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DIVING DEEPER INTO THE CULTURES OUR
STUDENTS CARRY INTO THE CLASSROOMS.
Last year, I was fortunate to go back to my home island of Atiu, in the Cook Islands. It is the
place where my father was born, before the Cook Islands even became a nation (the nation
of the Cook Islands is only about 50 years old plus change). I went there with Pounamu
Media as the focus of a documentary where they were looking at Māori (my mother is a
Ngāpuhi) who also had whakapapa connections elsewhere, and, in my case, Pasifika. The
focus is on the connection to a tīpuna. I chose my grandfather, so, not someone who had
passed a long time ago, but within living memory — I figure you become a tīpuna once
you’ve passed on. You can still view the documentary here.

The journey there made me think of how being Pasifika is different depending on where you
are and changes over time. As a semi-frequent visitor to the Cook Islands, like many, I try
and go back when I can. We refer to the specific islands where our parents were born as our
home island and, although I spent some time there in my childhood on Rarotonga (the main
island), my experience of being Pasifika has been through the lens of our migrant community
here in Aotearoa. Between the 1960s–1980s, being Pasifika meant you were one of the
people who got off the boat or plane from the islands. We were relatively easily definable
with our common community experiences of seeking employment and education
opportunities. In the 1980s I did not know many kids who had both Māori and Pasifika
whakapapa, however, today — in 2018 — you’re Pasifika if you got off the plane five minutes
ago from the islands or you are the culmination of decades of cross-cultural interactions in
melting pots like South Auckland or Porirua. What that diversity of experience means is that
my experience of being raised as Pasifika minority in a predominately Palagi population, I
could have more in common with say a Niuean kid from Otahuhu than, say, my own relatives
born and raised on our home islands, despite our close affinity. (I say Niuean kid in Otahuhu
because, yeah, I’ve had this conversation with some Niueans about my age from Otahuhu.)
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My “home island”

Atiu is an island 187 km northeast of
Rarotonga, in the Southern Islands group of
the Cook Islands. It is a raised volcanic island
surrounded by a reef from which rise
6-metre-high (20-foot) cliffs of fossilized coral
(makatea). The makatea cliff forms a
one-mile-wide (1.6-kilometre) ring round the
island, creating a virtual plateau. The low
swampy land consists of taro plantations,
marshes, and a lake, Te Roto. This fertile area
also grows bananas, citrus fruits, pawpaws,
breadfruit, and coconuts. The ancient name of
the island was, Enuamanu, meaning, the island
of insects and animals. The population is approximately 200. There are significant
populations in New Zealand and Australia along with a village called Patutoa in French
Polynesia.

Fun Fact: Adrian Orr, the new Governor of the Reserve Bank is also from the island of Atiu.
His grandfather migrated to Aotearoa in the 1930s.

What does this mean for educators?

So, what does all this mean for educators here in Aotearoa?

It means we shouldn’t pigeonhole Pasifika students. We shouldn’t assume they all go to
church or like sports. Cultures are organic, so our shared attitudes, values, goals, and
practices as Pasifika peoples also change over time and context. Because of this, we can
assume that each student will have his or her own singular experience about what it means
to be Pasifika. There is a rich diversity in what it means to be Pasifika.

I had the privilege over a number of years to work with Ruta Mackenzie, and she would often
start her workshops with the following saying:

O tu, aganu’u, ma agaifanua a le tamititi o le a le mafai ona ulufale atu i le
potuaoga sei vagana ua fa’atauaina ma faaulufaleina muamua I le loto
ma le agaga o le faiaoga.

The culture of the child cannot enter the classroom until it has entered
the consciousness of the teacher.

A perfect reminder to have an open mind when working with our Pasifika students, and that
we have to go beyond merely pronouncing names properly (this is the basics, guys!). We
can take a closer look at how we are meeting our learners’ needs by developing further
inquiry into best cultural, inclusive practice. While most schools acknowledge cultural
responsiveness in their school charters and strategic plans, this doesn’t always translate well
into practice.



This is also what the research tells us:

Alton-Lee (2003) stated “that effective teaching requires teachers to take
responsibility for every student’s achievement, to value diversity, have high
expectations, and build on students’ experiences. For Pasifika students this
requires teachers to understand their day-to-day experiences, their cultural
background and the dimensions that make this up including language and
cultural values”. (Education Counts: Quality teaching for diverse students in
schooling)1.

It’s about creating environments with students at the centre, where Pasifika students have
the focus and learning support they need to lift their academic achievement patterns.

In an earlier blog post, Anthony Faitaua showed it like this:

Level One: Surface level — greetings, pronunciation

Level Two: Environmental — the walls reflect diversity

Level Three: Curriculum — a diverse range of texts and authors are represented

Level Four: Pedagogical — teaching style is varied to reflect diversity and to cater to specific
cultural needs

Level Five: Assessment — students are assessed in culturally diverse and appropriate
contexts

We need to appreciate our students with the fullness of cultural diversity that they bring with
them when they step into the classroom. It is a cultural diversity that encompasses Aotearoa
as a Pacific nation where Pasifika identities continue to grow as they did back in our island
homes.

1 Ministry of Education Te Tāhuhu o Te Mātauranga. Education Counts. (2003). Quality
Teaching for Diverse Students In Schooling: Best Evidence Synthesis Iteration (BES).
Wellington, New Zealand: Author.
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Teanau Tuiono

Teanau Tuiono leads our Māori Medium publishing team and works also in Pasifika
education at CORE. Previously, Teanau was based in Europe working with the UN and
NGOs focusing on indigenous peoples issues. Teanau has worked with two Ministries of
Education (New Zealand and the Solomon Islands) supporting curriculum and resource
development in indigenous languages. Teanau has also worked as the Māori and Pasifika
education online editor for Te Kete Ipurangi organising content and working on associated
projects that support Māori and Pasifika educational achievement.


