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Ko Aoraki te maunga

Ko Waitaki te awa

Ko Te-Ika-a-Rakaihautu te moana

Ko Takitimu te waka 

Ko Kāi Tahu te iwi

Ko Kāi-te-Ruahikihiki te hapū

Ko Taumutu te rohe

Ko Ngāti Moki te marae

Ko Sarah Lassen taku ingoa

Whiria te tāngata.

Ko wai au? | What is my personal context?
I am Māori. I may not look it, but I whakapapa Māori. Therefore, I am Māori. These 
words took me a long time to say due to the Pākehā notion that we can be “part” 
something. Coming to this point in my personal journey created a connectedness 
that I did not know I was missing. 

When I became a teacher, I automatically saw systemic racism at play in our 
education system and knew that this needed to change. The Ministry of Education 
consistently identifies Māori learners as schools’ “priority learners”. Although this is 
meant with the best of intentions, in most cases it brings about deficit thinking and 
encourages educators to see ākonga Māori as less capable than Pākehā students.

The generational trauma, negative schooling experiences and racism that ākonga 
Māori deal with daily clearly affects learner identity and, “connection with identity, 
language and culture appears to have large effects on NCEA outcomes for ākonga 
Māori.” (He Whakaaro: The importance of identity, language and culture for ākonga 
Māori (Ministry of Education, Mercy Mhuru, 2020, p.1) While I, with my white privilege, 
have not had to experience this directly I can see it every day with the ākonga I 
work with. Being aware of my privilege and having the desire to make a change for 
tāngata whenua led me to apply for the Dr. Vince Ham eFellowship. 
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Mahara | Reasoning
The school I work at is a traditional co-ed secondary school in Mid Canterbury. The 
community is a predominantly Pākehā, farming community. The roll is 1200 ākonga 
with 14% Māori. Classes are streamed. Our ākonga Māori consistently sit lower 
academically than Pākehā in standardised testing.

The reason to make a change in what we are doing can be found in the quote 
below:

“Māori students in English medium schools are more likely to have lower levels of 
achievement in literacy, numeracy and science than non-Māori students. If not 
addressed early, students are likely to fall behind and will be at risk of disengaging 
in the early years of their education.” – Ka Hikitia 2013-2017 (Ministry of Education, 
2012, p. 38)

When I read this, I thought about the conversations I had had with ākonga Māori 
and their whānau. What resonated with me was the disconnect many felt between 
themselves and their culture. I returned to the feeling I had when I was able to say, 
“I am Māori.” This led me to ask, how does the embedding of te ao Māori enhance 
learner identity?

In te ao Māori, we work together for the benefit of everyone which is in direct 
opposition to the Pākehā emphasis on individual success. By being guided by the 
concepts grounded in Te Ao Māori, ākonga will hopefully feel a greater connection 
to their culture which will enhance the way they feel about themselves. When we are 
strong in our identity and feel supported and valued we are able to achieve much 
greater success. Tuākana/Tēina relationships are vital and ākonga should have the 
opportunity to be tuākana to the kaiako and each other. Kaiako should acknowledge 
that each individual student has strengths and knowledge that surpass our own and 
relish the opportunity to be led by them. Te reo will also have an enhanced presence 
in a te ao Māori class.
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Te whakaaro | What I planned

In 2021, through consultation with ākonga Māori and their whānau, I created a class 
of Year 10 ākonga Māori. This class was based around cross-curricular learning with 
a te ao Māori approach. Four teachers, including myself, were all committed to the 
kaupapa of this class and we were supported by our senior leadership team. This 
planning took a year in the making and we jumped many hurdles in the process. It 
was not an easy process to undertake.

There were three main aspects to my inquiry that I hoped would produce significant 
change in equitable teaching and learning. These were: 
• cross-curricular learning through authentic learning experiences 
• embedding Te Ao Māori in the learning 
• creating a whānau environment. 

By creating a class of ākonga Māori a barrier to Māori success was automatically 
removed because there is no opportunity for unconscious bias within the class. 
We planned to invite whānau and ākonga invited to decide on the learning they 
wanted from the kaiako at the start of the year. Those decisions would be integrated 
across the four subject areas of English, Social Studies, Science and Mathematics 
and become the basis of project-based learning. As kaiako, we would facilitate 
and identify the learning that was occurring naturally based on a belief that this 
approach should lead to a greater understanding of the learning by the students as 
well as its application. This has the potential for students to make greater gains in 
their academic achievement leading to equity in their learning as, ākonga Māori, are 
generally achieving at lower levels in mainstream schooling.

The above is a photo of the Research Canvas process guided by 
CORE Education (CORE). This process helped to develop the thinking 
and ideas while also ensuring the interests of Māori were protected 
and increased.
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Tāera | What we did

At the beginning of the year, 
all four teachers met the class 
together and focused on building 
relationships. We spent the first 
three weeks doing this and finding 
out about what ākonga wanted 
to learn and to get out of the year. 
We decided, as a class, how we 
could embody Māori concepts 
in the values of our class. These 
concepts were whanaungatanga, 
manaakitanga, kotahitanga, 
rangatiratanga, mōhiotanga, 
kaitiakitanga and tikanga. The 
picture shows the planning by 
ākonga and this link will take you 
to 10Y’s Values.

Below are anonymous answers 
from a Google Form question, 
What would you like to learn?

“I want to learn about all 
things Māori.”

“Our tribes. Who are we? The history of 10Y iwi”

“Māori warfare, weapons”

“How the tribes separated”

“Waiata, karakia, arts… everything!”

For the project based aspect of the class, ākonga decided that they wanted to 
create products to sell. To guide this, kaiako posed the question, “How can we 
normalise te ao Māori in our spaces?” Ākonga then decided on products that they 
were interested in creating to support this kaupapa.

Ākonga were supported to research successful Māori owned businesses and decided 
on how they would incorporate Māori concepts in their own businesses and products. 
They then developed a business plan and started to create/design their products. 
Once they had a prototype, ākonga put these on show at the local Matariki Market. 
They interacted with the community and took on feedback for further development 
of their products. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Zu2EnKJaGtB71wQBT6MZHamJuov5DNc5yAmRlSBG_2M/edit?usp=sharing
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After this, ākonga developed marketing plans and went about selling their products. 
This involved speaking in front of staff, creating print advertising and working on a 
social media strategy. Finally, ākonga worked with outside providers and produced 
their products for distribution.
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Inā rawa! | It’s amazing what I have learnt
My action research has taught me so much and I feel very privileged to have been 
able to complete this. The most important thing I learnt, that has changed my 
own teaching practice, is to plan for explicit emotional teaching. This group of 
ākonga experienced multiple personal challenges throughout the year while being 
challenged to see themselves in a more positive light when it came to being learners. 
This meant that we, as kaiako, needed to support our ākonga and acknowledge 
what they were dealing with emotionally which led to “circle time”. During this time, 
the class and the four teachers would come together to discuss an issue or reflect on 
a challenge openly and honestly. One of these was completed after we came back 
to school from lockdown. At the end of “circle time”, one ākonga said, “I really didn’t 
want to do that but I feel so much lighter now. Thank you.”

A learning which leads on from this is the importance of kaiako being authentically 
themselves. All ākonga, but especially our ākonga Māori, have an impressive ability 
to read us. If we are not being ourselves while still being clear with our expectations, 
we will never forge the strong learning based relationships that are required to make 
learning happen. As Russell Bishop states, “It was only those teachers located in the 
North-East who were able to establish whānau relationships with Māori students, 
and who the students identified as effectively interacting with them, who were 
the ones with whom they made progress as learners. Indeed, in these rooms, many 
students identified that they learnt how to learn, not just what to learn.” (Bishop, 
2019, p. 27)
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The creation of authentic learning experiences makes the learning relevant and 
more engaging for ākonga. It was extremely important to the kaiako of this class 
to facilitate learning that ākonga could see being useful in their future as well as 
affirming their past. Our ākonga were given the opportunity to eat at Fush, a Māori 
owned eatery which uses te reo Māori. This was just one way in which we were able 
to bring the idea of their own businesses to life and to enable them to see how 
important their culture is. By selling real products, ākonga were able to apply their 
newly acquired communication skills, ideas of supply and demand, and money 
management to their world.

Overall, I have learnt that embedding te ao Māori in learning and providing a safe 
space for our ākonga Māori leads to an enhanced sense of learner identity. 

The quantitative data has shown an overall increase in the subject areas of English, 
Mathematics, Social Studies and Science. These increases were in scores from 
PATs, STEWIE testing and a Social Studies test. Importantly, all ākonga have made 
improvements in the testing of literacy and numeracy. The gains these ākonga have 
made are comparatively larger than those of the rest of their cohort. Thus, we have 
created equity in learning. Adding to this is a decrease in truancy and pastoral notes 
for these ākonga.

The qualitative data, taken from conversations and observations, is just as 
compelling. 

Based on observations, kaiako have noticed that ākonga are more engaged as 
learners than they were at the start of the year. They can now clearly identify the 
learning they are doing. We have noticed that ākonga want to show their learning. 
During testing at the end of the year, ākonga were requesting more time to 
complete their work and attempting every question. This is in direct contrast to the 
start of the year when many would proudly guess the answers, or not even attempt 
them and not even complete the test. We have noticed that our ākonga want to 
be around their teachers and at school. Two of our ākonga have decided that they 
would like to be Head Students when they are in Year 13 and readily admit that at 
the start of the year they were just thinking about, “the fastest way to leave this 
school.” This proves that the way they see themselves within the school has changed.

Below are a series of soundbites from a group discussion about the way the class has 
made them feel which was done on 8 November 2021.
• Putting away the negative... stereotypical stuff... like the Māori kids are dumb… 

proving that’s a whole load of BS
• Sometimes just being told we’re good enough matters and we get that in this class
• Having good people around me... who actually care and want me to do good
• When I am in Māori studies I actually do all my work… I think because I want to 

learn more about my culture
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• [it makes a difference to be Māori] you get help [in Māori Innovation] and you get 
more about Māori… matters more to me...it matters more to other people in the 
class…

• We do karakia at the beginning of the day and the end of the day too. It makes 
me feel good to do things Māori.

• It’s cool being Māori as a learner because when you actually succeed you don’t 
become a stereotype – a negative stereotype

Sadly, kaiako and ākonga alike also experienced racism. Kaiako were treated 
differently, especially by the pastoral team, in relation to our ākonga. We were 
pushed to find our own relievers to work with “that class” and we were challenged 
about what we were doing constantly. Racist comments were said to our ākonga 
as a class. The tikanga of our class meant that we had a process for discussing 
these experiences together. Each situation we faced reinforced the need to speak 
openly and honestly with ākonga when it was in relation to them and to always 
be actively anti-racist. Being actively anti-racist means seeing the systemic racism 
that is present and not ignoring it. It means making being anti-racist a way of life 
and being intentional about it. It means sitting with the discomfort of the hard 
emotions and putting courage, compassion and vulnerability over comfort. It means 
recognising individuals and acknowledging their strengths and weaknesses. It means 
that you need to act on and express anti-racist ideas. Kaiako learnt to challenge 
others on what they would say and do. Although it became emotionally draining, we 
persevered and this meant the world to our ākonga. Being “not racist” is not enough. 
We must put in the work to be anti-racist. 
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Recommendations/Takeaways
Ākonga

Hear them: Give ākonga agency over their learning and truly listen to what they 
have to say. They need to feel that their voice is heard. It’s ok if this makes you 
uncomfortable but be strong in your identity as a kaiako and relinquish some of that 
control.

Culture counts: Ka mua, ka muri – Walking backwards into the future. Ākonga need 
to feel connected to their culture and that it matters in the classroom for them to 
engage and have a stronger learner identity. When you incorporate culture in the 
classroom, do so authentically.

Kaiako

Work together with your ākonga and set up the class as a safe place, not just 
physically but emotionally as well. Show that you are all invested in each individual 
as a learner and as a person. Work with other teachers of the same class and let 
ākonga know that you are all on the same page about the learning and with your 
expectations.

Plan for explicit emotional teaching: Make opportunities for ākonga to share 
themselves in a safe environment and teach strategies for them to deal with their 
emotions. Build learning based relationships and teach to the North-East. 

Be actively anti-racist: Base your success as a teacher on the success of your ākonga 
Māori. Get to know them, their whānau, their community. Give Māori a say in your 
teaching practice and content. To fight systemic racism we must go against the 
norm. Educators must be prepared to be uncomfortable in the fight for our ākonga 
Māori, recognising students’ mana and feeding it. 
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