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Abstract

Due to anthropogenic impacts generated by colonial and neocapitalist cultures, the world is now moving on accelerating trajectories toward dystopian futures. Education, traditionally engineered as an instrument of cultural reproduction, now urgently needs to adopt a leadership role for cultural transformation to generate a sustainable future. To fulfil this role, the aims, objectives, and practices of education must be strategically revisited. Here, in the context of Aotearoa New Zealand, the overbearing role of the National Certificates of Educational Achievement (NCEA) assessment culture in secondary schools is critiqued for its territorialising impact on educational content and praxis and the stifling of teacher-led innovation. Based on the author’s own experience and research with secondary-school teachers, a call is made for the deterritorialisation of assessment culture with the aim to liberate and instrumentalise student and teacher agency to promote humanity’s search for Deleuze’s new Earth and new peoples.

Introduction

In case some readers remain unconvinced that anthropogenic impacts will rapidly propel the Earth and humanity toward dystopian futures unless we embark on significant cultural change, I refer here to the comprehensive work by Will Steffen (2019, 2022) and Steffen et al. (2015, 2018) as a guide to the respective literature and toward understanding the predicaments humanity finds itself in, thanks to our actions and omissions. The authors offer a useful summary of the human impacts on the planetary systems as a whole and the looming risks of passing irrevocable tipping points in the near future, beyond which a recovery may become impossible within the horizon of human civilisation. Steffen collaborated with Crutzen and others on the concept of the Anthropocene (Crutzen & Steffen, 2003; Zalasiewicz et al., 2010). Steffen had a long-standing career as a leading climate scientist, was co-author of IPCC reports, and held leadership positions in climate-change research organisations such as the Australian Climate Council. Climate change is merely one but arguably the most pressing global symptom of the Anthropocene predicament. In light of this, Ruth Irwin (2020) wondered whether education must now “be thrust into the driving seat of cultural transformation” (p. 494) and whether, therefore, teacher education at the tertiary level would also require transformation. I argue with Irwin that this must now become education’s strategic and overarching aim. I argue furthermore that this transformation must centrally question the aims and objectives of New Zealand’s NCEA assessment system and its praxis, which appears to be territorialising the culture at secondary schools and the way The New Zealand Curriculum (NZC) (Ministry of Education, 2007) is delivered. I will refer to New Zealand in the following by its indigenous name Aotearoa.

The concepts of territorialisation and deterritorialisation stem from the prolific body of work by French philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari (e.g., 1977, 1987) and their objective to conceptualise the structures and dynamics of society. Deleuze and Guattari conceptualised the world as a network of interlinking assemblages of heterogeneous material and conceptual elements and subjects. Assemblages are characterised by two intensive variables, territorialisation and coding. Through their degree of territorialisation, assemblages claim and defend “territory” and control what and who belongs to the assemblage through practices of inclusion and exclusion and the flow of information and matter through their borders. Through their coding degree, assemblages control their internal cohesion and legitimise leadership through explicit or implicit rules, codes of conduct, or cultural norms.

Assemblage theory has found applications in a wide range of contexts, including the praxis of qualitative research through the publications by Fox and Alldred (2015, 2020, 2021) and the theoretical work by DeLanda (2016). Deterritorialisation can be seen as a loss of actual or virtual territory but also as an enabling act of liberation from confinement and control. Ultimately, Deleuze and Guattari aim with their philosophy to liberate thought from territorialisation and make it nomadic to bring forth, as Deleuze (1994) said, “a new earth, a new people” (p. 99) and to turn capitalism “back against itself” (p. 99) in an act of absolute deterritorialisation.


Figure 1. Assemblages, territorialisation, and coding
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The work of Deleuze and Guattari has been put into the context of education in the Anthropocene in a series of works by David Cole (2011, 2014, 2021, 2022). Cole (2022) argues strongly that the concepts of Deleuze and Guattari are of particular importance to climate-change education and states upfront his realisation that

understanding the matrix of deterritorialization, desire, climate change and learning, is perhaps the most important work that can be performed in the philosophy of education today and with respect to the future. (p. 1)

Cole (2022) argues that, through the capitalist colonialist culture, “individuals become locked into the new social order as ‘desiring-machines’” (p. 3). They have become deterritorialised and alienated from a way of life that could be seen as indigenous to their ecosystems and reterritorialised as a global colonising consumer society and its “desiring-machines” that are responsible for the breakdown of climate and ecology. Similarly, Colebrook (2020) states that the future is already deterritorialised due to the existential threats generated by anthropogenic impacts on the planetary systems. This deterritorialisation of the future is palpable to most people by now due to the almost permanent news cycle about catastrophic climate-change-driven events from practically every region of the world, heralding that much worse is yet to come. This deterritorialisation of futures already affects a loss of virtual territories of secure and prosperous futures that Western culture had taken for granted and heralded as the ultimate reward students would achieve through education and assessment grades.

The deterritorialisation of futures, combined with the apathy of society and the education system to address the root causes of climate change without resolving to greenwash and deflection by tokenish gestures, causes painful cognitive dissonance among people aware of the situation and teachers, in particular, charged with explaining this world of growing instability to their students. Karl (pseudonym), a participant in my research with secondary-school teachers on climate education, put his message to the education system to the point. He demanded that climate-change education must become central to the objectives of the education system and aptly stated, “stop tinkering around the edges. If we do not solve climate change, then nothing else matters.”

Solving climate change requires significant cultural change. Hroch (2014) reflects on the Deleuzian concept of the “people yet to come” (p. 49) and to be educated into being through “creative environmental pedagogy and politics” (p. 52) to become the humanity that must redirect society toward sustainability. This, as Hroch (2014) argues, will require “the formation of new thinking habits that break free of the confined and restrictive ways in which we think about ourselves as individuals separate from other human and non-human, living and non-living others” (p. 56). It is a political as well as a pedagogical project. Embarking on such environmental pedagogy and politics will require the engagement of the education system with the root causes of climate change. And, as I argue here, for secondary school education, this must entail a critique of the neoliberal assessment-centric culture that restrains innovative teaching and learning today. However, this critique does not deny the need to assess educational outcomes per se nor the benefits of assessment for student motivation and achievement, but calls for a deterritorialisation of standardised assessment praxis to increase teacher and student autonomy and enable proactive engagement of schools in climate-change education.

Aotearoa’s assessment-driven secondary school education culture

In Aotearoa’s secondary-school sector, assessment is organised in the form of NCEA under the New Zealand Qualifications Authority (NZQA). The NCEA assessment system is a strongly territorialised assemblage, coded through law and the plethora of rules and prescribed assessment standards it produces and maintains. It is further territorialised into sub-assemblages such as subject areas and associated professional groups, panels of assessment moderators, school faculties, management structures, and teachers and their students. One of the objectives of the assessment of educational outcomes is the territorialisation of students into hierarchies of achievement. This has life-long consequences for their self-image and ability to access future opportunities in society. In paraphrasing Elmore (2019), assessment assemblages “become instruments for making authoritative judgments for the allocation of privilege and status in society” (p. 329). Student success and access to social strata through the assessment territorialisation process also become the measure of accountability of schools and teachers to the community and education governance. Due to the importance of assessment outcomes and the need to shoehorn students into achieving credits within the NCEA system, assessment structures frequently dominate planning and timetabled learning activities at secondary schools in Aotearoa. The territorialising impact of this assemblage takes hold of teachers’ minds and directs their thinking. Teachers, being compared against others based on standardised assessments, become risk averse and resort to “tried and true methods” (Hipkins, 2004, p. 34) to maximise credit harvesting of their students. Like all territorialising machines, the assessment assemblage is exclusive more than it is inclusive, and it must be asked: What are we excluding from the education of our students by giving assessment tasks, processes, and outcomes based on standards set by government agencies such a dominant position of power? And how can the NZQA/NCEA assemblage, a central government agency with its slow internal review and reform pace, remain relevant and responsive in this time of rapidly rising challenges to society’s cultural norms and practices?

It is said that an image can be worth a thousand words. Therefore, I offer two cartoons below to speak to my personal experience of going through teacher education in Aotearoa in 2010 and then entering employment as a secondary-school physics, mathematics, and science teacher.


Figure 2. The world of teaching according to teachers’ college
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Figure 3. The reality of secondary-school teaching
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These cartoons provide a graphic juxtaposition of the theory and reality of teaching within the NCEA system as I perceived them. They raise the question of what teaching should be really about and what qualities, dispositions, and skills education should evoke and foster in our students to prepare them for an increasingly uncertain and challenging future.

NCEA achievement standards come in so-called “internal” and “external” standards. The contexts and assessment tasks for the internal standards can be designed within certain limits by the teachers. The students’ work is then assessed and moderated by the teachers and the faculty of the respective schools. The NCEA sets the tasks and exams for external standards, and the student work is assessed by anonymous assessors external to the school. Internal standards, in principle, give teachers a reasonable degree of freedom to select contexts and assign student work for the assessment while ensuring it aligns with standardised achievement criteria set by the NCEA framework. Internal standards are “called in” for external moderation by NCEA assessors in a process that acts as a territorialising praxis to achieve and uphold expectations of standardisation of the education system of the country as a whole. However, the territorialising impact of external moderation and NCEA advertised and coded “best practice” often leads to risk avoidance by teachers and schools and consequently limits student engagement with the design of their learning and assessment. It retains faculties and teachers in well-practised routines that passed external moderation in the past (Hipkins, 2004; Hipkins et al., 2016), limits innovation, and stifles the far-sighted inspiration now needed to drive the cultural transformation education must promote.

Deterritorialising NCEA assessments

Increasingly, authors ask what education and assessment should now look like if it aims to prepare our students and society for the future (Eilam, 2022; Howard-Jones et al., 2021; Lethonen et al., 2019; McGregor & Christie, 2021; Ojala, 2021; Santone, 2018). Kwauk (2020) analysed roadblocks to quality climate-change education and lamented the lack of radical vision and the restraining impact of standardised assessment praxis.

Missing, however, is the radical reimagining of the vision of education that could help reorient schools (especially primary and secondary) away from serving a social reproduction function through standardization and assessment toward catalyzing social, economic, political, and ecological change through transformative learning. (p. 10)

And Silova et al. (2019) contemplated the impact of large-scale standardised assessment practices in the time of the climate emergency. The authors suggest shifting attention from the development of skills and knowledge to a critique of individualistic capitalist culture and recognise “that culture, which encodes our attitudes and values, strongly affects human impacts on climate” (p. 344). They suggest that “we must rethink the very foundations of existing forms of education” (p. 345) and educate students with a collectivist consciousness. I argue that the NCEA assessment praxis must therefore be deterritorialised to enable the curriculum to assume the centre of the stage in education as a teacher/student co-constructed living and evolving framework that can rapidly encompass the developing sustainability challenges. Similar calls were already made by Hipkins et al. (2016) in their discussion of the future of the NCEA system.

Deleuze and Guattari urge us to become nomadic, transgress territories, and become the change-makers that Sidebottom (2021) discusses in depth in her thesis on reimagining curriculum development for posthuman times with Deleuzian philosophy. So here, with the help of some examples from my praxis, I will showcase some practical nomadic ideas. And I will argue that the future of assessment lies in deterritorialising the NCEA framework to enable student and teacher co-constructed assessment that is cross-curricular and responsive to place and the sociopolitical developments of our time. In my praxis, I have deterritorialised the NCEA framework with abandon and not without struggles with the external NCEA moderators. However, in each of these struggles, I ultimately prevailed.

My path to “NCEA liberty” had an unlikely but profoundly enabling initiation when I attended a best practice NCEA assessment workshop as a beginning teacher in 2012. At the workshop, the then-chief NCEA science assessment moderator performed a life-changing (for me) act in front of his audience of teachers. He took the printout of one of the NCEA internal achievement standard documents, Science 1.6 (NZQA, 2011), and ripped it underneath the three Achieved, Merit, and Excellence (AME) rubrics. He then threw away the two pages with the so-called “exemplary notes” that follow those AME rubrics on NCEA achievement standard documents.

Figure 4. Science 1.6 NCEA achievement standard AME rubric (2011)









	Achievement
	Achievement with Merit
	Achievement with Excellence



	
•Investigate implications of the use of carbon compounds as fuels.


	
•Investigate, in-depth implications of the use of carbon compounds as fuels.


	
•Investigate, comprehensively implications of the use of carbon compounds as fuels.







The AME rubric of the standard “Investigate implications of the use of carbon compounds as fuels”.

The AME rubric of most NCEA achievement standards across many subject areas suggests a holistic definition of the aim of the assessments. Students can achieve this standard with excellence if they “Investigate, comprehensively, implications of the use of carbon compounds as fuels”. This would seem to be a well-fitting standard for students to report on the climate-change implications of the use of fossil fuels in society, for example. However, and this was the point the presenter was making, the “exemplary notes” that he ripped off and threw away take the holistic freedom of interpretation away that the AME boxes suggest.

The exemplary notes of this particular standard state that, to achieve credits, the student should report, among other properties, the melting point and boiling point of various fossil fuels. This demand shoehorns this assessment back into a regurgitation of knowledge about specific chemical and physical properties of fossil fuels that have little to do with the contemporary implications of their use. However, the chief moderator suggested to the teachers he presented this to that they should foremost look at the holistic message in the AME boxes of the achievement standard and, by way of an example, demonstrated how he saw that excellent student work could be assessed in disregard of the exemplary notes. In the language of Deleuze and Guattari, the AME boxes represent a deterritorialised assessment definition that allows the inclusion of a wide range of student/teacher co-constructed learning activities to culminate in an inspirational investigation. However, the “exemplary notes” on the following two pages take the aspirational definitions of the AME rubric away and reterritorialise the achievement standard into a revision of learnt facts in the spirit of traditional assessment praxis. The performance of the chief moderator set me free that day. It deterritorialised NCEA assessments for me and allowed me to put student learning and investigations central to my work.

Later, I designed a cross-curricular course in Earth and Space Science (ESS) and Statistics for Years 12 and 13 students (Everth, 2021). The course deterritorialised the standards I used by using Level 3 (typically Year 13) NCEA standards with students from both year levels and by combining assessment of student-led ESS investigations in our estuarine environment with statistics reports on the data the students had gathered. In doing so, I deliberately disregarded some of the territorialising and restraining “exemplary notes” on the respective achievement standards. The students in this course decided to analyse interesting phenomena in the estuarine environment near our school while contemplating human impacts on the environment and the effects of climate change. The assessments for this course naturally arose in the form of reports that the students would write about their work over the year. When called in for external moderation, this work was twice critiqued by the external moderators. In the first instance, the investigation of the interaction of life forms in the estuary with the physical factors in the sedimentation-driven properties of the estuarine mud was not deemed Earth and Space Science but Biology. In another instance, the statistics moderator complained that students had designed and executed a sampling strategy of cockle shells to make inferences about variations in the population of the shells depending on the sampling area and year of sampling. This was deemed impermissible with reference to one sentence in the Level 3 inferential statistics achievement standard’s “exemplary notes” that said that the students needed to be “given a dataset” for the purpose of the assessment. The moderator interpreted this to imply that students were not permitted to design and execute their entire investigation, including sampling for their data. Thankfully, I had excellent backing at my school from faculty heads, and, in both cases, my appeal against the initial moderation finally succeeded. In fact, in the first case, the school eventually obtained a letter of apology from NZQA. In the second case, NZQA finally asked me for permission to use my work as an exemplar for others. My personal experience shows that it is better for student learning and engagement to argue a case for the inspirational and deterritorialised use of the NCEA achievement standards with the authorities than to shy back from the outset and restrain meaningful learning based on the territorialised and coded expectations of the NZQA/NCEA assemblage. In the end, teachers should test and expand boundaries, as showcased here, in the act of deterritorialisation of the system for the benefit of all.

Teacher voices on climate-change education, curriculum, and assessment

In 2021, I undertook PhD research with “climate activist” secondary school teachers. The qualitative research involved 17 participants in several extensive unstructured and semistructured interviews during the year to gain insights into their perceptions of the milieu of teaching under the NCEA system and their desires for change. The participants were purposefully selected for this research for their deeply held concerns for the consequences of climate change for humanity and the implications for education. Their voices point to a growing dissatisfaction with the territorialisation of teaching praxis into siloed subjects and faculties under the NCEA system. The names in the following sample of participants’ voices are pseudonyms.

The participants see climate-change education clearly as a cross-curricular endeavour. Claire wishes for “teaching collaboratively i.e., non-siloed teaching groups; practical application in equal measure with theory and individual or group passion projects; connections with community/national/global partners/experts to see learning happen authentically”. Freda believes that “we need to imbed it [climate change] into everything we teach”. Jacob wished for “more project-based learning, based on real-world scenarios that link local, national and global thinking together in a holistic way, by being able to generate learning based on providing solutions to problems”. Jessica would like to “run a class—multi-level—that challenges students to identify, research and problem-solve issues that they see are the most important in a climate change context”. Karl emphasised the need to “radically change the curriculum to reflect the importance of the climate-change emergency. They [education administration] could introduce and fund politics, ethics and critical thinking as well as including climate change in the science and social science curricula.” Karl added, “I would fundamentally integrate climate change into the curriculum, especially in science, of course, but also in other subjects like geography, history, business studies etc. I would also make the study of politics, ethics and critical thinking compulsory for all students and also well fund and resource these courses.”

These calls for cross-curricular learning and course planning will necessitate a deterritorialised approach to assessment, which is reflected in the wishes of the research participants. Karl finds that “schools are restricted with what they teach because their predominant role is to prepare kids for the assessment of their academic knowledge. Therefore, what schools teach depends on what the Ministry of Education decides are the priorities.” Kelly complained that “there are so many competing needs” and that it would need approval by NZQA to refocus learning and assessment on climate change. Kelly added, “NZQA could make it easier to make adaptations to courses/programmes so that we can move with the times, i.e., apply best practice and research to our offerings. Kaitiakitanga could be prioritised more by Teaching Council as part of its bicultural and Te Tiriti o Waitangi commitments.” Anne thinks that “NZQA needs to look beyond essay or portfolio type external assessments. These do not fit with cross-curricular project-based learning that is used in many EfS [Education for Sustainability] programmes.” Jacob suggests to “make significant changes to NCEA to make it more future-focused and based on real-world problem solving”. Jacob thinks that “the new curriculum and L1 stuff that’s coming in is a step in the right direction”. Claire hoped to “change the structure of NCEA to accommodate less siloed approaches”. Freda said “because it’s NCEA, you’ve got your assessment, and your assessment drives what you teach. And there’s no climate change intermixed with the assessment, it’s not focused in the curriculum in any way at all. It’s really up to the individual teachers to do it.” Freda confessed that the external moderation by NCEA of internal assessments makes her and her colleagues anxious. She said, “there is a lot of extra anxiety around that. Yeah, not a lot of freedom or trust with us.”

These voices indicated a desire for a deterritorialisation of the siloed faculty and assessment structure in secondary schools. I argue that it is possible to enact meaningful climate-change education under the NCEA system if schools and school leadership constitute cross-curricular learning teams that create courses and the associated assessments based on a deterritorialised view of the NCEA achievement standards. This will require leadership at the school management level. The range of reactions of school management to the student climate strikes pointed to the enabling potential that school leaders have for this process. Together with fellow PhD student Ria Bright, who undertook research with student climate strike leaders, I published a review of the school leadership actions during the climate strikes and how different management styles affected outcomes (Everth & Bright, 2022). Our findings provide insights into the potential for school leadership to be an effective agent for the move advocated here toward holistic climate change and sustainability education. We concluded in our article that the “transition of schools into the reality of the climate emergency will require bold leadership, and we argue that deliberate deterritorialising and decoding actions by school leaderships can promote this process” (p. 18). These deterritorialising actions must centrally include a critical analysis of the assessment assemblage and its current dominant position in secondary-school education.

Degrees of freedom and the search for solutions

Humanity is approaching highly complex times with high-stakes consequences for failed collective actions, policies, and politics. Our planet’s material and living world that predicates our existence does not negotiate with us. Humanity will need to find a range of solutions for our sustainability predicament and do so rapidly within the complex systems of our sociomaterial existence. I argue that education must take an active part in this search and has an obligation to lead. As Hipkins (2021) points out, students need to learn to think in terms of complex systems. Likewise, teachers must learn to think and teach in those terms and ultimately assess their students’ learning of complex systems thinking. However, as Hipkins’ (2021) review of the complexity literature in the context of education confirms, traditional approaches can be a “significant impediment to developing complex systems thinking” (p. 55). Solutions to our sustainability crisis will need to be explored along multiple axes of freedom. Such an evolutionary search would be hampered by predetermined and standardised structural constraints such as the territorialising assessment assemblages that limit the inspiration of teachers and students. In order to allow the education system to explore and ultimately fulfil its potential to be an enabling change agent toward a sustainable future, it needs to limit artificial constraints. This is the call to freedom the participants in my study made to engage in a multidisciplinary cross-curricular education that can set its own assessment parameters. However, it is also a warning sign for future attempts to standardise and constrain climate-change education and assessment within the traditional ideas of generating control through centrally imposed structures.

Weinbaum (2015) analysed Deleuze’s philosophy in the context of complex systems thinking and believes that “Deleuze’s philosophy of becoming is clearly apparent in providing ontological grounding to systems theory and the investigation of complex phenomena” (p. 319). With implications to the discussion of territorialising structures in education, Weinbaum highlights that “[d]e-territorialization tends, therefore, to encourage ideas to associate with each other in the thinking of individuals” (p. 318). In the association of different ideas and the attention to new resonances between them, novel solutions to complex problems can be explored effectively. In focusing on difference, Weinbaum (2015) summarises Deleuze’s work as a thrust to replace “identity with difference as the primary ontological element” (p. 320). However, standardised assessment attempts to control difference by imposing structural constraints for the sake of categorisation of individuals along predefined qualities and modelled identities. Natural differentiation and the creative powers it entails is replaced by categorising identification. In paraphrasing Weinbaum’s (2015) concluding remarks into the context of this discussion, standardisation is the method of the neoliberal political programme that likes to presuppose “how one should live” (p. 320), while deterritorialisation sets education free to explore “how might one live” (p. 320). The latter is an urgent task for education to engage with by encouraging its systems to explore many degrees of freedom.

Conclusion

I argue that assessment systems must give students and teachers significant leeway to permit true student-selected contexts and deep, long-term engagement with topics that are now central to humanity’s sustainability. I would argue for assessment that supports and accompanies relevant learning by setting quality expectations while scaffolding the students to rise to them. I argue for a greater focus on teacher and student co-constructed internal assessment over the more territorialised and prescriptive external assessments. I am alarmed over the move in the current review of the NCEA system (NCEA Education, 2022) to emphasise external assessments and the centralised control and standardisation this would entail. I argue that this is precisely the wrong move to make in our time. Because the world is rapidly changing, assessment design must remain flexible to allow praxis to evolve rapidly. A restrictive assessment policy that prevents true teacher and student agency and inspiration for the sake of standardisation must be avoided. Applying Deleuze’s concept of assemblage to Aotearoa’s assessment system means that it should proactively deterritorialise itself and switch to a more permissive coding in line with the examples given here. Such deterritorialisation could happen rapidly if there is a will to do so through issuing liberating clarifications, as done regularly by NZQA, for the existing achievement standards. These clarifications could encourage teachers to step away from a close reading of the exemplary notes on achievement standards and instead aim for inspirational work with their students that speaks to the holistic aspirations of the respective achievement standards as stated in the AME rubrics. I believe that school leadership has the potential and obligation to enable cross-curricular climate change and sustainability education by providing teachers with the support and encouragement to prioritise curriculum development and learning and to interpret the NCEA achievement standards holistically. Our planet is changing rapidly at our hands, and the one assessment that really counts in the end is the success of humanity on the path to sustainability. A failing grade on this crucial assessment of civilisation is likely going to spell our end, no less. We must respond to this challenge with urgency by enabling cultural transformation through inspired teacher, student, and community-led education, liberated from the territorialisation by neocapitalist educational doctrines and standardised assessment assemblages.
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