
“Reports are for 
parents to tell 
them who has 
been naughty  
or good.”
Kirsty MacFarlane 
eFellow 2021



The title of this report summarises what the ākonga in my class thought reports were 
for. It really highlighted to me the need to question how and why we report. 

When it comes to written reports, I find having to place ākonga in boxes with limited 
choices devastating. Although National Standards has ended I am still reporting to 
parents on the child’s abilities in reading, writing and maths. I am required to place 
them on a scale where their achievements are compared to what is expected for 
their age. In written reporting, despite the disestablishment of National Standards, a 
child is still either failing, surviving or excelling, criteria which are all based on western 
ideals of what knowledge and learning is deemed important to obtain. For me, this is 
where the disparities of this system are particularly evident. 

My name is Kirsty Macfarlane and in 2021 I was an efellow. I am fortunate enough 
to teach a vibrant, inquisitive bunch of year two’s at Nga Iwi Primary School in 
Mangere, Tamaki Makaurau. I know my ākongas. I see the times they stand up and 
recite a karakia in Tongan for the class. Or the moments they retell the story of Maui 
and the Sun with a conviction that I could never achieve. Or the child who quietly 
notices a classmate who needs support and offers it. Or the countless times a child 
has taught me to say something in their language which is not my own. But none of 
these learnings are recognised in written reports. It is for this reason I asked:
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How can real-time reporting, via Seesaw©, 
support reciprocal/ako relationships between 
learners, whānau and school?

As well I wondered how real time reporting could: 
• Change what is reported on?
• Impact whose knowledge is valued in the classroom?
• Reveal what learning matters to learners, whānau and teachers?
• Support cultural sustainability in the classroom? 

I developed these questions from the work I had done with Pacifica Early Literacies 
Projects (PELP) and Mindlab. For me these questions also came about from a 
frustration with traditional systems of reporting and teaching. I have become more 
and more aware of how an education that is based on colonialism continues to 
privilege one group’s knowledge over another. This realisation is something which 
sat heavily for me in 2020. I knew I was upholding this education system in my own 
teaching practice, and that I am part of the group that is privileged by that system 
itself. 
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As a teacher of exclusively Pacific and Māori ākonga, PELP reminded me to 
challenge myself and to re-evaluate the way I teach while questioning my own bias 
about whose world view was being upheld in the classroom. I started to question 
how I can move away from being a disseminator of ‘knowledge’ (as defined by me) 
to being a teacher that makes space for all experiences and cultures to have a place 
within the classroom. Through my questioning, I was confronted yet again with how 
I needed to step back and acknowledge my own limitations, relinquishing control of 
the learning so my Pākehā worldview could become decentred. 

“Knowing yourself is not only about identity and self-reflection it is to also 
understand one’s own biases, prejudices and actions of privileging”  
(Tapasā 2018, p.7). 

Through this research I wanted to create a space where whānau and ākonga feel 
empowered to enter into a predominantly teacher/school dominated space and 
have their mana upheld. I am interested in how whānau can feel that the classroom 
belongs to them as much as it does to me. Through Seesaw I saw the potential for 
the role of teacher and learner to become fluid, challenging whose knowledge was 
valued and taught in the classroom. 

My hunch was that real-time reporting can promote ako by allowing whānau and 
I to be both teachers and learners, creating a more culturally sustainable practice 
in the classroom. I had assumed Seesaw would foster relationships between myself 
and the families. My assumption included a belief that whānau would willingly share 
aspects of learning from home in the form of photos, videos and emails. I envisioned 
whānau and school working together, shifting from an academic power-based 
relationship—that upholds only western values of knowledge and knowing—to a 
reciprocal relationship where diverse ways of knowing, doing and understanding are 
prioritised. The key to my vision was building relationships. These concerns prompted 
me to apply for an eFellowship in 2021.

An ākonga shares some painting she had 
been doing with her whānau at home. 
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The Beginning
At the eFellows hui held in early 2021 I was introduced to the action research method 
and the many and varied ways in which the research can be undertaken and ‘data’ 
collected. I planned a research project that would involve:
• Kōrero/hui with learners/whānau and teachers
• Field notes - for example observations, anecdotal stories, journal entries 
• Personal Reflective Journal
• Collecting ākonga work (photos, video, artworks, Seesaw posts) and parent digital 

comments
• Interviews with learners/whānau and teachers

I excitedly planned a hui with whānau to explain my project and get consent. The 
consent was slow to come in, hampered by a lockdown, however I had enough to 
plan my first focus group with parents. I sat expectantly in my classroom waiting for 
five family members to arrive, food on plates and hot drinks ready. I envisioned an 
open and insightful conservation with whānau around reporting. Unfortunately this 
didn’t happen. For various reasons only one parent showed up. Consequent attempts 
to reschedule did not pan out. Disappointed, I reflected on why this hadn’t worked 
the way I anticipated. 

On reflection I realised I needed to re-evaluate how I was going about building 
relationships. I was trying to apply western models of what I thought research was, 
meaning focus groups and surveys which did not align with the ethos of the research 
itself. The focus groups maintained power imbalances; I was asking whānau to 
come into school, a place many do not feel comfortable, and talk to me about an 
education system that I was entrenched in. I was forced to ask myself ‘what comes 
first? The relationship or the research?’

Relationships which are respectful and collaborative take time to build. I hadn’t 
created opportunities for whānau to be part of the classroom. I also needed to 
create opportunities and space for whānau to engage with me in ways determined 
by them. My research project hoped to build this space but it couldn’t move forward 
without first having it. 

Education theorists Berrryman, Lawrence and Lamont (2018) state that to break 
down power imbalances and create culturally responsive relationships we must 
create spaces in which we first listen to our ākonga and their whānau. Building these 
relationships takes time and commitment. I realised that the research comes second 
to this if I want to engage in true power sharing relationships with whānau. 
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https://www.nzcer.org.nz/system/files/journals/set/downloads/2018_1_003_1.pdf


I needed to:
• give time to nurture and grow the relationships
• Allow whānau space to engage with me in ways determined by them
• But how was I going to do this?

A chocolate cake breakthrough

Sometimes the simplest solutions are the best and in this case it was a cake and 
reading afternoon. I invited the whānau to come to the classroom to have cake 
and read with their tamariki. It was an informal event and took place in the last 
timetabled block of the afternoon. The children and I spent the morning making two 
chocolate cakes and practicing our favourite songs of the time - kina kina, and si 
manu laititi. 

5



Baking the cake for cake and reading day
When the parents arrived we sang the two songs and then served cake. From this 
moment on the afternoon was led by the children and their whānau. 

The children showed their parents their favourite parts of the classroom and what 
they had been lezxarning. This experience was markedly different from a focus 
group. The cake and reading afternoon allowed a space for whānau and children 
to interact on their own terms and in their own ways. To allow this to happen I had 
to relinquish control. The classroom became a space where whānau and children 
felt ownership. It was this event that led to a turning point in the project. It was the 
beginning of relationships forming, and all it took was for me to step back. 
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An example of the impact of this event was the change in interactions with Emma’s 
whānau. When her father came to the cake and reading day, it was the first time 
I had met him. I had had brief interactions with her mother when Emma started 
school but had not seen much of her since then; neither had I had a conversation 
with her. After the cake and reading day I asked if any parents would like to help 
in the classroom. Emma’s Mum responded, and is now a regular helper in the 
classroom. She feels comfortable popping in, sitting with her daughter and the 
other children and leaving when she needs to. This has allowed us to have many 
conversations around her child’s learning, and she has been one of the most active 
parents on Seesaw since this time.
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This quote from her comes from an informal conversation we had when she was 
helping in the classroom. 

“Reports are written but you never actually get to see your child learning. Emma 
would spend the whole day not talking at her old school and she has learnt so 
much more since being in this class”.

Emma’s Mum has been given space to interact in the classroom on her own terms. 
This sense of ownership has flowed through onto Seesaw, where I witnessed Emma 
and her family becoming increasingly active users. 

Opening doors with lasagna 

The cake and reading day was a break-through however earlier in the year I had 
one child (Michelle) who was regularly asking her mother to use Seesaw© to share 
images and videos of what she was doing at home. One of these images was a 
lasagna. The lasagna photo started a discussion when I next saw Michelle’s mother. 
It led to me learning more about Michelle, her relationship to her father and roles 
within the family. I learnt that her father does most of the cooking—lots of French 
inspired cuisine as he is Tahitian. 
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The following week we were learning the letter ‘o’. On the alphabet chart there was 
a picture of an olive. Michelle knew what it was, saying that her Dad puts it on pizza. 
This led to a further discussion with Michelle’s mother around the influence of French 
cooking at home meaning that she knew what an olive was. From here I learnt that 
Michelle’s mother was applying for a new job. She then shared with me other more 
personal information around what was happening for the whānau at the time. Each 
of these conversations required me to listen and give time for Michelle’s mother to 
talk.All of this would not have been possible without the initial picture of the lasagne. 

Seesaw is a tool that opens a space for conversations to occur. However in order 
for it to do this I had to give time and space to relationship building. I do believe 
that live reporting through Seesaw will enable better communication and 
shared understandings to develop. However relationships are still at the center. 
Relationships are what will allow Seesaw to have the impact I hoped it would. 

Unexpected Learnings:
At the first e-fellows hui we were told that research is not a linear process that can 
be planned and have expected outcomes. Often the outcomes are unexpected and 
we may find ourselves on a completely different track then what we started on. This 
was my experience and here is what I learnt:

Relationships have to be established first and this takes time and work

Seesaw can play a supporting role in developing relationships however it on it’s own 
cannot create them. Like most teachers I know the importance of relationships, 
however I had never really considered what is required to build these relationships. 
Doing this research challenged me to reflect on what relationship building actually 
means to me. Relationship building cannot be transactional, nor can it be a 
controlled process. It needs to be transformational for all involved. It requires me 
to step back, relinquish control and listen. To build true, ako-centred relationships 
requires time. 
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Seesaw is a conversation starter

Seesaw can start conversations be it around the delights of a lasagne or a specific 
aspect of a child’s learning journey. Seesaw plays a role in building relationships. 
Time needs to be given and space created to allow these conversations to take 
place. 

Rethinking reporting

As part of this research I spoke to teachers about what live reporting means to them. 
Many saw Seesaw as a digital replacement for paper reports, rather than a chance 
to rethink how we report and what we report on. I am interested in how teachers 
can be supported to better utilise the Seesaw platform to transform reporting 
into a relational exchange between ākonga, whānau and school. My research has 
highlighted that to rethink reporting away from conventional models is a collective 
and shared responsibility that is going to take time. 

Letting go of control is paramount

I have never thought of myself as someone who likes a lot of control. This project has 
highlighted how much control I take. It’s forced me to let go of control in unexpected 
ways, both in the classroom and in my interactions with whānau. For example, 
allowing parents to come and go as helpers on their terms not mine has facilitated 
an aim of this project which was for whānau to feel like the classroom belonged to 
them as much as me. If I am putting restrictions on when and how they are allowed 
to interact in the classroom then the classroom will remain my space and not theirs. 

Letting go in the classroom takes the form of allowing more choice for the tamariki. 
Through this process I have been able to get to know ākonga better and create 
more impactful learning experiences. An example of this can be seen in the image 
and caption below. A child chose to paint their maunga, and write a story about 
it. They recorded it on seesaw, allowing them to share it with both myself and their 
whānau. This kind of learning would not have been visible in traditional written 
reports. 
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Maunga Video

The learning above and sharing of it was directed by the akonga with very little 
input from myself. In letting go of control there is also an element of risk taking as 
imperfect work will be shared with whānau. Allowing imperfect work to be uploaded 
requires an understanding that learning is a process, and I needed to trust this 
process. 

Lockdown learnings and challenges

Lockdown has impacted this project, but not always negatively. In the beginning I 
questioned whether live reporting would reveal what learning matters to learners 
and whānau, and also how it would impact whose knowledge is valued in the 
classroom. Despite my best intentions there continues to be a power imbalance 
between myself, ākonga and their whānau within the classroom. Lockdown disrupted 
this imbalance, ākonga were given access to school ipads and had far more 
autonomy in what they posted. They were also in an environment where they felt 
most comfortable - their home. They were able to share learning that was important 
to them, learning that they were proud of. 

An example of this was Ofa’s video where she shared a video of herself making a 
sandwich. She is using the video to teach me some Tongan language and share her 
culture. 

This is my mountain and my sisters mountain and it is. . . and the sun is coming down 
and behind and my sisters and my mountain. 
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Ofa Video

Another example comes from Anthony who shared a photo of two snowflakes he had 
made. The photo included a voice over of Anthony sharing what he had done:

‘I made my pattern with paper, with cutting it out with the scissors and I showed 
it to my family. And I wanted to cut out the other one and, and and I did. Well and 
it looks so good I said ‘what?’ that looks amazing … and then I’m starting to think 
that I should, like, record it to you.’

These are positive outcomes from Lockdown however it also exacerbated existing 
inequalities which is an obvious challenge for this type of reporting. For example, 
there were whānau who did not have reliable access to the internet and/or a device, 
which prevented them from accessing seesaw. This is an equity issue which deserves 
attention if live reporting is to be accessible to the whole community. 

Anthony sharing his snowflakes
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Recommendations: 
For me it’s all about letting go of my need for control in order to shift the balance of 
power towards the child and their whānau. As a tool, Seesaw has a lot of potential 
for real time reporting. The following recommendations emerge from my research:

• Seesaw can be used to foster and enhance relationships. To allow these 
relationships to form takes time and a commitment to creating space for 
conversations. This could be through informal events such as the cake and reading 
day or by just being available to talk when the parents are ready. 

• Create an environment where both children and whānau begin to feel some 
ownership over what is happening in the classroom requires relinquishing some 
control. This could be through allowing parents into the classroom at times 
determined by them. It also means allowing the classroom into the home. At the 
same time, I found it meant revealing more about who I am. While I could see the 
children’s homes over zoom, they also saw mine.

• Lockdown gave the tamariki and whānau a unique opportunity to share learnings 
that were meaningful to them. For this to continue outside of lockdown it is 
necessary to allow children the ability to post to their classroom journals outside 
of school hours. This again requires the teacher to let go of control and allow the 
children and whānau to post what is important to them. 

• Finally relationships are work. Time and effort needs to be put into building and 
maintaining them. 
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Next steps
I started this research wondering if real time reporting could promote reciprocal/ako 
relationships between ākonga, whānau and school. I think it can.

I have barely scratched the surface of my research questions, and I am 
excited to continue to build on what I have learnt in the new year. I will 
continue to develop live reporting on seesaw. I intend to focus on building 
relationships with whānau from day one through regular events such as the 
cake and reading day. 

I am also interested in how I can encourage children and whānau to post 
from home. Lockdown gave the children a safe space where they felt 
confident to share what was important to them in a way I hadn’t achieved 
in the classroom. I would like to explore how this can be replicated without a 
lockdown. 

Finally, live reporting through seesaw offers new ways to think about 
reporting. This is something I would like to explore further. Seesaw should not 
be used as a platform to simply replicate a written report digitally. It offers 
an opportunity to rethink how we are reporting and what we are reporting 
on. I’m excited by the challenge this opportunity presents and look forward to 
working with my colleagues to build on this. 

This research project is in its infancy, my questions are still being answered. 
I look forward to continuing this inquiry process in the new year, and 
challenging the norms of standardised written reports. My hunch stands, 
I believe that seesaw along with strong relationships has the potential to 
empower both whānau and akonga, shifting the power imbalance between 
school, whānau and akonga. 

I’d like to finish with a quote from one of my ākonga. It sits in contrast to 
the words which opened this report. For me it highlights the important role 
seesaw will play in challenging the norms of traditional reporting. It is what 
will continue to motivate me in this research. 

‘Seesaw is for our learning’
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