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Factors that Encourage Retention of Students in Senior 
Te Reo Māori Programmes in English Medium Schools in 
Waitaha, Aotearoa (Canterbury, New Zealand)

Rationale
In its introduction to the Wai 262 report, the 
Waitangi Tribunal has stated that, “Te reo Māori 
is approaching a crisis point” (Waitangi Tribunal, 
2010, x). Due to the dwindling numbers of young 
te reo Māori speakers there is now a smaller pool 
of people able to succeed older native speakers.

Consequently, this research endeavours to 
discover the reasons secondary school students 
choose to study te reo Māori in Years 11, 12 and 13. 
It also strives to find solutions to the disturbing 
attrition rate from senior te reo Māori program
mes. Moreover, this research seeks to illuminate 
those factors that encourage retention in senior 
te reo Māori programmes in English medium 
secondary schools in Canterbury.

This research was designed to explore the 
reasons why a group of Waitaha (Canterbury) 
senior secondary school students (Years 11, 12 & 
13) chose to study te reo Māori. It also sought 
to consider possible reasons. This research 
has served to highlight several themes which 
impact on the issues of student enrolment and 
retention in te reo programmes. These themes 
include: issues of values and identity, the role of 
parents, the role of whānau and community, the 
role of schools and teachers, and leadership.

Far from discovering the elixir to the research 
question in one simple solution, this research 
has determined that the problems are many, 
overlapping and complex. It will, accordingly, 
require a collective effort by all stakeholders, 
with an interest in this research, to remedy 
these problems. To undertake such a task, 
stakeholders require vigilant eyes, eyes that are 
capable of critically analysing and responding 
constructively to complex issues in a rapidly 
changing world. The stakeholders also need 
sharp (strategic) minds to develop strategies 
appropriate to tackle the issues occurring in the 
school settings described within this report.

Ako: Practice in the 
classroom and beyond
The focus group agreed unanimously that 
teacher effectiveness was a critical factor 
influencing student retention in senior te reo 
Māori programmes. According to the ākonga, 
teachers’ effectiveness has three components 
and the first of these is the ability to forge 
good studentteacher relationships. The second 
is that the kaiako must possess competent 
teaching skills. Thirdly, the kaiako must have 
sound subject knowledge. Ākonga stated that 
the effective kaiako should be a competent 

teacher. They describe a competent teacher as 
someone who creates a stimulating learning 
experience. When Māori students are engaged 
in learning, attendance is similar to nonMāori 
students they said. The ākonga in this present 
research declared that Māori was fun and they 
looked forward to going to Māori every day 
because the kaiako creates an exciting learning 
environment. According to the ākonga fun is the 
key to engagement and retention.

“Our kaiako is enthusiastic, easy to understand, 
answers our ques tions and an amazing teacher 
who knows us all personally and therefore 
adjusts the curriculum to suit our needs like 
getting us up and actually moving around 
and making actions for things and words that 
actually helps us remember it.”

The kaiako stated that, “In order to engage the 
students I try to employ a variety of second 
language teaching strategies. It makes teaching 
and learning more interesting and fun for the 
ākonga.” The tuakanateina model uses an  
older – younger student pairing to assist with 
student learning.

Tangata Whenuatanga:  
Place-based socio-cultural 
awareness and knowledge
Affirming their identity was the main reason 
these students gave for learning te reo Māori. 
The programme they were in provided students 
with the opportunity to learn about who they 
were and where they were from. Identity is 
fundamentally what makes language important 
according to Holland and Lachicotte (2007) 
and Spolsky (2004). Identity is primarily why 
ākonga choose to study te reo Māori according 
to this study. Ākonga stated that te reo Māori 
provided a means of selfdiscovery. They have 
found out who they are and where they came 
from. These students were generally second 
or third generation Māori who had grown up 
disconnected from their tribal regions. A te reo 
Māori class provided them with an opportunity 
to reestablish a link to their culture and identity.

Whanaungatanga: 
Relationships (students, 
school-wide, community) 
with high expectations
Two things regarding whanaungatanga become 
plainly evident. Firstly, that whanaungatanga 
plays a prominent role in the retention and 
engagement of students in education and 
secondly, that whanaungatanga is multifaceted. 
Whanaungatanga in a school environment 
takes many forms and it ranges from the simple 
studentteacher relationship to the more 
complex relationship between the school and 
the government. What is less evident is that the 
many facets of whanaungatanga need to be 
mutually supportive or be reciprocal in nature 
for students to achieve success. Implicit in the 
data is that a reciprocating relationship should 
exist and that the success of some of those 
relationships depends on others so that each 
level of the relationship succeeds. For example, 
in order for a school to successfully implement 
a policy such as Ka Hikitia (2009) funding and 
professional development should be made 
available. The principal is then responsible to 
ensure time and resources are made available 
to staff to implement the policy. Once the 
professional development has been completed 
staff must implement strategies learned to 
improve their classroom practice. The end 
result should be Māori students realising their 
potential. This example of a relationship of 
reciprocity requires that each participant in the 
relationship fulfils their role in order for the 

policy to succeed. Should one level of  
the relationship fail to meet their responsibility 
then the implementation of the policy is 
destined to fail.

Wānanga:  
Communication, problem 
solving and innovation
Families who value education encouraged 
students to engage in teaching and learning. 
Parental decisions concerning education 
were normally made with the students best 
interests in mind. Literature on best practice 
maintains parents have an important role 
to play in supporting and encouraging their 
child’s education (Macfarlane, 2004). The closer 
the parental involvement is to the education 
of their child the better the child’s academic 
achievement is likely to be. Many Māori parents 
and grandparents do not value education 
due to their own negative experiences, 
stated Caccioppoli and Cullen (2006). Times 
have changed and academic achievement 
has become more important when seeking 
employment. Whānau engagement as a part 
of the school community will provide positive 
encouragement to the ākonga

Manaakitanga;  
Values, integrity, trust, 
sincerity, equity
The cultural safety and wellbeing of the ākonga 
is a prime consideration and the learning 
environment must encourage learning to take 
place. The comment “environmental health 
is personal health” supports the notion of 
fostering a positive learning environment 
according to Te Tāhūhū o te Mātauranga (2008). 
Whether the reo Māori programme is physically 
located in a whare or a classroom in a two 
storied block, the kaiako needs to cultivate a 
sense of manaakitanga (caring, nurturing or 
wellbeing) and wairua (spirituality) to enhance 
the development of whanaungatanga. “In 
some schools it is the only place where they 
can identify themselves in their own culture 
safely…” The school environment needs to be 
culturally responsive to provide holistic teaching 
programmes encouraging student engagement. 
The need for an environment that acknowledges 
the unique position of Māori culture in schools.

What is Tātaiako?
Tātaiako Cultural Competencies for 
Teachers of Māori Learners is about 
teachers’ relation ships and engagement 
with Māori learners and their whānau and 
iwi. Each competency describes related 
behaviours for teachers at different stages 
of their teaching career and what the 
results could look like for learners and 
their whānau. Teachers need to ensure 
they have the competencies of all stages 
up to their current level. The behavioural 
indicators listed are not exhaustive and 
can be developed further by schools? 
ECE services together with iwi to include 
expectations relevant to local content.

The competencies are:

Wānanga: participating with learners and 
communities in robust dialogue for the 
benefit of Māori learners achievement.

Whanaungatanga: actively engaging in 
respectful working relationships with 
Māori learners, parents and whānau, 
hapū, iwi and the Māori community.

Manaakitanga: showing integrity, 
sincerity and respect towards Māori 
beliefs, language and culture.

Tangata Whenuatanga: affirming Māori 
learners as Māori. Providing contexts for 
learning where the language, identity 
and culture of Māori learners and their 
whānau is affirmed.

Ako: taking responsibility for their own 
learning and that of Māori learners.

A diagram showing how the learner is 
central to the concepts of Tātaiako
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Māori learners achieving education success  
as Māori.

Māori students experiencing place-based 
education by learning about their world  
and environment.

Teachers learning about the importance of 
whanaunga and relationships.

Employment opportunities are enhanced.

E noho ana ki runga i a Pukekura ko te 
Toroa [o] Rua hikihiki e

Ka rere whakarunga ki Kā Pākihi 
Whakatekateka o Waitaha e

Te ūpoko nui o te rūrū terekou, he pō,  
he ao, ka awatea

Whakawhiti atu i a Raukawa Moana tau 
ana ki runga Tongariro e

Titiro whakararo ki te auahi e rere nei  
ko Tarawera e

Kauhoe ai i ngā wai pōkarekare ko Te 
Rotoruanui a Kahu e

Whakatere ai ki runga i Te Rotoiti kitea  
ai e Ihenga e

Piki ake, kake ake ki runga i te maunga  
tū mai rā ko Tiheia e

Whakaeke atu rā ki runga [i] Manoeka  
ko te papakāinga o Waitaha e

Ka huri atu rā ki a Maketu ko te nohoanga 
o Te Arawa e

Kia eke mai ki runga i te paepae poto a 
Houmaitawhiti.


