. The report identified two critical challenges in the education system: equity 

and cost, recognising that not all New Zealanders had adequate educational access and 

traditional education was financially challenging to expand. The report recommended 

exploring the latest distance learning technologies of the day as potential solutions. Its key 

recommendations included (a) restructuring funding mechanisms to support distance 

learning technology providers, (b) establishing a working group to assess educational needs, 

and (c) providing targeted support for broadcasting, teleconferencing, and emerging 
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computer-based communication technologies like email and online databases. Upon receipt 

of the report the government of the day chose to pursue the ideas outlined in (c) above, but 

through inviting business partnerships to support these things rather than fund them 

directly. Among other things, these partnerships resulted in the establishment of an 

audioconferencing bridge and provision of specialist hardware to schools that enabled the 

establishment of the first iteration of the Virtual Learning Network (VLN). 

The advent of virtual or digital tools marked a significant technological shift in 

Aotearoa New Zealand's distance learning landscape. Using funding from the Ministry of 

Education, the Correspondence School established an e-Section to explore online delivery 

and virtual learning systems (e.g., video conferencing platforms) in the late 1990s and early 

2000s. Additionally, the Kaupapa Ara Whakawhiti Mātauranga cluster was pioneering in 

using video conferencing to address the shortage of Māori-medium subject specialist 

teachers (Waiti, 2005). Other notable e-learning clusters like FarNet in Northland and 

OtagoNet in Otago followed, initially focusing on professional development and 

collaborative learning before expanding to distance education. By 2009, the VLN had grown 

to approximately 20 individual e-learning clusters, brokering over 160 online courses across 

252 schools, with 1,401 student enrolments taught by 154 distance or e-teachers (Roberts, 

2009). 

The Ministry of Education played a crucial role in supporting these initiatives, 

thereby transforming the landscape of distance education in Aotearoa New Zealand (see 

Barbour & Wenmoth, 2024a for a more thorough history of distance learning in Aotearoa 

New Zealand). The Consultel Report was one of the first to present a forward-thinking 

approach to addressing the limitations of the Aotearoa New Zealand school sector through 

technological innovation – but not the last. Shortly after the advent of the VLN, Barbour 
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(2011) proposed an organisational approach to school sector distance learning where the 

Ministry of Education played a central coordinating role by providing access to synchronous 

and asynchronous e-learning tools and developing a free national content repository (see 

Figure 1). 

Figure 1. 

Organisational structure recommended in Barbour (2011) 

 

(Barbour & Wenmoth, 2013, p. 10) 

This approach would have allowed the Ministry to support both distance providers and 

traditional face-to-face schools. Regional coordinators would be funded to facilitate 

collaboration and cooperation between the VLN and other providers, which would continue 

to operate to address local geographic or thematic educational needs. The approach 

recommended a rationalising and consolidating of the existing VLN programs, which would 
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reduce the number of small, geographically focused groups to create a more efficient and 

interconnected distance education ecosystem. This approach aimed to enhance educational 

accessibility, resource sharing, and collaborative learning across different regions and 

educational contexts. 

Around the same time, and prompted by an impending request for funding from the 

Ministry of Education funding, the VLN-Community (VLN-C) commissioned a business case 

to examine its future organisational structure (Wenmoth, 2012). Three potential models 

were proposed: (1) establishing the VLN as a Ministry of Education business unit, (2) 

creating an independent self-funded business, or (3) forming a professional organisation 

focused on representation and advocacy. The second option – establishing an independent, 

self-funded business unit operating as a ‘network of networks’ – was deemed the most 

robust approach, with potential funding sources including membership fees and service 

brokerage. However, this option could prove the most challenging to implement due to the 

members' lack of experience in establishing such a structure and the organisation's 

longstanding dependence on Ministry of Education funding. 

The following year an effort was made to consolidate these two visions (Barbour & 

Wenmoth, 2013). The proposed organisational structure for virtual learning in Aotearoa 

New Zealand envisioned a national body responsible for providing e-learning tools, 

maintaining a free online course content repository, and offering brokerage services (see 

Figure 2). 

 

 

 

 



 

Unbounded Learning – A Roadmap for a future focused education ecosystem in New Zealand Page  12 

Figure 2.  

Organisational structure recommended in Barbour and Wenmoth (2013) 

 

(Barbour & Wenmoth, 2013, p. 13) 

This model would have enabled existing distance learning providers to specialise, allowed 

schools to use virtual learning tools in blended formats, and facilitated creative scheduling 

and collaboration across institutions. Schools would have been encouraged to belong to 

multiple geographic and thematic networks, potentially transforming traditional governance 

models. The structure challenged conventional school boundaries by supporting innovative 

approaches like team-teaching across different schools and reimagining physical learning 

spaces. By allowing more flexible learning environments, this approach could have enabled 

students to access education more dynamically, potentially reducing the need for full-time 

physical school attendance. Ultimately, the proposed structure aimed to create a more 
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networked, adaptable educational ecosystem that supported diverse learning needs and 

opportunities across Aotearoa New Zealand's school system. 

However, all of these visions were limited in their proposals to the boundaries of the 

existing school sector in Aotearoa New Zealand. The COVID-19 pandemic provided an 

opportunity to envision an educational ecosystem that was not confined by these 

limitations. One example of this limitless vision was presented by Wenmoth (2021b), who 

provided a framework for considering what education might look like in an environment 

where learning was not dependent on time or location (see Figure 3). 

Figure 3. 

Hybrid teaching and learning models 

(Wenmoth, 2021b, p. 15) 
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While removing some of the traditional boundaries, this framework was still 

proposed as a way for school leaders to create a more resilient approach in light of the 

continued presence of COVID-19 in communities throughout Aotearoa New Zealand. 
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Methodology 

This broader research project consisted of two interconnected studies focusing on 

distance learning in New Zealand schools. The first study aimed to conduct a nationwide 

assessment of learning programmes, including their governance and scope of activities over 

the past five years (and the report focused on the 2023 school year was released as Barbour 

& Wenmoth, 2024a). The second study sought to describe an educational ecosystem that 

could maximise the advantages of distance learning across all areas of the school sector. The 

specific research questions for this study were: 

1. How can an ecosystem be created for New Zealand schools that leverages 

multiple providers and achieves scale and sustainability? 

2. What steps are needed to realise this vision? 

In addition to describing an ideal educational ecosystem, the researchers also aimed to 

make recommendations for removing specific barriers. 

For this study, the researchers chose to employ a purposeful and convenient sample. 

Purposeful sampling is often used in qualitative research as a method to identify and choose 

participants who might provide rich information, allowing them to make efficient use of 

their constrained resources (Patton, 2002). Further, purposeful sampling requires 

identifying and selecting participants who possess substantial knowledge and experience 

with the phenomenon being studied (Cresswell & Plano Clark, 2011), while also considering 

their availability, willingness to engage in the research, and capacity to articulate their 

experiences and perspectives clearly and thoughtfully (Bernard, 2002). The actual sample 

included current and former leaders of distance learning programs as identified by Barbour 

and Wenmoth (2024b), officials from the Ministry of Education, and other stakeholders 
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involved in the provision or support of digital learning (e.g., Network for Learning, Greater 

Christchurch Schools Network, CORE Education, the Education Partnership & Innovation 

Trust, and others). This also represented a convenience sample, as these participants were 

unsystematically chosen research participants based on how easily accessible, they were 

and their closeness to the research topic (Jager et al., 2017). 

Data were collected through informal interviews and focus groups with distance 

learning leaders and stakeholders. While there was no formal interview protocol, 

participants were provided with questions in advance to guide discussions (see Appendix A). 

Open-ended or unstructured interviews allowed researchers to gather rich, in-depth data by 

giving participants the freedom to express their thoughts and experiences in their own 

words (Brinkmann, 2014). This approach was particularly useful for exploring complex topics 

or uncovering unexpected insights that might not have been captured by more structured 

methods (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). During the actual interview or focus group, the 

researchers utilised a combination of both asking some of the protocol questions directly or 

using them as conversation starters and adapting based on the specific interview context. 

This approach enabled researchers to adapt their questions and follow up on interesting 

points as they arose during the conversation, potentially leading to a more comprehensive 

understanding of the subject matter (Corbin & Morse, 2003). 

The interviews and focus groups were recorded using either the internal recording 

feature in Zoom for the online sessions and an iPhone's voice memo feature for the in-

person sessions. Additionally, the interviewer kept detailed field notes during each session. 

The recordings were transcribed verbatim (Sandelowski, 1994), carefully omitting 

conversational fillers (MacLean et al., 2004). The researchers first feed the complete 

transcripts – both individually and collectively – into a text generative artificial intelligence 
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(AI) software (Claude Sonnet 3.7) to generate summaries of each transcript and initial 

themes. The researchers then coded the data using an inductive analysis approach 

(LeCompte & Preissle, 1993), with constant comparative coding to develop thematic insights 

and generate meaningful interpretations using the original transcripts (Ezzy, 2002; Strauss & 

Corbin, 1994), but also being sensitive to the information provided by the AI. 
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An Idealized Education Ecosystem 

Based on the analysis of the data for research question one, four characteristics of 

an ideal education ecosystem where there is a seamless integration of distance and in-

person learning were identified (see Figure 4). 

Figure 4. 

Themes generated of an ideal ecosystem for New Zealand schools that leverages multiple 

providers and achieves scale and sustainability 

 

In the following sub-sections, we expand on each of these characteristics by describing the 

theme based upon the data that was generated, including reference to general comments 

and specific quotes from individual participants of the study and a discussion of the theme 

based on the existing literature. 

An Ideal Ecosystem has Student Agency and Choice 
An ideal ecosystem will make provision for student agency, enabling greater choice 

and flexibility on the part of the student. Many traditional forms of distance education have 

focused largely on the delivery of predetermined content that the learner is expected to 
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engage with by reading and responding to set activities or assessment tasks. While benefits 

of this approach include the ability to provide access to a large number of learners, it is also 

criticised for being a 'one-size-fits-all' approach that doesn't take into account the particular 

needs or context of the learner (Moore & Kearsley, 2011). However, student “agency is 

about students having the understanding, ability and opportunity to be part of the learning 

design and taking action to intervene in the learning process and become effective lifelong 

learners” (Wenmoth et al., 2023, p. 14). 

In the evolving landscape of education, a paradigm shift is underway that recognises 

the uniqueness of individual learners, taking into account their approach to learning, the 

types of support they need and their particular areas of passion and interest (Zimmerman, 

2002). The ideal ecosystem therefore places student agency and choice at the forefront of 

the design of learning experiences. As one interviewee illustrated in some detail: 

…each child would be asked where they see themself in the future and then you 

backtrack from there and it might be that a student doesn't have to go to a specific 

school. It could be that this learning organisation might offer this opportunity to give 

them an experience where they're working hands-on with animals, and then they 

might do that on site for one day a week. Then this student might also be really 

interested in doing some lab work around plants and so they might go to an 

institution or a learning organisation where they can take part in that, and then there 

might be several other things that the young person wants to learn that they can do 

that from their own home. 

Research has shown that students should not be regarded as passive recipients of 

knowledge but should be active participants in their educational journey (Bandura, 2018). 
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By empowering students with greater control over their learning pathways, we can create a 

more engaging, relevant, and effective educational environment (Ryan & Deci, 2020). 

At the heart of this ideal ecosystem lies the concept of customisable or responsive 

learning opportunities. Rather than adhering to a one-size-fits-all approach, education 

should be tailored to each student's unique interests, aspirations, and learning styles 

(Tomlinson & McTighe, 2016). As one interviewee remarked, “[when I reflect on] my own 

schooling experience…. we missed those opportunities to do some of the things which 

would have really enriched our lives, and I would like to see every student able to do – with 

guidance – the courses that they were attracted to.” As Wenmoth et al. (2023) wrote, 

“learner agency is about having the power, combined with choices, to take meaningful 

action and see the result of those decisions” (p. 14). This individualised approach allows for 

hands-on experiences, community engagement, and real-life challenges that resonate with 

students' personal goals and passions. 

While there is often talk about student agency, it is frequently constrained by the 

rigid policies and regulations that create the conditions within which things are operating 

(Priestley et al., 2015). Achieving a system that fully supports student agency requires a 

fundamental restructuring of how education is delivered and assessed. To achieve genuine 

agency, we must reimagine educational structures to give students more control over their 

learning journeys (Biesta, 2019). Interestingly, representatives from one of the teacher 

organisations described how the flexibility that accompanied virtual learning would require 

a shift in the role of the teacher, while several of the leaders from virtual learning providers 

spoke about when students have agency the job of the teacher becomes more of a 

facilitator and, in some instances, an independent evaluator of student learning. This shift 

empowers students to become ‘self-managers’ of their education, fostering independence 
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and critical thinking skills that are essential for success in the modern world. Research by 

Cook-Sather (2020; 2022; Cook-Sather & Matthews, 2021) has repeatedly demonstrated 

that by actively engaging students in educational planning and considering their 

perspectives, we ensure that learning remains relevant, dynamic, and aligned with their 

needs. This approach not only enhances student engagement but also cultivates a sense of 

ownership and responsibility for their education. 

The vision for the future of education, particularly in the online space, emphasises 

providing students with greater choice and flexibility (Means et al., 2014). This includes the 

ability to explore and select courses based on their interests, take classes online, and have 

more control over their learning schedules. As one interviewee put it, “I would want the 

opportunity for all students to access academic education no matter where they are, and 

the only way that is going to happen is by virtual learning.” By developing platforms and 

systems that support this level of autonomy, while still offering personalised guidance from 

educators, a more responsive and student-centered learning environment can be created. 

As we are reminded that student agency “can be thought of as a catalyst for change or 

transformation” (Wenmoth et al., 2023, p. 14). 

In conclusion, an ideal educational ecosystem that prioritises student agency and 

choice has the potential to transform learning experiences. “Digital [learning] is about more 

than new technologies and improving IT systems. It also means doing things differently 

using new mindsets, skills, data and technologies to overcome barriers and better meet 

New Zealand’s needs” (Government of New Zealand, 2020, p. 9). By empowering students 

to take charge of their education, providing personalised learning paths, and actively 

including their voices in educational decision-making, we can create a more engaging, 

equitable, and effective learning environment. As one interviewee commented, it should be 
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about “equipping kids to be self-managers when it comes to their learning.” This approach 

not only prepares students for academic success but also equips them with the skills and 

mindset needed to thrive in an ever-changing world. 

An Ideal Ecosystem is Equitable and Inclusive 
An ideal ecosystem is equitable and inclusive, a principle that resonates strongly 

within the context of education. As the data was conducted in a post-pandemic context, the 

experiences of the COVD-19 remote learning were fresh in the minds of many of the 

interviewees (Wenmoth, 2021a). One of the lessons from that experience was that “the 

education responses during lockdown clearly identified a range of areas in our current 

approach that are not meeting the mark, and many are indeed exacerbating the problems 

of inequity and lack of inclusion” (Wenmoth, 2022, p. 2). The vision for a future education 

system emphasises flexibility and accessibility, allowing students to learn what they want, 

when they want, and where they want. This approach inherently promotes equity by 

accommodating diverse learning needs and circumstances. 

Equity in education means ensuring that all students have equal opportunities, 

regardless of their geographic location, socioeconomic status, or individual circumstances. 

This includes addressing barriers such as transportation issues and providing equitable 

access to high-quality teachers and resources (Darling-Hammond & Cook-Harvey, 2018). As 

one interviewee put it, “how do you teach a growing population across a bigger geographic 

base with fewer teachers?” The importance of virtual learning in response to this question 

cannot be overstated, as it offers a powerful tool to bridge gaps and provide educational 

opportunities to students in remote areas or with specific learning needs (Means et al., 

2014; Reich, 2020). For example, one interviewee stated that regardless of where the 
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student is located “they need to be able to be offered the opportunity of studying a subject 

that they want to,” while another interviewee described virtual learning as having the ability 

to “level in the playing field no matter where your children are they have equal opportunity 

to access learning as any as any other student.” This notion of the use of distance learning 

as a means to provide opportunities was a common example among interviewees. 

The concept of ‘inclusion in school vs. inclusion in education’ highlights the need to 

think beyond traditional brick-and-mortar institutions (Slee, 2018). As the capital costs of 

building more schools outpace funding capabilities, there's a growing need for “permeability 

of where schooling occurs” (as one interviewee described), especially at the secondary level 

(Hargreaves & Fullan, 2015). Another interviewee suggested that “kids should learn at any 

time that works with them whether it's at school or home, in the community, at Nana's 

place, and the system has to change to enable that to happen.” This shift towards more 

flexible learning environments can help ensure that education reaches all students, 

regardless of their physical location (Barbour & Reeves, 2009). The use of distance learning 

as a means to provide flexible learning was probably best summed up by this interviewee 

who commented, “distance learning provides learning that is not rationed.” 

Inclusion and equity are also crucial components of this ideal ecosystem. By offering 

flexible online learning opportunities, we can reach diverse student populations, including 

those from underserved communities and non-traditional learners (Rose & Meyer, 2016). 

This notion of being able to reach a diverse group of learners was underscored by several 

interviewees whenever Te Aho o Te Kura Pounamu was referenced. As one interviewee 

described, “Te Kura was one seen as a school of last resort for students who were failing in 

or had been failed by the traditional school system, but now Te Kura is often seen as a viable 

option for a full range of student context.” However, it's essential to address barriers to 
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access and participation, such as providing financial assistance, ensuring technology access, 

and offering targeted support for marginalised student groups (Gorski, 2018). For example, 

one interviewee spoke about the provision of technology during COVID and how in many 

low-income families simply providing students with access to a device wasn’t helpful when 

the family was struggling to pay for electricity or the parents were not able to help the 

student set-up and support the technology that they received. 

Equitable access to technology, including devices and broadband internet, also 

emerges as a critical factor in sustaining online programmes and ensuring all students can 

participate in virtual learning opportunities. This is particularly crucial given the geographic 

enrolment disparities observed, with the majority of students located in specific regions 

(Warschauer & Matuchniak, 2010). By making online education a right for all students, we 

can work towards overcoming these regional imbalances and providing equal opportunities 

across the board (DiMaggio & Hargittai, 2021). While there is a strong commitment to public 

education and equity, concerns about exclusive private providers limiting access highlight 

the need for a balanced approach. For example, one interviewee lamented about the fact 

that various VLN clusters had been around for decades, but “[everyone knows] about 

Crimson because we've had some very influential people who have endorsed it, you know 

our ex-prime minister” (and this was a specific example cited by several interviewees). 

Recognising and supporting public and non-profit virtual learning providers, like the VLN, 

could help ensure the sustainability and effectiveness of inclusive educational options. 

Finally, an ideal educational ecosystem also recognises the importance of addressing 

basic needs (Maslow, 1943). As one interviewee noted, “I strongly believe that school is a 

great place for people just to go to eat their lunch because all that social side of being with 

people face to face is still really important.” This holistic approach to education 
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acknowledges that learning cannot happen effectively if students' fundamental needs are 

not met (Jensen, 2019). As another interviewee summarised in a succinct fashion, “if you're 

at school, you're going to be warm and fed.” In distance education, just as in face-to-face 

contexts, educators must remain acutely aware that learning is fundamentally compromised 

when students' basic physiological and social needs are unmet, regardless of the physical 

distance between instructor and learner. 

In conclusion, an ideal ecosystem in education is one that strives for equity and 

inclusivity by breaking down barriers, leveraging technology, and adapting to the diverse 

needs of all students. It recognises that true inclusion goes beyond physical presence in a 

school building and extends to providing quality educational opportunities for every 

student, regardless of their circumstances or location. 

An Ideal Ecosystem is Cohesive and Coordinated 
An ideal educational ecosystem is cohesive and coordinated. This approach would 

address many of the challenges currently embedded into the existing educational 

ecosystem, particularly with respect to the integration of digital learning in the school 

sector. At present, there is a fragmentation and lack of coordination evident in the school 

system that hinders the potential for seamless, effective education that meets the needs of 

all learners. To provide one example of this fragmentation, as a part of their recent Tuia Te 

Hononga Tāngata, Tuia Te Hononga Ao: Taking the Pulse of Distance Learning in Aotearoa 

New Zealand report, in an effort to clarify the nomenclature around distance learning 

Barbour and Wenmoth (2024a) described distance learning programmes, which differed 

from schools in that programmes did not have school identification codes; and thus were 

unable to perform formal functions that schools are able to undertake (e.g., grant credit, 
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provide transcripts, etc.). As such, these distance learning programmes must rely upon the 

good will of the community of schools that they cooperate with – as opposed to an 

interaction of equal partners with a common goal. 

A cohesive and coordinated educational ecosystem would facilitate seamless 

collaboration among various learning providers, institutions, and organisations. This 

includes partnerships between traditional schools, distance learning providers, tertiary 

institutions, employers, and community organisations. As one participant described it: 

…a kid might thrive at this school but then it might be that they need something else 

as they grow and develop. And we often see that transition as a negative, but 

actually if in this period of your life you need to pop out with the regular system and 

pop into some online learning – whether it's take a break, to explore your passions, 

just do something different to you, or to rebuild  your confidence so you can go back 

– we need to celebrate those partnerships. 

Such collaboration would enable the sharing of best practices, innovative approaches, and 

resources across different learning models, leading to a more robust and adaptable 

education system. 

This kind of model was consistent with the one envisioned by Barbour and Wenmoth 

(2013) (and presented in Figure 2 above), as they proposed an organisational model that 

accommodated the partnerships between providers of education – regardess of modality – 

in an effort to achieve a vision of networked schools (Wenmoth, 2010). 
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Figure 5. 

Wenmoth’s (2010) vision of networked schools  

(Barbour & Wenmoth, 2013, p. 13) 

In this structure, a student could attend a single school, multiple schools, or no school at all. 

That student could receive their education from multiple providers – regardless of their 

physical location. The ecosystem would be set-up to allow the student to take advantage of 

learning based on their individual needs and also their own desires. One of the limitations of 

this original vision was that it focused on distance/virtual learning providers, whereas in the 

current educational context the ‘New Other Providers’ could include a wide range of in 

person career and technical focused providers. 

A coordinated approach like the one described above would also address the current 

regulatory challenges faced by distance learning providers. The implementation of 

regulatory guidelines specific to distance learning, including class size ratios, professional 

development requirements, and evaluation processes, would ensure that distance learning 

institutions receive equitable treatment and recognition. As one interviewee described, “I 

don’t like the term e-learning, because students are just learning,” similar to another 

interviewee who remarked “it isn’t virtual learning, it's just learning.” Regulating distance 
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learning in the same manner as face-to-face learning would help legitimise distance learning 

and break down the artificial distinctions between distance learning and brick-and-mortar 

learning. While not specific to the New Zealand context, Barbour (2019) explored how a 

variety of North American distance schools and programmes handled the issue of class size. 

Similarly, Archambault et al. (2013) examined the ways that US-based distance schools and 

programmes managed the issue of attendance in an online or virtual format, while Barbour 

(2018) examined ways that distance schools and programmes could be equitably funded 

and resourced in comparison to their face-to-face counterparts. These international 

illustrations could provide examples 

In an ideal ecosystem, there would be a standardisation of the use of technology 

platforms across schools and programs, reducing barriers for students and teachers and 

streamlining the learning experience. A national curriculum supported by a decentralised IT 

infrastructure, including cloud-based systems, to ensure continuity of education during 

disruptions and provide flexibility in learning approaches. Several interviewees, particularly 

those secondary level providers, made comments like “working within one learning 

management system, utilising the same tools, allows consistency around your pedagogy and 

learning design” or from the student perspective that “it's not a mystery to those joining.”  

This sentiment is consistent with the recommendations of the Connected Ako: Digital and 

Data for Learning, which indicated “across the education landscape this is an issue as 

education providers deal with the complexity of different student management systems, 

learning management systems, and data required at school and system levels” (Government 

of New Zealand, 2023, p. 19). One of the things that standardised technology would allow is 

the sharing of data and resources is another critical aspect of a cohesive educational system. 

A centralised platform where content and assessments are tagged and searchable would 
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allow for more personalised learning experiences and better tracking of student progress. 

Such a structure would help bridge the current gaps between siloed organisations and 

promote a unified approach to digital learning. 

In addition to the lack of standardisation of systems and curriculum, there is 

currently a lack of consistency in pedagogy, learning design, and teacher capacity across 

digital learning providers. By working towards standardising these aspects, while still 

allowing for innovation and flexibility, the quality and effectiveness of schooling can be 

significantly improved. As one participant summarised it, the ability for teachers to be able 

to do this in the present teacher training programme is quite lacking. 

I think we're preparing teachers woefully to use technology. They kind of expect that 

they'll just know how to use it, but they don't know how to use it. They don't know 

how to evaluate programmes effectively and decide whether they should be using it. 

These perceptions were largely exposed by the pandemic, and teachers inability to pivot 

learning modalities in a manner needed to ensure the continuity of learning for students. 

Research has shown that worldwide educators were simply unprepared and lacked the 

requisite training to be able to facilitate learning outside of the face-to-face modality (An et 

al., 2021; Eadens et al., 2022; European Commission, 2020; Francom et al., 2021; Lahr & 

Welch, 2023; Trust & Whalen, 2021 – just to name a few). As such, professional 

development and support for educators are essential components of a coordinated 

educational ecosystem. 

In fact, there has been recent scholarship outlining exactly the kinds of actions that 

governments and tertiary institutions need to take. Broadly speaking, they argue that 

teacher education programmes need to provide teachers with experience in designing, 
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delivering, and facilitating online instruction, as well as learning themselves online.  In 

particular, they recommend: 

1. There must be sufficient course work to give pre-service teachers access to 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes related to K-12 online and blended learning. 

2. Teacher candidates should have experiences as online learners. 

3. Teacher education programmes must include field experiences in online and 

blended learning. 

4. Have accrediting bodies and state agencies require that all pre-service teachers 

have meaningful and useful preparation to deliver online and blended learning. 

(Barbour & Hodges, 2024a, 2024b, 2024c, 2025; Hodges et al., 2022) 

The reality is that a systematic approach to teacher training in digital pedagogical methods 

and technology integration would ensure that all educators are equipped with the skills 

necessary to thrive in a digital learning environment. 

Finally, based on the interviews we conducted, central to this ideal ecosystem is the 

establishment of a centralised governance structure within the Ministry of Education, 

specifically focused on overseeing digital learning tools. In particular, several of the 

interviewees involved with distance learning programmes commented about the lack of 

knowledge that existed within the Ministry of Education about their part of the school 

sector, “a lot of the advisors within the government have no idea what we're [VLN 

programs] doing. Some of them have an idea of what we're doing, but they're actually 

gatekeepers and put up barriers to what we're doing because they have different ideas 

about what they want.” It was suggested that this team would include representatives from 

various distance learning providers, ensuring that diverse perspectives are considered in 

decision-making processes. However, it should be noted that this approach has been largely 
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unsuccessful in the past. For example, the VLN-C was formalised in 2010 with a goal to 

extend cooperation between the individual virtual learning clusters and be a vehicle for 

information and advocacy to the government (Wenmoth, 2011). In its initial stages it 

received funding from the Ministry of Education to support its members’ own activities, as 

well as to provide national services and resources through an online community space 

(Wenmoth, 2019). However, by the time the COVID-19 pandemic emerged the VLN-C had 

become less of a coordination and advocacy organisation, and more of a term used to 

describe the remaining virtual learning programmes that were once its members (Education 

Gazette Editors, 2020). The main difference between what interviewees in this study have 

proposed and the example of the VLN-C is that the proposed team would be within the 

Ministry of Education, whereas the VLN-C was an external organisation supported and 

partially funded by the Ministry of Education. 

An ideal educational ecosystem that is cohesive and coordinated could address the 

current fragmentation, regulatory challenges, and inconsistencies in the compulsory sector. 

By fostering collaboration, standardising practices, implementing supportive governance 

structures, and leveraging technology effectively, such an ecosystem would provide a more 

flexible, diverse, and high-quality learning experience for all students. This approach would 

not only improve the current state of education, but also pave the way for a future where 

learning is seamlessly integrated across various contexts and modalities. While we 

presented this theme third, it was the theme that was discussed by the most interviewees 

and the most discussed topic by interviewees. 
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An Ideal Ecosystem is Innovative and Future Focused 
An ideal ecosystem in education is innovative and future focused. The ‘three 

horizons framework’ referred to by many futurists offers a useful way of understanding how 

we must balance the tensions between policies that support traditional efficiencies 

(International Training Centre, n.d.), those that support disruptive innovations targeting 

specific problems or areas of needs and those that support the longer term vision of a 

future-ready stage (see Figure 6 below). 

Figure 6. 

Adaptation of the three horizons framework for distance and classroom-based learning 

 

To achieve the ideal future state we must begin with a clear vision of what that might look 

like, or at least, the characteristics we’d hope to incorporate. This is the clear value of having 

a ‘Horizon 3’ vision. An innovative and future-focused approach will be continually learning 

and iteratively stepping towards the vision of the future – in this case, a context where 

schools and other organisations use distance learning tools and pedagogies in a manner 

where distance learning and classroom-based learning is seamlessly integrated, offering 
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students unlimited opportunities to access the learning they need or desire, both in and out 

of the classroom. 

The current state of online education for school-aged learners has largely stagnated 

since its inception in the early 2000s, highlighting the pressing need for innovation to create 

a more effective and adaptable learning environment. This was particularly evident with 

several of those interviewed commenting on the “strong emphasis [of many existing virtual 

learning programs] on synchronous learning and the belief that ‘real teaching’ must be face-

to-face” and that this “rigidity of synchronous learning causes issues with scheduling, 

especially considering the varied start and finish dates, teacher-only days, and other 

differences found in school timetables.” There was a general sentiment among those 

interviewed that distance learning needed to “move beyond the rigid emphasis on 

synchronous learning” that currently dominated distance learning models. Educational 

innovation must transcend current paradigms, proactively designing learning ecosystems 

that anticipate and accommodate emerging technological and societal shifts, rather than 

merely responding to immediate needs (Wenmoth, 2022). This future-focused approach 

requires a radical reimagining of things such as assessment, credentialing, and learning 

pathways that can flexibly accommodate rapidly evolving disciplines like artificial 

intelligence, where traditional qualification frameworks fall short of capturing emerging 

competencies. It will also require a radical re-imagining of the role of those who are 

involved in designing, facilitating, supporting and assessing learning – currently all roles 

assigned to one person, the teacher. 

The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted both the potential and challenges of online 

learning. While some schools successfully transitioned, others struggled due to 

unpreparedness. The prevalence of what became known as “Zoom school,” where teachers 
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essentially transitioned their regular in person teaching to an online synchronous 

environment with few adjustments to account for the change of medium (Ardiansyahmiraja 

et al., 2021; Bloomfield et al., 2021; Marcelin et al., 2024), exemplified the need for systemic 

change. For example, during one group interview one of the individuals remarked that “the 

government missed a huge, a massive opportunity after COVID to promote online learning, 

to kick start it and to get it as part of [the formal system],” while the other individual in that 

group commented that “we thought COVID would be that catalyst the change, but it 

hasn't… The Ministry and policy officials don't want to make big policy changes” to address 

the deficiencies that were exposed. However, within those who participated in this study 

there was a call for systemic changes in education to support virtual learning, including 

revising funding models and improving regulatory frameworks. 

An innovative ecosystem would address the limitations of traditional virtual learning, 

which has focused on synchronous instruction, by incorporating more flexible approaches. 

One interviewee was quite emphatic about this point when she indicated: 

I think the big problem is, it's kind of stagnated. The model hasn't changed from 

when we started in the early 2000s. They were insistent then that they had to have 

the synchronous time, and that this was the model that was going to be used. And 

nothing's really changed since then. 

This approach would need to include exploring asynchronous learning options, which can 

better accommodate the diverse needs of students. Private schools offering distance 

learning and other smaller entities are emerging, potentially offering alternatives to 

traditional models. For example, the recent Tuia Te Hononga Tāngata, Tuia Te Hononga Ao: 

Taking the Pulse of Distance Learning in Aotearoa New Zealand report indicated that many 

of these private schools offering distance learning were focused on asynchronous and/or 
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self-paced models of student learning (Barbour & Wenmoth, 2024b). These new players 

may adopt different approaches. Similarly, Barbour and Wenmoth also reported that the 

nation’s largest distance learning provider (i.e., Te Aho o Te Kura Pounamu) has undertaken 

steps to provide robust asynchronous online content and employ a comprehensive learning 

management system with students. The ability to offer anytime, anywhere learning is a key 

aspect of an innovative educational ecosystem, breaking free from the constraints of fixed 

schedules and locations. 

Additionally, a future-focused ecosystem would embrace technological 

advancements and evolving teaching methods to enable a shift in mindset from viewing 

online and offline learning as separate entities to seeing learning as a unified concept, 

regardless of the mode of delivery. “I'd love all teachers to be in that space. I'd love for all 

students… to have that experience of learning online because I think it's a very powerful 

space for acquiring lifelong learning skills and those learning dispositions” stated one 

interviewee, who continued that “I think it's a very powerful context to sort of give the 

learners [the ability] to learn how to learn and develop those skills.” This sentiment is 

echoed in Wenmoth’s (2022) paper titled Hybrid Learning, a Means to an End, in which he 

stated “hybrid learning is not simply another delivery mode, it is a means to a transformed 

state of education” (p. 2). 

Innovation in the educational ecosystem also extends to addressing present and 

future systemic challenges. This includes advocating for policy changes that support flexible 

learning options, revising funding models, and improving regulatory frameworks. One 

interviewee commented: 

What happens if you've got a couple of students that want to take subjects, but you 

don't have a teacher that wants to teach it. You've got to come up with money now, 
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and it's not always easy, and it's also not always easy to transfer between schools. So 

I think it’s just much more complicated than it needs to be. It would be easier if it was 

government funded. 

An innovative ecosystem would push for education policies that are forward-thinking and 

adaptable to rapidly changing technological and societal landscapes. Many of these policies 

were referenced in the previous ‘An Ideal Ecosystem is Cohesive and Coordinated’ section, 

beginning with recommendations made by Barbour and Wenmoth (2013) and, more 

recently, Wenmoth (2023). In formulating such policies it will be important to focus on 

those that support a transformative view of the future, in addition to any that support 

innovations targeting only immediate and short-term concerns. 

A key characteristic of an ideal, future-ready, ecosystem for example would be that it 

prioritises addressing unique learning needs of all learners, especially in small or remote 

schools (Whalley & Barbour, 2020). Collaboration and community engagement are also 

crucial components of an innovative educational ecosystem. This involves fostering 

partnerships between schools, encouraging the sharing of resources and best practices, and 

involving various stakeholders in decision-making processes. This could involve developing 

specialised support in curriculum development, teacher training, and technology access 

(Zhao, 2018). By focusing on these areas, the ecosystem can ensure that innovation reaches 

all corners of the educational landscape, not just well-resourced urban centers. 
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Recommendations 

The participants in this study were quite direct with suggestions on the specific 

actions that needed to occur to help facilitate their ideal vision for the future of education. 

These suggestions thematically fell into one of five general areas or categories: 

leadership/policy, resourcing/funding, infrastructure and systems, teacher roles, and 

accreditation. While these five areas are described as distinct categories below, the reader 

will note from the discussion below there was a great deal of overlap and 

interconnectedness between each of these areas. 

Leadership/Policy 
Participants indicated that there was a critical need to invest in leadership 

development programmes that prioritised building authentic relationships and trust among 

stakeholders, including educators, policymakers, and parents. This investment should be 

coupled with efforts to foster new leadership and diverse perspectives in education to 

better meet the evolving needs of students and adapt to a changing educational landscape. 

Participants felt that “leaders [at both school and organisational levels] needed to be 

proactive in understanding the needs of students, teachers, and parents, and in fostering 

partnerships and collaborations.” To support this effort, participants recommended that “a 

national task force or advisory board comprising representatives from distance learning 

providers, schools, and the Ministry of Education [should] be formed to develop and 

implement a strategic plan for advancing distance learning in New Zealand.” Participants 

suggested that this task force or advisory board could also serve as a lead team to advise the 

Ministry and ensure long-term sustainability of distance learning initiatives. Additionally, 
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participants felt there was a need to learn from both successful and unsuccessful examples 

of distance learning providers to improve existing programmes and develop new ones. 

Participants also expressed a pressing need for greater recognition and support from 

the Ministry of Education to legitimise the role of some distance learning providers within 

the education system. For example, one participant referenced the fact that an official 

increase in the “visibility and validation could promote greater involvement from schools 

and students,” while another participant spoke about recognition in terms of their ability 

“to secure long-term funding and make them less susceptible to changes in government 

priorities.” To achieve these goals, advocacy efforts should be intensified with a goal to build 

strong relationships with stakeholders such as parents, communities, and government 

agencies. Participants felt that education policy should also be more future-oriented, 

considering technological advancements and changes in teaching and learning methods. 

One participant even suggested that “all teachers should spend some of their time teaching 

online.” Finally, participants indicated that there was a need to advocate for innovative 

ways of learning and to support teachers in adapting to distance teaching, possibly through 

union involvement in policy changes. By implementing these actions, New Zealand could 

create a more robust, inclusive, and effective distance learning environment that serves the 

needs of all students. 

Resourcing/Funding 
Participants indicated it was crucial to advocate for policy changes that supported 

innovative approaches to education. These changes included revising attendance 

requirements and funding models to accommodate flexible learning options. Participants 

described a pressing need for “consistent, long-term funding and contractual arrangements 
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to ensure the stability and sustainability of [open, flexible and distance] learning providers.” 

Simplifying funding structures to allow for mixing and matching courses from different 

providers could enhance flexibility and student choice. Additionally, participants (specifically 

from distance learning providers) called for an “increase in the overall funding and 

resources for distance providers is essential to address high student-staff ratios and provide 

adequate support for students” (although this was not raised by other stakeholders outside 

of those directly involved with the provision of distance learning). Other changes that were 

called for included establishing guidelines for staffing ratios and support roles to improve 

the quality of distance learning. Participants felt that collaboration and resource sharing 

among schools should be promoted to leverage expertise, curriculum materials, and best 

practices to address resource shortages and improve programme equality. 

To overcome technological and infrastructural barriers, participants felt it was 

important to standardise technology platforms and improve campus capability at the 

learner level. This standardisation may require internal changes and political will from other 

stakeholder organisations. Participants also suggested that the education system should 

also “focus on empowering schools and teachers by providing greater autonomy and direct 

funding to tailor education to student needs.” Addressing resource inequities was seen as 

crucial to ensure that schools with the greatest need – particularly small, rural, or sole-

charge schools – had access to targeted assistance and support. Finally, participants felt that 

it was important to “recognise the value of dual enrollment for students” in any form of 

flexible or remote environment, ensuring “students maintain connections with regular 

neighbourhood schools while receiving learning opportunities in flexible environments.” It 

was suggested that by implementing these recommendations, the education system could 
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better adapt to the changing landscape of learning, providing more flexible, accessible, and 

effective education for all students. 

Infrastructure and Systems 
Participants argued that to foster a more collaborative and effective educational 

environment, it was crucial to “prioritise resource sharing and collaboration among 

schools.” By creating centralised repositories of resources and encouraging open 

communication channels between institutions, participants felt it could significantly 

enhance the quality of education for all students. Additionally, implementing decentralised 

IT infrastructure, such as cloud-based systems, was essential to ensure educational 

continuity during disruptions according to participants. However, addressing internet 

connectivity challenges remained a critical concern (particularly after what was seen with 

the recent pandemic). Participants suggested that “efforts should be made to improve 

coverage and affordability, which would enable all students to access distance learning 

resources equitably.” To overcome structural barriers like time constraints and resistance to 

change, participants indicated that it was “important to advocate for policy reforms that 

support distance learning integration.” This could include mandating schools to offer 

distance options and implementing standardised evaluation processes and professional 

development requirements for educators involved in distance teaching. 

To further enhance the effectiveness of distance learning, participants argued that 

there should “be a focus on developing platforms that empower students to explore and 

select courses based on their interests while providing personalised support from 

educators.” Investing in technology integration and real-time data analysis systems was 

seen as crucial for improving distance learning experiences and demonstrating outcomes. 



 

Unbounded Learning – A Roadmap for a future focused education ecosystem in New Zealand Page  41 

Streamlining operations and resource allocation can optimise course offerings and ensure 

efficient use of resources. Participants suggested a need to implement “standardised 

enrolment procedures to facilitate smoother transitions for students and teachers between 

in person and distance learning settings.” Additionally, participants directly involved with 

distance learning providers suggested a “database of retired teachers interested in part-

time distance teaching could be created to leverage valuable pedagogical expertise.” To 

address teacher shortages, it was suggested that mechanisms for sharing teaching resources 

across institutions should be developed. Lastly, participants argued that it was essential to 

consider “how tools and services were provided, whether centrally paid and provided, 

managed by the Ministry, or decided by individual schools, to ensure a cohesive and 

effective approach to online education implementation.” 

Teacher Roles 
It was surprising and unexpected the extent to which participants focused on the 

issue of teacher roles. Participants made it clear that there was a pressing need for “a 

significant shift in teacher education and professional development to address the 

challenges of [distance and flexible] learning environments.” “The education system must 

adapt to support various learning modalities” according to participants, which included face-

to-face, distance, and hybrid models. To achieve this adaptation, participants felt that it was 

crucial to revamp teacher preparation programmes to incorporate comprehensive training 

in distance teaching methodologies, digital pedagogies, and effective use of educational 

technology. These changes should also include opportunities for pre-service teachers to gain 

hands-on experience in distance classrooms. Additionally, participants argued that “ongoing 

professional development for in-service teachers should be prioritised,” focusing on 
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enhancing their skills in technology integration, distance communication strategies, and 

adapting traditional teaching methods to distance environments. Participants indicated that 

it would be beneficial to “establish standardised professional development programmes or 

micro-credentialing opportunities specifically designed for distance teachers.” These 

initiatives should be complemented by mentorship programmes and regular evaluation to 

ensure the effectiveness of distance teaching practices. Furthermore, participants suggested 

that schools and teachers be empowered with greater autonomy and resources to tailor 

education to their students' needs, including direct funding and support for implementing 

flexible learning solutions. 

To address the broader challenges facing education systems, participants also felt 

that it was essential to consider innovative approaches to teacher employment and 

resource allocation, particularly for distance educators. These approaches might involve 

developing new models for employing distance teachers directly by non-school providers, 

rather than through traditional school-based structures, to improve scalability and address 

employment challenges unique to distance learning environments. Participants also 

underscored a need to “prepare both the education system and – in particular – teachers 

for future crises, such as pandemics or natural disasters, by ensuring that both teachers and 

students are equipped with the skills necessary for effective distance learning.” This 

preparation should include teaching students how to learn independently in remote 

settings. Additionally, participants said it was “important to incorporate mental health 

support within the education system,” possibly through specialised roles like counselors or 

support services that could be accessed regardless of geographic location. Lastly, 

participants felt efforts should be made to attract high-quality applicants and subject 

specialists to the teaching profession, potentially by revising recruitment strategies and 
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offering more attractive career pathways in education. By implementing these suggestions, 

education systems could better prepare for the future of learning, ensuring that teachers 

are well-equipped to provide high-quality education across various modalities and that 

students receive the support they need to thrive in diverse learning environments. 

Accreditation 
Those participants who were directly involved in distance learning providers spoke 

to the need for systematic change with respect to accreditation. These individuals argued 

that distance learning providers like those associated with “the Virtual Learning Network-

Community had demonstrated their value and effectiveness over two decades, particularly 

in serving diverse learners who benefited from flexible scheduling and learning 

environments.” However, participants indicated that these providers faced “significant 

challenges due to lack of official recognition and support.” To address this oversight, 

participants advocated for education authorities to consider creating a new category of 

accreditation specifically for distance learning providers that did not meet the definition of a 

school. This category would provide the necessary recognition and operational flexibility, 

allowing these providers to manage staffing independently and access resources like dual 

tuition pathways. Additionally, participants suggested that policymakers should review and 

“update regulations to accommodate the unique needs of distance learning environments 

to ensure they can operate effectively within the education system.” Participants felt that it 

was crucial for “officials and school leaders to recognise the potential of distance learning 

beyond its role during the pandemic, and to integrate it more fully into the mainstream 

education system.” 
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These participants did acknowledge several key areas that needed attention to 

enhance the effectiveness of these forms of distance learning. First, there should be a focus 

on developing and retaining qualified teachers specialising in distance learning, which could 

involve creating specific training programmes and career pathways for educators in these 

environments. Second, alternative assessment methods that reduce student stress and 

better align with distance learning modalities needed to be explored (e.g., project-based 

assessments or competency-based progression models). Third, efforts needed to be made 

to address social factors affecting families' attitudes towards education, particularly in the 

context of distance learning. These efforts might involve community outreach programmes 

and education campaigns to highlight the benefits and legitimacy of virtual learning. Finally, 

better communication and education among school leaders about the value of distance 

learning programmes was needed. 

Potential Immediate Steps and Long-Term Actions 
Unfortunately, the data generated with respect to the actions that participants felt 

needed to be taken in order to achieve their ideal vision were often clouded by the specific 

organisation that they represented. As Wenmoth (2024) pointed out, it is not uncommon 

for school leaders and educators to focus on finding “solutions [to day-to-day issues]... that 

suit that particular context and time” (para. 5). For example, the authors reported that 

those interviewees directly involved in non-profit programmes were focused on increasing 

funding and recognition for programmes like their own, whereas this was not referenced by 

any other interviewee. Further, calls for centralisations of learning tools and resources were 

common, but so were calls for independence to select appropriate tools and resources to 

meet local demands and needs. However, “decades of research on high-performing 
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education systems have demonstrated the need for strategic, forward-looking system 

leadership” (National Center on Education and the Economy, 2024, p. 35). Simply put, in 

many cases the individual participants exhibited the same limitation as many of the reform 

efforts from a decade earlier – an inability to outline actions beyond the status quo of the 

existing school sector framework. 

Since the specific actions suggested by participants to facilitate their ideal vision for 

the future of education tended to be self-serving in many instances, and were also often in 

conflict with the ideal vision they had described, we have decided to focus on the 

interviewees’ vision of an ideal education ecosystem and outline our own immediate steps 

and long term actions that can be taken to implement each aspect of that vision. The steps 

we have identified take into account many of the ideas raised by participants, together with 

our own observations and research into what is happening on other jurisdictions. Our lists of 

immediate actions are largely things that could be achieved within the current policy, 

regulatory and resourcing settings, while the long-term actions will require changes in many 

of these settings, involving Ministry of Education and government cooperation.  

An Ideal Ecosystem has Student Agency and Choice 

Informed by a growing body of research into effective, equitable, and future-focused 

learning, our first set of recommendations propose key shifts toward an education 

ecosystem that places learner agency and choice at its core (Balser & Tafuro, 2025; Hannon 

& Peterson, 2021; Wright, 2018). While current policy settings in many jurisdictions 

continue to prioritise foundational skills and standardised outcomes, such approaches often 

operate within narrow definitions of success and can limit the flexibility needed to respond 

to diverse learner needs and contexts. At the same time, the expansion of open, flexible, 
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and distance education offers new possibilities for learners to engage in self-directed, 

personalised pathways. While there are some changes that can be made immediately, 

realising the full potential of these modes requires systemic transformation – beyond 

isolated innovations – to reshape the structures, cultures, and practices of schooling. These 

recommendations advocate for an ecosystem in which learners are equipped and supported 

to make meaningful choices, navigate multiple pathways, and participate in learning that is 

relevant, inclusive, and responsive to a changing world. 

The immediate steps that can be undertaken within the current framework of 

schools in New Zealand include: 

1. Introduce more flexible course selection processes that allow students to choose 

classes aligned with their interests and future goals. 

2. Create mechanisms for students to have consultative conversations about their 

learning pathways with educators who act as facilitators rather than instructors. 

3. Develop mixed learning models that combine virtual and in-person experiences 

4. Create opportunities for students to engage in hands-on learning across different 

sites. 

In addition to actions that can be implement without larger structure change, there 

are also a series of goals that educational leaders, policymakers and legislators should strive 

towards. These actions include: 

1. Redesign educational policies and regulations to support student agency, including; 

a. develop more flexible accreditation models that recognise learning achieved 

through diverse pathways 

b. create policy frameworks that validate learning experiences outside 

traditional classroom settings 
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c. establish mechanisms to credit experiential learning, community 

engagement, and self-directed projects 

d. move away from standardised, uniform assessment methods 

e. create dynamic policy environments that can quickly adapt to technological 

and pedagogical innovations 

f. develop regulatory mechanisms that support, rather than constrain, 

educational experimentation 

g. establish clear guidelines for quality assurance that don't rely on traditional 

compliance metrics 

2. Shift the role of teachers from traditional instructors to embracing new roles that 

might include, for example: 

a. learning architects (e.g., design personalised learning experiences) 

b. personalised learning facilitators (e.g., provide individualised coaching and 

mentorship) 

c. collaborative learning specialists (e.g., facilitate cross-institutional and cross-

disciplinary learning experiences) 

d. technology-enabled learning guides (e.g., proficient in using adaptive learning 

technologies) 

3. Develop adaptive learning technologies that can create customised educational 

experiences, including platforms that allow students to co-design their learning 

experiences 

4. Implement assessment methods that recognise and validate learning achieved 

through diverse, student-chosen experiences 
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5. Create comprehensive systems that allow students to map their learning journey 

from their current position to their future aspirations and sustain a record of 

learning that travels with them for life. 

An Ideal Ecosystem is Equitable and Inclusive 

Creating an education system that is truly equitable and inclusive requires both 

immediate action and sustained, long-term change. Some of the necessary shifts are already 

within the locus of control of educators, leaders, and communities – such as rethinking 

pedagogical approaches, strengthening relationships, and creating more culturally 

responsive learning environments (Borazon & Chuang, 2023; Stein et al., 2025). Other 

changes, however, will require broader policy and regulatory reform to address the 

structural conditions that continue to reproduce inequity at scale. These recommendations 

recognise that both levels of action are essential and interconnected. Drawing on research 

into the social and systemic dimensions of education (Darling-Hammond et al., 2024; Niemi, 

2021; Wenmoth et al., 2023), they advocate for a deliberate redesign of learning 

ecosystems to ensure that every learner – regardless of background, identity, location, or 

circumstance – has meaningful access to opportunity, voice, and success. By committing to 

equity as a guiding principle and a design imperative, we lay the foundation for a more just 

and inclusive future – one in which all learners are able to access and participate in the 

learning they need and aspire to, in ways that are relevant, responsive, and free from 

unnecessary barriers. 

The immediate steps that can be undertaken within the current framework of 

schools in New Zealand include: 

1. Improve technology access for all through initiatives such as: 



 

Unbounded Learning – A Roadmap for a future focused education ecosystem in New Zealand Page  49 

a. comprehensive device distribution programmes that consider the full context 

of families' needs. 

b. provision of support systems to help families with technology setup and 

ongoing technical assistance. 

c. ensuring programmes that provide devices also address related needs like 

internet connectivity and electricity costs. 

2. Establish mechanisms to ensure students' basic needs (i.e., food, warmth, social 

connection) in both physical and virtual learning environments are identified and 

support provided. 

3. Create hybrid models that maintain access to school facilities for social connection 

and basic needs while offering flexible learning options. 

4. Provide targeted professional learning development (PLD) to help teachers 

effectively support diverse learners in virtual environments. 

5. Create resource-sharing networks between schools to maximise access to quality 

teaching across geographic areas 

In addition to actions that can be implement without larger structure change, there 

are also a series of goals that educational leaders, policymakers and legislators should strive 

towards. These actions include: 

1. Develop a comprehensive broadband infrastructure to ensure universal internet 

access. Network4Learning (N4L) offers a useful model that could be developed 

further here. 

2. Establish sustainable funding models for technology provision and maintenance. 

These models should ensure equitable resource distribution regardless of geographic 

location. 
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3. Develop integrated systems (e.g., technical and operational) for seamless learning 

across multiple locations (e.g., home, school, community spaces). 

4. Create policies that support ‘unrationed learning’ where education isn't limited by 

physical space or time constraints, and can be accessed by those who need it. 

5. Support system evolution by building comprehensive support networks that include: 

a. agile technical support infrastructure 

b. social and emotional support services 

c. family engagement and support programmes 

d. community partnerships for expanded learning opportunities 

6. Ensure emphasis on sustainability measures, including provision of support for public 

and non-profit virtual learning providers to ensure sustainable, accessible options. 

7. Develop quality assurance mechanisms that maintain high standards while 

preserving flexibility and accessibility. 

An Ideal Ecosystem is Cohesive and Coordinated 

A well-functioning education system depends not only on innovation and passion, 

but on coherence and coordination across all levels and parts of the system. Currently, 

many efforts to improve learning – particularly through the use of online and virtual 

learning – rely heavily on the commitment of individual educators or isolated pockets of 

expertise (Barbour & Wenmoth, 2024a; Clark & Barbour, 2015; Dede, 1996; Gottschalk & 

Weise, 2023). This fragmented approach makes it difficult to scale good practice, sustain 

progress, or ensure that all learners receive consistent levels of quality, support, and 

opportunity (Carretero Gómez et al., 2021; Parry & Metzger, 2023). These 

recommendations highlight both immediate actions that can strengthen local collaboration 
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and alignment, and longer-term strategies that require system-level leadership, 

infrastructure, and policy coherence. Building a cohesive and coordinated learning 

ecosystem means moving beyond siloed efforts to establish shared frameworks, trusted 

networks, and clear roles across schools, sectors, and agencies. It is through this kind of 

alignment that we can create the conditions for sustainable innovation and equitable 

learning experiences for all. 

The immediate steps that can be undertaken within the current framework of 

schools in New Zealand include: 

1. Implement common learning management systems across providers. 

2. Create shared protocols for data exchange between institutions. 

3. Ensure compliance with safety standards (e.g., Safer Technology 4 Schools1). 

4. Establish consistent digital tools and platforms to reduce barriers for students 

moving between providers. 

5. Develop clear guidelines for technology usage across different learning contexts. 

6. Begin harmonising regulations between distance and in-person learning. 

7. Establish common frameworks for: 

a. class size ratios 

b. attendance tracking 

c. credit granting 

d. assessment practices 

8. Introduce immediate professional development in digital pedagogy. 

9. Provide PLD programmes for existing teachers in online and blended learning. 

 

1 For more information, visit https://st4s.edu.au/ 
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10. Establish mentoring networks between experienced online educators and 

newcomers. 

In addition to actions that can be implement without larger structure change, there 

are also a series of goals that educational leaders, policymakers and legislators should strive 

towards. These actions include: 

1. Develop a unified educational framework that: 

a. removes artificial distinctions between distance and face-to-face learning 

b. enables students to move freely between different learning modalities 

c. supports multiple concurrent enrolments across providers 

d. recognises learning regardless of delivery method 

2. Establish a dedicated team within the Ministry of Education focused on digital 

teaching and learning. 

3. Develop mechanisms for ongoing collaboration between different educational 

stakeholders. 

4. Implement continuous evaluation and improvement processes for distance learning 

programmes. 

5. Create cloud-based systems for continuity across providers. 

6. Develop centralised platforms for sharing: 

a. content 

b. assessments 

c. student data 

d. learning resources 

7. Redesign teacher education programmes to include: 

a. required coursework in online and blended learning 
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b. practical experience as online learners 

c. field experiences in various learning modalities 

d. integration of digital pedagogical methods 

8. Establish accreditation requirements for digital teaching competencies – include 

these as part of the teacher registration process. 

An Ideal Ecosystem is Innovative and Future Focused 

To remain relevant and responsive in a rapidly changing world, education systems 

must not only embrace innovation but continually renew it. Over the past two decades, we 

have seen significant progress in developing new models of learning, particularly through 

the use of digital technologies and more flexible delivery approaches (Barbour & Wenmoth, 

2024a; Wenmoth, 2019, 2022). Yet many of these innovations are now at risk of stagnation 

– either because they have not been adequately supported at the policy or resourcing level, 

or because the initial models have failed to evolve in step with emerging possibilities and 

learner needs (Conrads et al., 2017; Serdyukov, 2017). These recommendations call for a 

reinvestment in innovation as a core function of the learning ecosystem, underpinned by 

long-term strategy, agile policy settings, and a culture that encourages experimentation, 

reflection, and adaptation. In the short term, this means actively supporting innovation at 

the margins and learning from it; in the long term, it requires embedding future-focused 

thinking into the design of systems, infrastructure, and professional practice to ensure that 

innovation is not a one-off event, but a sustained and systemic capability. 

The immediate steps that can be undertaken within the current framework of 

schools in New Zealand include: 

1. Take steps to move away from synchronous-dominated models, including: 
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a. supporting schools in developing quality asynchronous learning options 

b. creating flexible scheduling frameworks that move beyond fixed timetables 

c. developing guidelines for blending synchronous and asynchronous learning 

effectively 

d. providing resources for schools to experiment with different delivery models 

2. Promote innovative design approaches by: 

a. training teachers in innovative pedagogical approaches beyond ‘Zoom school’ 

b. developing capacity for designing effective asynchronous learning 

experiences 

c. creating communities of practice for sharing innovative teaching approaches 

d. supporting teachers in developing skills for true online/hybrid teaching (not 

just face-to-face teaching online) 

e. establishing mechanisms to identify and share emerging best practices 

f. creating ‘innovation sandboxes’ where schools can safely experiment with 

new approaches 

g. providing seed funding for schools willing to pilot new learning models 

In addition to actions that can be implement without larger structure change, there 

are also a series of goals that educational leaders, policymakers and legislators should strive 

towards. These actions include: 

1. Develop new frameworks for: 

a. assessment that accommodates emerging competencies 

b. credentialing that recognises diverse learning pathways 

c. quality assurance that supports innovation 
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2. Create mechanisms for rapidly integrating new technologies and approaches at 

policy and practice levels. 

3. Design forward-thinking policies that: 

a. support flexible learning options. 

b. enable rapid adaptation to technological change. 

c. fund innovation in education. 

d. remove barriers to experimental approaches. 

4. Focus on achieving a shift in mindsets and practice through: 

a. fostering mindset change from "online vs offline" to unified learning 

b. building capacity for continuous innovation 

c. creating systems that encourage experimentation 

d. developing mechanisms for scaling successful innovations 

5. Future-ready infrastructure capable of accommodating: 

a. emerging technologies (like AI) 

b. new pedagogical approaches 

c. changing student needs 

d. evolving workforce requirements 
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Conclusions 

The vision for education presented in this article represents a fundamental 

reimagining of how learning can and should occur in Aotearoa New Zealand's school sector, 

one that seamlessly integrates distance and in-person learning to better serve diverse 

student needs. Drawing on interviews and focus groups with distance learning leaders and 

stakeholders, we have identified four essential characteristics of an ideal educational 

ecosystem. First, the envisioned system prioritises empowering learners to customize their 

educational pathways, supporting individual interests and goals. Second, a commitment to 

breaking down barriers ensures that all students, regardless of background or circumstance, 

have equitable access to learning opportunities and robust support. Third, the need for 

standardised technology platforms, consistent pedagogical approaches, and clear regulatory 

frameworks was emphasised to ensure all learning modalities are valued equally and work 

cohesively. Fourth, the ecosystem must move beyond traditional synchronous-only models, 

embracing flexible, technology-enhanced approaches that anticipate and respond to 

emerging educational needs. These characteristics are not independent but deeply 

interconnected, collectively forming the foundation for a transformed educational 

landscape. 

The actual participants identified five key areas requiring action to realize their 

educational vision for the future. First, participants emphasised that leadership across the 

entire education system – from individual schools and distance learning organisations to the 

Ministry of Education and Government – must champion policies acknowledging that 

traditional school buildings aren't always the optimal learning environment for every 

student. Second, participants also called for fundamental changes to education financing, 
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proposing that student funding should be divisible and directed to whoever actually delivers 

the educational services. Third, participants advocated for developing comprehensive 

tracking systems that would monitor student progress with the same sophistication used to 

track healthcare or employment records. Fourth, participants further highlighted the need 

to redefine teachers' roles and correspondingly update both teacher training programs and 

ongoing professional development to prepare educators for these transformed 

responsibilities. Finally, participants proposed reforming how distance learning providers 

receive government accreditation to ensure proper funding and supervision of these 

alternative educational pathways. 

However, as noted above, the participants' proposed actions were heavily influenced 

by their organisational affiliations (i.e., with each group advocating for solutions that would 

benefit their own organisation rather than taking steps towards their idealised vision). This 

narrow focus prevented many participants from thinking beyond existing educational 

frameworks, limiting their ability to envision truly transformative changes despite research 

showing the need for strategic, system-level leadership in high-performing education 

systems. As such, using existing literature and their decades of experience in the context, 

the authors proposed a series of immediate steps and long-term actions for each 

characteristic to provide a roadmap for this transformation. However, achieving this vision 

requires more than incremental changes to existing structures. It demands bold leadership, 

systemic reform, and a willingness to challenge traditional assumptions about how 

education should be delivered. The COVID-19 pandemic has shown both the necessity and 

possibility of such transformation, though it has also highlighted the considerable work still 

needed to realise this vision. For example, if policymakers were to enact only the immediate 

steps described above it would address all of the education recommendations outlined in 
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the recent report from Te Tira Ārai Urutā: The Royal Commission of Inquiry into COVID-19 

Lessons Learned (Blakely et al., 2024). As we look to the future, the integration of distance 

and classroom-based learning should not be viewed as an alternative or backup option, but 

as the natural evolution of education in a digital age. This integrated approach offers the 

potential to create more personalised, equitable, and effective learning experiences for all 

students. The question is no longer whether such transformation is necessary or possible, 

but rather how quickly and effectively we can move to implement it. The future of 

education in Aotearoa New Zealand depends on our collective willingness to embrace this 

vision and take decisive action to make it a reality. 

The findings of this study reinforce the urgency of coordinated transformation across 

policy, pedagogy, and infrastructure if Aotearoa New Zealand is to realise a more responsive 

and resilient educational ecosystem. Realising this vision will require deliberate investment 

in professional development that equips educators to adopt flexible, student-centred 

teaching practices, as well as the development of interoperable technology platforms that 

enable seamless movement between distance and in-person learning. Equity must remain a 

central focus: targeted resources and supports are essential to ensure that all learners—

regardless of circumstance—can participate fully and thrive. E-learning practitioners will be 

at the forefront of this transformation. They are uniquely positioned to design and deliver 

personalised learning experiences, leveraging digital tools to foster learner agency and 

engagement. Their collaboration across institutions—sharing resources, expertise, and 

innovative practices—can strengthen the networked nature of the system and foster a 

culture of continuous improvement. Ultimately, all stakeholders have a role to play. Building 

a future-focused education system depends on a shared commitment to collaboration, 

inclusivity, and innovation. In such a system, students can move fluidly between different 
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learning environments, guided by their interests and needs, and supported by a coordinated 

web of educators, resources, and institutions. These collective efforts are essential to 

ensure that education remains responsive to the challenges and opportunities of a changing 

world. 

While this study outlines an aspirational vision, there are several areas that will 

warrant further investigation in order that the future-focused learning ecosystem outlined 

in this paper can be fully realised and sustained. Four areas for future research are 

particularly salient. First, there is a need to explore effective models for scaling and 

sustaining integrated educational ecosystems, including governance structures and funding 

mechanisms that support innovation and equity. Second, with emerging technologies 

increasingly enabling personalised learning experiences, longitudinal studies are needed to 

evaluate their impact on student agency, achievement, engagement, and well-being over 

time. Third, addressing persistent inequities remains critical. Research should focus on 

identifying and evaluating interventions that successfully close participation and 

achievement gaps for marginalised learners. Finally, ongoing inquiry is needed into the 

effectiveness of digital platforms and AI-enabled tools in supporting personalised, hybrid 

learning approaches. Investigating these areas will generate the actionable insights needed 

to guide the continued evolution of New Zealand’s educational system—ensuring it is 

inclusive, adaptive, and equipped to meet the needs of all learners in a digital age.  
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Appendix A 

Questions Provided Participants in Advance of the Interview or Focus Group  

1. From your perspective, what are the challenges facing the current K-12 distance learning 
environment? 

2. What are the obstacles that would need to be overcome to grow or increase the level of 
participation in K-12 distance learning? 

3. Are these items legislative? Regulatory? Practical? Cultural? 

4. What would need to occur to overcome these challenges or obstacles? 

5. What would need to happen for all students to be able to enrol in K-12 distance learning? 

6. How do we transition over the next decade to a seamless system where all students can 
learn in person or at a distance at any time? 

7. How do we transition over the next decade to a seamless system where all teachers can 
teach in person or at a distance at any time? 

8. Are there any additional issues related to K-12 distance learning, which we haven’t had the 
opportunity to discuss, that you’d like to talk about? If yes, what are those issues? 
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