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Kia Ora, Hello, Kem Cho, Salaam, 
Jambo. My name is Rashida 
Longley and I was born in a refugee 
camp in England. My Indian 
parents became refugees from 
Uganda shortly before I was born.

I am the Head of Science at Albany 
Senior High School (ASHS) in 
Auckland. When Albany Senior High 
School opened its doors in 2009 it 
was the first state-funded senior 
high school in New Zealand built to 
cater for students from Years 11-13. 
We are an innovative school with 
many unique features: open-plan 
learning commons, 100 minute 
lessons, tutorials, and Impact 
Projects. 

We have an increasing mix of 
students from different cultural 
backgrounds and these cultures 
are not always represented in what 
we do in our school. 25% of our 
students identify as Middle Eastern 
/ Latin American / African (MELAA), 
Asian or other. We pride ourselves 
that ASHS is not a place you need 
to “fit in”, it is a place where “you 
belong”

My passion in education lies in ensuring equitable outcomes for all students. In recent 
years my focus has been to deliver/teach courses that are authentic and connect 
to the real world by linking science learning to current societal issues. Inclusive 
education is my top priority, which means enabling all learners to achieve success.

Introduction
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Area of Focus 
Growing up in England, I often felt culturally different – not only to my peers, but 
also to my parents, and extended family. School and home were two different 
worlds for me, and neither overlapped. This left me feeling a sense of isolation, 
disconnectedness, and voicelessness. I have sensed those same feelings being lived 
by many of my students today. They don’t talk about their culture and what the 
student experience is like for them. I suspect it was the same for me. 

In the late 1990s, when I trained and taught in the UK, it was clear that multicultural 
discourse was actively pursued throughout the education system. This involved 
listening to the voices of students and whānau from many cultural backgrounds, but 
we needed much, much more than this. We needed to actually make the diverse 
cultural backgrounds visible in the day-to-day life of the school, so that students 
could feel connected. 

At the time of the Christchurch Mosque attack in 2019, it became clear to me 
that New Zealand schools still have a long way to go in becoming truly culturally 
responsive to our migrant community. As someone who has affinity with the 
Muslim community, I felt that the government response and how we honoured the 
victims of the attack was inclusive of the culture and traditions of Islam. However, 
overwhelmingly my school’s response was to forefront the traditional European 
methods of honouring victims – a minute of silence, and flowers. Within Islam, prayer 
and blessings will always be the first thing that is offered. Input from Muslim teachers 
and students – arguably those affected the most – was not sought. Decisions were 
made for them, their feelings were not considered. This made me go back to the 
feelings I had growing up, and I want it to be different for our future generations, so 
that all students can see their place in multicultural Aotearoa.

Since the Christchurch attack, I have been involved in many conversations, with 
colleagues, friends and acquaintances, about what belonging means. For the 
first time, I was really talking about my refugee past, and not just about being an 
immigrant into Aotearoa. For my own teen children, trying to connect their British, 
European and Kiwi identities with their Indian heritage was difficult. The British, 
European and Kiwi parts of them were recognised but often the Indian part was 
ignored. Dinner conversations revealed the struggles that they had, they echoed my 
own as a teenager, the question was always, “How do I embrace all these parts of 
me, so I am true to myself?” 

So, when in an idle, totally relaxed moment over the summer, I spotted a post 
about the Dr Vince Ham eFellow scholarship, I decided to put together a proposal 
to do some research into something that was so important, something that could 
mean that inclusive really means inclusive of all. My research aimed to collect 
student narratives and stories to identify factors that create a sense of belonging for 
students from diverse cultural backgrounds. The research questions I asked were:
1. What does belonging mean to you?

2. Have you experienced feeling excluded?

3. What would make a difference? 
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Methodology
My research approach

I used a combination of research methodologies to carry out this research. 
Qualitative research methodologies were used as the nature of the research was 
to capture narratives from students and make meaning from their experiences of 
feeling a sense of belonging in New Zealand. These stories were used to empower 
students to further share their experiences with a focus on the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of 
identifying practices that allow them to feel a stronger sense of belonging in New 
Zealand. 

Action research methodology was used to work in collaboration with students to 
identify what things about being at school made them feel as if they belonged. 

My research approach used a mix of focus groups and individual interviews 
to generate data. Part of these discussions included identifying practises that 
undermined, or lessened their sense of belonging, and in fact excluded them. The 
iterative process involved reflection and planning to determine actions to be taken 
and evaluated before moving into the next cycle. Narratives were collected at the 
end of each action stage – these were then used to reflect and plan the next cycle. 
The collection of narratives at the end of each action stage created more questions/
issues so the cycle repeated. 

Kaupapa Māori principles (Tuhiwai-Smith, 2012) influenced this research. The student 
experiences were the driving force of the project. To truly work in partnership, strong 
respectful relationships with the students underpinned the validity of the actions that 
occurred through the action research. Actions were co-constructed with students 
through kanohi-ki-te kanohi kōrero and centred on what they valued as being good 
practice to enhance their belonging. 
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What I actually did
The first step for me was to 
recruit students who wanted 
to participate in this project. 
I wanted to reach as many 
students as possible, but I knew 
I needed connection from the 
onset. 

As part of my routine at the start 
of the year, I introduce myself to 
my classes by doing a mihi and 
sharing aspects of my life. This 
year I put an increased focus 
on my cultural background and 
included a ‘What am I excited 
about’ section where I spoke 
about this eFellow opportunity. 
This was the first attempt at 
recruiting interest. I quickly 
realised that I had connected  
with many students because 
disclosure of cultural  
backgrounds was a strong  
theme in their Getting to Know 
You sheets. I have used these 
profile sheets for many years, 
with the aim of getting more 
information about my students 
so that I can get to know them 
better. 

A few weeks later, I invited students in my own classes as well as those in the classes 
of a few colleagues to an information session that outlined the project. Students 
were invited to bring friends who might be interested. In this information session, I 
told my own stories, experiences from my past and from today, to explain why this 
research mattered to me. To build trust and a safe space, we shared kai. I presented 
a slideshow with pictures of my experiences. I shared stories from my teenage years, 
from my early career, and from very recent times too. I felt it was important, in order 
to gain trust, that they understood that I have felt, and still feel, vulnerable. 

The students were engaged and curious. They showed empathy and consideration. 
They wanted to know how I dealt with it and how I still deal with it. We shared our 
frustrations, our struggles, and our desire to truly be able to share who we really are. 
From this session I received expressions of interest from 15 students across different 
age ranges (15-18) and from different cultural backgrounds, including Indian, 
Chinese, Korean, Thai, and African. 
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Getting started 
Once I had gained ethical consent from the students, I booked a quiet room in our 
library for our first focus group. I began with a group session where we discussed the 
first question ‘What does belonging mean to you?’ The following questions were also 
used to further unpack the question.
• What makes you feel as if you belong at ASHS?
• Describe a time when you felt included. 
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I provided some afternoon tea and I had 
sheets of paper and post-it notes on 
the table to collect responses. I wanted 
to make the environment less formal to 
enable conversations and build trust. 

In this session we addressed the question: 
What does belonging mean to you? 

Once again, I shared some of my own 
experiences to start the discussion and, 
as well as referring to the overarching 
question, I used open-ended questions to 
delve deeper and seek clarification. We 
talked together as a whole group, and 
students were also able to discuss the 
questions in small groups.

The students were chatty – they bonded 
through shared experiences and they 
told their own stories. There was a lot of 
empathy in the room. Some students took 
some time to open up, and some students 
preferred to write things down individually. 
I took time to engage with those students 
who were quiet, and we discussed the 
questions on a more personal level. There 
was a lot of good conversation, but also 
good comments on the post-it notes 
and sheets of paper. There was so much 
sharing! 

Based on the dynamics of the first session, 
I wanted to hear each individual story. I 
didn’t want the students to feel that they 
had to agree with each other so I decided 
that the best way forward would be to do 
interviews. I was also aware that I was still 
creating a safe space and trust, so I gave 
them the option to come as a small group 
(up to 3) or to come individually. These 
sessions were voice recorded with consent 
of the students. 
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I wanted it to be easy for the students to attend, so I planned times during tutorial 
time and through lunch time. Times when students would be at school, in the main 
school day. Again, I brought snacks and booked the library room. By this point I had 
set up a Google Classroom for the projects and invited all the interested students 
to join. I posted the discussion questions ahead of time so that they had a chance 
to think about them. Some students came very well prepared, others only saw the 
questions during this session. Nonetheless, their contributions were equally important 
and valued. I had to make sure that I paced this session well, and allowed time for 
them to think before committing to an answer. I used a lot of clarifying questions to 
tease out what they meant. 

The aim of this session was focused on the question: Have you experienced feeling 
excluded? We started discussing the final question: What would make a difference?

Making sense of the students’ narratives
It was important that the analysis of the narratives accurately represented students’ 
feelings and experiences. I invited participants to review my analysis and give 
feedback at regular intervals throughout the research process. Any changes they 
suggested were always honoured as these stories and narratives will always belong 
to the students.

These narratives are the result of dialogue between me and the students, and 
between the students. From these narratives I was able to share stories, experiences, 
and emotions about the sense of belonging these students have, or do not have. 
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My findings: Creating bonds of trust
From the very start of this project, the students took the opportunity to make the 
most of the space created for them to be able to tell their stories. The emotion 
and empathy was palpable and sharing my own personal story created a bond 
of trust and a feeling that somebody understands. During these kōrero sessions, it 
became obvious to me that the students wanted to be heard, they wanted to tell 
their stories, and they were thrilled to be given the opportunity to do so. The groups 
were quick to bond with each other – this was due to the similar shared experiences 
regardless of cultural background. 

I was very aware of my own bias in this space – although I could relate to what the 
students were saying and feeling, there was a difference. I was careful to keep my 
questions open ended and avoided leading questions. 

The student narratives reported below are based on data from research questions 
1 and 2: What does belonging mean to you? And, have you experienced feeling 
excluded? Due to the Covid lockdown, I was unable to explore further into research 
question 3 which asked What would make a difference? However, some themes were 
already emerging in their data. Broadly these were: 
• To be myself
• Stereotyping is dangerous
• They don’t like me because of my skin colour
• Don’t make assumptions about me and my family
• All these themes, while confronting, signalled how important identity and 

belonging on your own terms are to students. 
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“To be myself”
A very common and frequent answer to, “What does belonging mean to you?” can 
be summed up in the response, “to be myself”. A common thread here was that 
students wanted to be able to be uninhibited, valued, and recognised – that they 
also have something to offer. They want to be asked to contribute their perspectives, 
and to feel like they can make a difference. 

This prompted me to start the next session by delving deeper into what the students 
mean by that. 

“I think being yourself literally just means you 
feel comfortable in what you do, and that you 
are actually being who you are; you don’t have 

to hide your true values or your personality. 
And that you do feel included, to be yourself”

“Don’t really hide who you actually is to satisfy 
other people”

“Like being comfortable … that could it be that 
if people are talking about something, that it 
doesn’t matter if they know it or not, but you 
can talk about it from your perspective too”

“Being myself, I think means being the you that 
you really appreciate and that you really love 

and like be who you are”

“When people are talking, I can just say “this is 
my experience”. Yeah. And I don’t have to filter 

out the culture”

From these reflections, it is apparent that students from diverse backgrounds do not 
feel that they can freely share their cultures or experiences. It also shows that they 
feel that their perspectives and experiences are not valued. 
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Stereotyping is dangerous

I think stereotypes really shape people’s perspective on 
certain cultures. And I think it’s just really important that 
we break the stereotype. Like it’s the 21st century. I don’t 

think people should be stuck in those stereotypes.  
(Student voice)

“There’s so many stereotypes. Which I think it’s very bad. 
Damaging, they’re really damaging.”

“You are probably going to judge someone based on 
what they look like and how they act, but without 

knowing someone first and then judging them from what 
the news have said about their culture or about those 

types of people, it’s not okay to stereotype.“

Stereotyping was a strong theme. Students highlighted how this is damaging to 
them, and to their identity. For example, one student described how she feels further 
marginalised when people refer to Northern Indian culture when she is South Indian. 
A failure to understand that within these large countries cultural diversity also exists, 
reveals a lack of awareness about our world. This same sentiment was also echoed 
by students from China. 
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They don’t like me because of my skin colour
The second question, ‘Have you experienced feeling excluded?’ produced a very 
emotive response. Some students found sharing these experiences visibly distressing, 
whilst others were desperate to tell their story. Those who were in small groups or 
pairs had moments of realisation of exactly how excluded they were – something 
they had not let themselves think about before. The conversations just went on and 
on, as they made connections to feeling excluded. 

There was strong evidence that students felt racism:

‘I feel like New Zealand has a lot of casual racism.  
Yes they do, especially towards Asians’ 

‘I might feel like they don’t like me because of my  
skin color. It’s a bad way of thinking ... but then my  

first instinct is that they don’t like me because of my  
skin colour.’

These comments clearly show that tau iwi students do not feel a sense of belonging 
in our spaces, they are very aware of their differences, and they feel judged because 
of it. They feel invisible, yet they feel that they stand out. They want to fit in, but they 
also want to be true to themselves.  
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Teachers make assumptions that there is a shared culture in the school but whose 
culture is it? Where does it come from? And is it really shared? Or do we just expect it 
to be shared? 

The perspective that is referenced and therefore reinforced each time is the Pākeha 
perspective. 

One student expressed that, “In class, there is usually one one point of reference and 
that is the Pākehā perspective”, which then leads to feelings of exclusion for students 
who have not been brought up in a Pākehā world. 

Creating safe spaces to enhance belonging for 
everyone 
So how do we, as educators, create spaces that make students feel that they can 
share and they are valued? How do we turn this around? How do we make the 
Pākehā culture less dominant and allow students to bring in their own? We know that 
when students see themselves in the environment, when they hear their languages 
and music, their sense of belonging is affirmed.

The final question was,“What would make a difference?” Due to the timing of Covid 
lockdown, I was unable to do a deep dive into this question. However, I had gathered 
enough evidence to start thinking about how teachers and schools can make small 
differences to shift the feelings of exclusion. 

I was proud to see the inclusive nature of our school being recognised by the 
students. As a school, we are explicit in being inclusive in our actions and our 
language. Students have obviously made the connection with our way of being at 
ASHS with our inclusive mantra. 
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Don’t make assumptions about me and my 
family
There was also strong evidence that students felt disconnected from their teachers, 
learning and their peers on a regular basis:

‘So they thought I couldn’t 
speak English, when we 
were working in a group, 
they didn’t like really 
include me, even the 
teachers and students, 
they were just like, oh, 
since she can’t really 
speak English, we can just 
leave her alone’ 

‘Teachers will often make 
reference to pākeha 
popular culture “you will 
all have heard this song, 
your grandparents will 
have played it……” this 
immediately disconnects 
you from the class if you 
have not grown up in this 
culture or country’
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There were some positive statements from students in response to “What makes you 
belong at ASHS?” I have summarised these as bullet points:
• Language – is not a barrier to belonging – teachers will keep trying to help 

understanding even if there is a language barrier. They don’t give up. 
• Communicate acceptance through verbal and non-verbal forms – the way in 

which our learning spaces are set up and teachers welcome students into class 
makes a difference. Students talked about how non-verbal communication makes 
a big difference – a smile, a nod, and relaxed body language. 

• Checking that they have understood the task by coming over and checking directly 
with students and going over the instructions again. Teachers are very patient. 
They smile, they reassure us with their facial expressions. 

• Having regular one-on-one conversations with teachers during a class. Language 
is not a barrier and teachers will spend time making sure that we understand. 
Teachers do not teach just from the front of the classroom. In maths we were 
given a resource sheet that was translated into Chinese and Korean, this showed 
teachers had thought about how to be inclusive. 

Students were able to describe what made a space safe. For them, it was about 
feeling included. For example, in a group of mixed cultures they had this to say: “We 
like being able to sit with who we want, and where in the class space we want to” 
(Ava). At the very start of the school year, one student also noted, “It’s refreshing to 
have teachers who are not Pākehā”. A diversity amongst staff is important so that 
students can see themselves in the school. 
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My research showed that when differences, and that there are positives in the 
differences, are celebrated, “Activities where we can learn about other cultures allow 
me to share my culture. For example, when we learn through Māori world view, we 
feel we can connect a bit more” (Amy).

Celebrating holidays and festivals from other cultures through tutorial time is 
important to students from migrant backgrounds. They are proud to show their 
culture in its truest form. Creating opportunities to share activities and learning at 
lunch times in the central school space. We have a cafe at school, and this space has 
been used to hold activities / music / dance to showcase school life. 

Conclusions: “You don’t have to filter out 
culture”
In conclusion, there were some very clear actions that the students identified. As 
teachers and as educators, we need to ensure that we create spaces that allow 
students to bring their whole identity. 

The strong themes that have come from this research are:
• Students do not feel that they can be themselves. They feel they cannot talk about 

their culture and the unique perspective it gives them. This results in a feeling of 
isolation. 

• Stereotyping is damaging. We are not all the same. Get to know us, get to know 
our whānau. Stereotyping takes away our identity. 

• Students feel the effects of racism and this is damaging their sense of identity and 
belonging in Aotearoa. 

• Don’t make assumptions. Assuming a shared culture contributes to feelings of lack 
of belonging. Pākehā culture is not shared by all. 

As mentioned above, this research was cut short due to Covid lockdown. While there 
were some significant findings, I would like to continue working with students to 
explore teaching practices that create a sense of belonging. I know the students 
involved would love to ‘see’ themselves and their culture reflected in the school 
environment. Having artefacts, displays, language and music from their cultures 
would strengthen the feeling of belonging. 
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Next Steps
The next step for me is to include teachers in this critical discussion. We need to 
reflect about the current practices that create a safe and welcoming place for all 
students to belong. These would include verbal and non-verbal communication, 
resourcing and contextualising the learning. 

I would like to further explore how we can develop an environment that enhances 
belonging in our classrooms and schools. How can we, as teachers, allow all students 
to be true to their own cultural identity whilst staying true to ours? How do we create 
a classroom that celebrates the multicultural society we now live in, and how do we 
allow free and uninhibited sharing of the different experiences our students come 
with. 

As designers of learning, the questions we should be asking ourselves are:

1. Who are the students in my class?

2. What does belonging in my space look like? 

3. Could my lesson activities and language be exclusive? 

4. What would make a difference? 

Belonging is critical to identity as learners. I leave the last words to a year 11 student, 
who at the start of the year noted to me, “It is so refreshing to have teachers who are 
not Pākehā.” 

Why would this be so?
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