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Working theories: Recognising, interpreting and 
fostering holistic outcomes 

In Aotearoa-NZ, the national early childhood curriculum Te 
Whāriki sets out two holistic outcomes termed “learning 
dispositions” and working theories”. Both constructs 
emphasise the holistic way in which children learn but 
are complex notions that rely on teacher knowledge, 
interpretation, reflection, and team dialogue. Partnerships 
with families are also necessary, in order to recognize and 
understand these valued outcomes. This seminar focuses 
on the outcome of working theories. It draws on findings 
from a two-year Teaching and Learning Research Initiative 
exploring children’s interests, inquiries and working theories. 
First we explore the construct of working theories: its 
origins, purposes and related examples. Second we analyse 
a vignette of a child’s working theories about friendship 
for their interrelated components of knowledge, skills and 
strategies, and attitudes and expectations. Third, we present 
examples of teacher-researchers’ efforts to engage with and 
respond to a second child’s working theories. We argue that 
engaging with children’s working theories in ways described 
in this seminar can assist teachers’ efforts to recognize, 
interpret, and foster these holistic outcomes in early 
childhood education.

TLRI project Inquiring minds, 
meaningful responses: Children’s 
interests, inquiries and working theories 
research team:

Helen Hedges (principal investigator) and 
Maria Cooper (co-researcher) teach and 
research in early childhood education at 
the University of Auckland’s Faculty of 
Education and Social Work. Daniel Lovatt 
(University of Auckland doctoral student) 
was a teacher-researcher at Small Kauri 
Early Learning Centre, Mangere Bridge 
during the project. 
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