Mental Health Foundation

OF NEW ZEALAND

meuri ti, meuri erel

15 June 2026

Te Tahuhu o te Matauranga | Ministry of Education
nationalcurriculum.refresh@education.govt.nz

Feedback on the draft Years 11-13 Health Education
curriculum

Overall comments

Introduction

The Mental Health Foundation of New Zealand (the MHF) is grateful for the
opportunity to provide feedback about the Health Education curriculum for phase
five (Years 11-13). Our feedback is based on our position and expertise as a charity
that promotes everyday actions that lift mental wellbeing, provides tools that
support people through tough times, and advocates for a better mental health
system and society. The MHF has more than a decade’s worth of experience
engaging extensively with teachers and schools in the design and delivery of
school-based wellbeing promotion programmes, such as Sparklers, Pause Breathe
Smile and a high school wellbeing pilot programme.

We acknowledge that mental health education and mental health promotion are
overlapping but distinct disciplines, and our expertise is primarily in mental health
promotion. We also note it is difficult to accurately compare the new draft content to
the previous Health Education curriculum, because it is not yet clear what
supplementary resources/guidance will accompany the new material. For these
reasons, we have provided only high-level feedback on the draft Health Education
content.

Mental health and wellbeing

The MHF is pleased to see that mental health and wellbeing is a foundational
concept in the draft curriculum, having its own “strand” alongside the related social
wellbeing and physical health strands. We support the definitions of mental health
and wellbeing and related concepts provided in the draft, which acknowledge
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positive mental health, the holistic nature of mental health and wellbeing, health
promotion concepts (e.g., social determinants), and Indigenous and socioecological
perspectives alongside biomedical perspectives. We are also glad to see coverage
of colonisation as a determinant of health, and inclusion/exclusion issues like
ableism, sexuality discrimination and gender discrimination.

Maori and cultural diversity

We recommend that the new Health Education content is updated to incorporate te
ao Mdaori and the worldviews of other cultures within Aotearoa New Zealand'’s
student population. There are almost no references to te ao Maori in the draft
curriculum, aside from a few allusions to hauora and Te Whare Tapa Wha.
References to other cultures' perspectives on health and wellbeing (such as those of
Pacific and Asian peoples, e.g., the Fonofale model) have also been removed,
which is exclusionary and does not accurately reflect Aotearoa New Zealand's
cultural diversity.

This is a disappointing and significant step backwards in comparison to previous
curricula. The 2007 Health and Physical Education curriculum, for example, is
explicitly grounded in hauora, and is supported by mental health education
guidelines that address matauranga Mdori and te ao Md&ori in a comprehensive way
(covering concepts like mana, whakapapa, and oranga mauri, and incorporating te
reo Mdori throughout) and acknowledge Asian and Pasifika worldviews. Hauora (as
represented by Te Whare Tapa Wha) has been included in the curriculum since
1999, and is a well-known, culturally relevant model for teaching holistic health and
wellbeing that also reflects and affirms Aotearoa New Zealand's unique
constitutional and cultural identity.

In addition to being useful and culturally relevant for Aotearoa New Zealand
students, reflecting matauranga Mdaori and te ao Mdori in the curriculum supports
akonga Maori (Maori students) to thrive in school. Research indicates that akonga
Maori do well when “being Maori” is affirmed; when te reo Maori, matauranga
Maori, and tikanga Mdori are valued; and when teachers are guided to understand
and support culturally sustaining attitudes, skills, and practices.! There are also
strong links between a positive sense of one's own identity, feelings of
connectedness to people and place, and mental wellbeing.?

There are several knowledge/practice areas within the draft Health Education
curriculum where it would be useful to include matauranga Mdori, te ao Maori, and
related concepts (as well as those of other cultures). For example, Te Pae
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Mahutonga (a model of M@ori health promotion) could be cited alongside Te Whare
Tapa Wha and the Ottawa Charter under approaches to health, and Te Tiriti o
Waitangi could be mentioned as an example of a legal instrument with implications
for health in relation to social justice and healthy communities, etc.

Relationships and sexuality

While we are pleased to see the draft curriculum explore the topics of gender- and
sexuality-based discrimination, overall, it is lacking in inclusive information about
relationship, gender, sex, and sexuality topics. Omitting this information fails to
reflect and respect LGBTQIA+/rainbow young people, impacting their positive
identity development and all young people's sexual and reproductive health.
Ultimately, the exclusion of these topics is detrimental to a safe/inclusive school
environment and denies young people the right to be informed/educated about key
aspects of relationships and sexuality — topics they are likely to encounter and have
questions about as they develop (either personally or in their communities).

The MHF supports Sexual Wellbeing Aotearoa's comments on these and other
aspects of the draft Health Education curriculum, and we recommend the draft is
amended to cover these topics adequately.

Online safety/digital wellbeing

We are pleased to see the inclusion of content on the digital world and being online
in the draft curriculum. However, this might be better framed neutrally (e.g.,
"digital/online wellbeing” rather than “staying safe online”) to emphasise that when
equipped with the right tools, knowledge and practices, young people can gain
from online/digital experiences as well as avoid harm/risk. Blanket statements like
“social media use has a negative impact on mental health,” for example, are
arguably more conclusive than current evidence can sustain, and do not invite
critical analysis or empower young people to manage risks and maximise the
benefits of participating in the digital world (as is necessary for modern living).

We would suggest consulting with young people, parents and caregivers, and online
safety experts on this content.

Embedding a whole-school approach to mental health education

It is unclear if the new Health Education curriculum for Years 11-13 will be
embedded in a whole-school approach to mental health education (supported by
school-wide practices and policies to promote mental wellbeing, safety and
inclusivity), which is considered best practice by entities such as UNICEF, UNESCO
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and the WHO, and is evidenced to lead to higher student wellbeing levels.® As the
2022 mental health education guide provides guidance to support schools and
teachers to implement a whole-school approach, we recommend this guide is
retained or adapted when the new curriculum is in place.

Thank you for the opportunity to comment.

Mauri t0, mauri orq,

Shaun Robinson
Chief Executive
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