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1


Introduction





This book focuses on what it is like to be a young Māori person in a New Zealand secondary school classroom today, by presenting and discussing narratives drawn from the voices of Māori secondary students talking about their schooling experiences. It also presents the perspectives of their whānau, principals and teachers through parallel narratives. The overall aim of the book is to provide you, the reader, with an opportunity to reflect critically on your own experiences of Māori students’ education. Whether you are a student, a whānau member of a student, a principal or a teacher, we hope that it will help you to examine your own explanations for the educational achievement of Māori students and begin to develop effective responses to the challenges it raises.


This book arose out of the Te Kotahitanga Research Project,1 which began in 2001. The aim of the project was to improve the educational achievement of Māori students in mainstream classrooms, initially by listening to the voices of the students themselves, along with those of their whānau, their principals, and their teachers. We conducted the project in a collaborative way, in accordance with kaupapa Māori research principles2: that is, we sought to promote the mana rangatiratanga (self-determination and agency) of all the participants involved in the education of Māori students. Furthermore, it set out to investigate how a better understanding and analysis of Māori students’ experiences in the classroom might lead to improved policy, teaching and learning practices, which would ultimately result in greater Māori student achievement.


The schools that volunteered to take part in the project were self-selected, either through whanaungatanga (links to researchers) or from responding to an article about the project in Education Review. As there were more volunteers than could be included, we chose five schools ranging across decile groupings, school sizes, urban to rural settings, single sex and co-ed, and with varying percentages of Māori students. One of the five was a boarding school. All were non-structurally3 modified mainstream schools, chosen because 90 per cent of Māori students are in mainstream education.


While we were attempting to draw on as wide a range of settings as possible, we were not aiming to produce a representative picture that could be generalised to all other young Māori students’ experiences in New Zealand. The aim was rather to put together an indicative picture of young Māori students’ experiences in a range of secondary schools, for others to critically reflect on in the light of their own experiences of Māori students’ education. What we have included here is a representation of the vast range of information that each group provided for us, while not reproducing everything that we heard.


In 2001, the research team interviewed four groups of people at each school: Māori students, their whānau, their principals, and their teachers. All participants were volunteers who could leave at any time, and they had the right to request that we did not include anything that they felt did not fairly represent their views. As the relationships between the research team and the participants strengthened, the quality of information being offered to the project became even more thoughtful and rich.


These four sets of interviews form the basis of the ‘narratives of experience’ that make up the four main chapters that follow. These narratives were produced using the ‘collaborative storying’ approach, developed by Russell Bishop in an earlier research study, which looked into effective means of undertaking research in Māori communities (Bishop, 1996). In collaborative storying, the meanings that the interviewees themselves give to their own experiences, in a series of in-depth, semi-structured ‘interviews as conversations’, are the meanings that feature in the final narrative. In other words, those taking part are able to explain in their own words what their experiences mean to them. The sense they make of their own educational experiences, interactions, and relationships is explored and explained through their own ways of theorising and explaining, rather than those of the researchers.


Listening to what students have to say


The most unusual feature of this book is the attention it pays to what Māori students themselves have to say about their experience of education. The narratives that are the central focus of this book were initially developed by talking with about 70 Māori students, in Year 9 or Year 10, about what it is like to be a young Māori person in mainstream secondary education today. Half of these students were identified by their school as being engaged with what the school had to offer, and the other half were identified as not being engaged. Not only were all of these students able to clearly identify the main influences on their educational achievement (both positive and negative), they were also able to clearly tell us how their educational achievement could be improved. The picture that they created for us forms the next and most important part of this book.


We also knew that the experiences of these Māori students needed to be understood within the wider context of their education and their lives in general. So we asked about 50 whānau members of the students, the principals of the five schools (as the schools’ agenda setters), and a cross-section of about 80 teachers, to tell us about their experiences of their involvement in the education of Māori students.


While it has been usual for educational researchers to ask teachers, principals and even parents about young people’s education, it has been unusual to ask the young people themselves about their own understandings of their classroom and schooling experiences. It is even more unusual to use these young people’s understandings as the basis for reforming educational practice in ways that will improve their educational achievement. In the United States, for example:




Since the advent of formal education … both the educational system and that system’s every reform have been premised on adults’ notions of how education should be conceptualised and practiced. (Cook-Sather, 2002, p. 3)





The same could certainly be said of New Zealand. Overall, there have been few attempts to question the assumption that adults, and especially teachers, know more about how young people learn, what they need to learn, and how they can learn better than the young people themselves do. Yet paying attention to student perspectives is essential, ‘because of the various ways that it can improve educational practice, re-inform existing conversations about educational reform, and point to the discussions and reform effects yet to be undertaken’. (Cook-Sather, 2002, p. 3)


This book demonstrates, in the words of the students themselves, what it means to be left out of the conversation that promotes learning, and what is involved in students becoming a part of learning relationships. This book also demonstrates the impact that being left out has had on the other participants in their education.


When teachers listen to and learn from students, they can begin to see the world from those students’ perspective. This helps them to make what they teach more accessible to students, and helps them to think of teaching, learning, and the ways we study them as more collaborative processes. Students feel empowered when they are taken seriously and attended to as knowledgeable participants in important conversations. They become motivated to participate constructively in their own education.


Paying serious attention to what students have to say about their own education helps those in the powerful positions of teachers and principals to understand the world of the ‘others’ they teach. It also encourages those ‘others’ to take part more successfully in educational systems. This kind of power-sharing has been shown to be one of the most successful means of engaging students in learning. (Apple and Beane, 1995)


For this project, engagement was a crucial indicator because there have been many research studies (Fisher, Berliner, Filby, Marliave, Cahen & Dishaw, 1981; Applebee, 1996; Bruner, 1996; Widdowson, Dixon & Moore, 1996) showing that to improve educational achievement, you have to first improve student engagement with education. In addition, a number of studies (Fisher et al, 1981; Gage & Berliner, 1992; Widdowson et al, 1996; Ysseldyke & Christenson, 1998) show that improved student on-task engagement is a reasonably good predictor of long-term student achievement.


The essential ingredient for improving student engagement is the creation of a context for learning where the students are able to bring their own culturally generated ways of knowing and learning to what Grumet (1995) calls the ‘conversation that makes sense of the world’ (p.19). In other work (Bishop and Glynn, 1999; Bishop, Richardson and Berryman, 2002), we have suggested that authorising students’ perspectives on education has the potential to enhance the engagement of Māori students with learning on their own culturally constituted terms. Such engagement is possible because they are able to interact with teachers and others in ways that enable them to bring who they are and how they make sense of the world to classroom interactions.


Why teachers should read this book


From our experiences in the professional development phase of Te Kotahitanga, we have seen how this series of stories based on experience provides a very useful resource. Using the narratives at the outset of the professional development, that is Te Kotahitanga in action, has enabled teachers in the project schools to reflect on their own understandings of Māori children’s experiences, their own theorising and explanations about these experiences and their consequent classroom practice. We have found that many people cannot put them down, and many say how familiar they are with these experiences. Above all, very few people who read these stories end up with the same opinions they had when they began.


This book is in part an attempt to bring these stories to a wider audience than just those teachers who are currently participating in the full Te Kotahitanga programme. We hope that this book will encourage many others to reflect on their own experiences around the education of Māori students, thus bringing to the conversation their own explanations about the problems facing Māori students in mainstream schools and how these relate to their own classroom practice.






1 Te Kotahitanga literally means togetherness, but it is used here in its figurative sense as well, meaning a collaborative response towards a commonly held vision. We are grateful to the Ministry of Education for funding this project.







2 During this research project, Kaupapa Māori research was used to address the research relationships in terms of issues of power: initiation, benefits, representation, legitimation and accountability. This framework both provides the conceptual basis for the development of the research methods for the project and the evaluation of the data gathered during this project. Fundamental to this approach to research is the implementation of the researchers’ and their institutions’ commitments to the Treaty of Waitangi. In this sense, the research seeks to operationalise the guarantees made to Māori people, and indeed all New Zealanders, that:




• research would be conducted within partnership/power-sharing modes of decision making (Article One);


• Māori cultural aspirations, preferences and practices will guide the research (Article Two); and


• all participants should contribute to the betterment of young Māori people in our schools (Article Three) (Bishop, 2005).





3 By this we mean schools that have not placed most of the Māori students in their schools into separate classrooms. Some of this type of restructuring may have taken place, but the emphasis is on the majority of Māori students taking part in classrooms alongside all other students.
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Non-engaged students





The voices in this set of narratives come from groups consisting of six to nine students in each of the five schools, who were identified by teachers as being non-engaged with learning. All students were Māori and in either Year 9 or Year 10.


Interviews took place on the school grounds in places designated by the school. Researchers began interviews by introducing themselves and asking students to do the same. Often food and drink were shared at this point. Researchers then talked generally about what the research project entailed. At this point, students were able to ask questions so that they had a clear overview of the project and fully understood the purpose of the interviews. Next, we explored through our conversation what, in their opinion, were some of the things that happened in schools to Māori students such as themselves. We began by talking about their experiences since first arriving at high school as Year 9 students.


In general, non-engaged students needed time before speaking openly and unaffectedly with researchers in front of their peers. This may have been because of a need to connect with researchers at some level of mutual trust before they were able to talk about what happened to themselves as Māori students and to other Māori students in their classes and in their school. Some of these students sought to speak with researchers on more than one occasion, and in smaller groups and this was accommodated.


While there was never an attempt by researchers to label either of the groups, all of these students identified themselves as being likely to find themselves in conflict with their teachers and in need of help with their learning. Overall, the contributions of these students were in close agreement. All spoke of having shared similar experiences and of having similar understandings. Issues of poor relationships with teachers and an inability to access help and support were common themes.


All names and places mentioned in this collaborative story were created to protect students’ confidentiality.


The need to care for students as culturally located people


The students from School 5 began by telling us why they had problems with learning.




Because most of the teachers don’t really understand how we want to learn, how we can learn. They don’t know about us and they’re too strict.





Another of the students, however, thought that teachers were not strict enough.




Well, I think that they need to harden up.




 





Who does?


Them, the teachers aren’t strict. I think they’re too soft.





The first student persevered.




I mean they’re strict with their rules. The rules that they make. They want to try listening to what we think about their rules. I reckon we need more Māori teachers in our school. Like, we’ve only got two, all the rest are non-Māori, like Asian, Pākehā, or whatever and they don’t understand what works for us. What works for Māori.




 





What do you mean they don’t understand?





Another student interjected.







They’re racist.





The first student argued back:




No, not that. I don’t think so, not in our school anyway. Like, I mean, they’re not Māori, they don’t understand Māori kids. Like, Māori teachers know how to control Māori kids. Yeah, that’s what I mean anyway.


Yeah, Māori teachers, like, they know what the Māori kids are up to more than the Pākehā teachers. They know what works best for us. They care about us, and they try for us.


It’s because, I don’t know, it’s like Māori are strict on their own people, they know how to control them because they want them to learn more and do better than the other ones.





Teacher expectations of Māori students are important.




Sometimes some teachers don’t think we’re up to it, to their standard.


We communicate better with the Māori teachers.


You can talk to them because they’re our own race.


Because the Māori has been where we’ve been and they understand our background, and the Pākehā don’t know because they’re not Māori, and the Māori teachers know how to communicate better because they’ve been there and done that.


Māori teachers understand us better because they’ve been where we’ve been.





In contrast, the students from School 1 reported that the teacher being Māori was not essential to engage them as students, but the teachers did need to know about Māoritanga.




The teacher I liked best wasn’t Māori, but he could have been. He knew all about our stuff. Like, he knew how to say my name. He never did dumb things like sitting on tables or patting you on the head [laughter]. He knew about fantails in a room. He knew about tangi. He never stepped over girls legs. All that sort of stuff. He never made us sit with people we didn’t want to and he never made a fuss if the girls couldn’t swim or do PE. He expected us to work and behave well. He could take a joke, and he could joke us. He had the best April Fools day tricks ever. What did he do? I’m not telling because I want to use it some time. He always came and saw our whānau at home, more than once during the year. He invited the whānau into our room anytime. We went on picnics and class trips, and the whānau came along. We always planned our lessons together. He was choice





This was also picked up by the students from School 3. 




Are Māori teachers better than non-Māori teachers?


No.


Māori teachers know, or they think they know, what you are going through because they are Māori, but they have their own opinions too.


Māori teachers try to help but sometimes they are not helping, they are just like the other teachers.


Some of them help, but some are just like the other teachers.


Sometimes they are, I know one who is. Like, she talks to you. There are other teachers that don’t talk to you. Like, if it is a new subject, it is good when the teachers ask ‘how have you been?’ They can ask you how it is going, and if you like it. That sort of thing helps. It makes you feel like you are a person and that you count. That the teacher can be bothered with you.





Lack of caring and cultural responsiveness on the part of teachers appeared to result in Māori students experiencing problems with being Māori. The students at School 3 explained what this principle meant in practice by focussing on the issue of what they wanted from their classroom experiences. They mostly wanted:




Not to be withdrawn from class.





By which they meant that:




When you play up you get withdrawn from class. Yeah, you get sent out. Sometimes it’s not your fault, but you don’t get a chance to tell your side until you get to the deputy principal. So you tell your story and are allowed back, but you’re shamed out. It’s stink.





A member of the group suggested that this was because:




Some teachers pick on us Māori. Some teachers and kids are racist.





The rapid escalation in the comments from their concerns about being withdrawn from class to their explanation of this behaviour as evidence of racism required further examination. We returned to this idea in subsequent interviews by asking whether it was the primary reason for being withdrawn or just an example.




Being Māori. Some teachers are racist. They say bad things about us.


We’re thick. We smell. Our uniforms are paru. They shame us in class. Put us down. Don’t even try to say our names properly. Say things about our whānau.


They blame us for stealing when things go missing. Just ’cause we are Māori.





Furthermore, the students justified their idea that racism was the main reason for their exclusion because:




People think Māori don’t know how to behave. People think Māori are dumb. People think you’re like your brother or sister, so if they were bad you will be bad; if they were good, you should always do better than you do!





As one student put it:




You can’t win!





The students from School 3 also explored this issue by explaining how frustrated they felt by not being able to change or improve the situation.




They never even actually make an effort to understand our culture. They don’t try to understand where we are coming from.


Well, they always ask you for a meaning for your name. They say that you are Māori students and your names always mean something. And that is not true.


They should learn Māori. They should make it so that you have to. If you are a teacher you have to learn about the Māori culture. Because in every school there are Māori students.


Yes. Like how to pronounce Māori names. Just like the simple stuff. Like pronouncing place names and some things about how our culture works. They need to learn about some of our special things, the things that we do.


Some of our special beliefs, things that we respect.


When one teacher I know taught the class, even if one Māori student didn’t get it, she wouldn’t move on until everyone got what she was trying to say. And that really helped, I think more teachers need to do that. She understood Māori things. Some teachers are in such a hurry we don’t have time to take it all in.


Only the brainy ones get it.





All of these students were adamant that being Māori was not a positive experience for them, especially at secondary school. They viewed their ethnicity as being a major problem. Although the students from School 1 eventually decided that only two of the staff at this school were really overtly racist, it seemed to them that the other teachers just did not like them or treated them in certain ways because they were Māori.


The students from School 1 expanded on what this looked like in the classroom. They identified that despite them raising their hands to give a response when teachers were seeking oral answers to questions relating to classroom lessons, Māori students were rarely asked to contribute. We asked them why they thought this happened.




Some of us answer questions in a smart way, to get a laugh. We disrupt the class. Yeah, but some of us have good answers, and we never get to say them. Yeah, but the teacher doesn’t know that! They just think all Māori will answer questions stupidly. ‘Well, all Māori are dumb.’ No, we’re not.


‘Yeah so why are there heaps of Māori in jail?’ ‘Why don’t we pass School C? Well?’





Another problem was that of the wearing of taonga (greenstone or bone carvings) and the fact that they had to wear them inside of their shirts. This issue was explained to us as a cultural clash in that taonga are not seen as jewellery by the students but are seen as such by the school who then apply jewellery rules to taonga. The students were well aware of the need for some rules about jewellery, especially those rules pertaining to safety and were very receptive to having rules debated and explained before implementation. They were very clear that rules explained, or better still made together with students, were more likely to be complied with than rules handed down.




We should discuss rules. At the school council. No one has asked us about why and where we should wear our taonga.




 





What about on the Rugby field?


Well that would be stupid to wear it on a rugby field. It could get ripped out.





The students from School 3 also highlighted how the rules around wearing taonga caused them problems. 




So do I take it that you are not allowed piercing other than ear piercing?


Only one earring in your ear or one in each ear, and that is so stupid.




 





Do Māori students and non-Māori students have to abide by that same rule?


Yep, like carvings, you were not allowed to wear carvings around your neck if it was showing, but now you are as long as you hide it away.


Yeah, like Miss D cut mine off from around my neck.


Yeah mine got cut off too.


I was in her office and you couldn’t see it but she just said, ‘what’s that around your neck?’ And I go, ‘It’s my greenstone.’ And she just got the scissors and chopped it off.


And yeah, when I was in detention she just says, ‘What’s this? I will have this,’ and she just chopped it off. My Koro has blessed it I don’t know how many times.




 





So when they chop it off what do they do with it?


They just keep it and you have to pay to get it back, and that is not right. You shouldn’t have to pay to get your own carving back.




 





And so until you pay for it?


They keep it.


Yeah.


Unless you pay them for your own carving back.




 





What does your Koro think about that?


He came up and blew Miss D up. She doesn’t touch it now.


That was so funny.


Yeah.




 





He explained to her why he didn’t approve?


Yeah, he sure did.




 





So I think she has learnt a lesson.


Yep, she doesn’t do it now.


We’re allowed to wear them now.




 





So how did that come about? Because that is a big change, I mean I know in a lot of schools that this is a really big deal. How did you get to the stage that the school now actually accepts that you will wear your taonga?


Probably because we have all been saying we don’t want to take it off, they are beginning to understand that we really don’t want to take it off. That it’s something precious to you.


Yeah, just like their wedding rings are precious to them.


And any of their other bits of jewellery.




 





But is it the same thing or is there something about these taonga that just goes beyond saying that it is just a piece of jewellery. Do you have any thoughts on it?


I think it changed because there were so many complaints from all of us. The students complained and also some of our parents and grandparents.




 





So your Koro went and complained, and were there other parents complaining as well?


Yes.


Yeah.


Well, again, many of the Pākehā students wear carvings, but they don’t get told to take it off. Only the Māori students.


Yes. I think it’s because they look for the Māori students with their bone on to be doing wrong things more than they look for the Pākehā students to be doing wrong things.








The students from School 2 also felt that being Māori could at times be problematic at school.




We are not allowed to sit on the field anymore.




 





Why’s that?


There’s too much people like sitting round in groups and smoking.


And like littering all the time. You have to sit on the courts.


And, like, the teachers can’t see what they are doing, that’s why people sit down on the ground. So they can smoke.





At a later interview, two of this group invited the researcher to participate in an experiment. It was lunchtime. Together they went down to the field and ate lunch. While they sat, the boys were on the lookout for the duty teacher. On the field in front were groups of Māori, Pākehā and Pacific Islanders, and some members of each group were obviously smoking.




Watch the teacher, Miss.





A teacher arrived, stopped for a moment and then headed for the Māori group. They waited some more. There was a change of duty teacher and again the Māori group and then the Pacific Island group were spoken to. This teacher walked straight past a group of Pākehā students from which smoke was rising.




See.





The students from School 3 shared similar experiences stating that they were picked on by teachers and school authorities for being Māori.




I don’t know why they do it, but they just do.


It’s because we’re so different.


We’re a different colour.


Yeah.


Like when say everyone is talking, but you’re not talking, it is a Pākehā student talking and the teacher’s not looking. Then she turns round, and she says it is you when it’s not.




 





Has anyone else had that happen?


Yes, all the time.


It’s all the Māori kids that she says are talking, but no one else says, ‘Well, it was me talking.’ No one owns up.


Yeah, so we get the blame ’cause she probably thinks we don’t want to learn.




 





Has anyone else got any thoughts about that? Do you think you are being picked on because you are Māori?


Yes.


Yeah, well that’s what it seems like to me.




 





Has anyone got some other examples when you think that has happened?


When someone does something, like a Pākehā does it, for example, not taking your jersey off or having your sandal straps down, and then a Māori does it, they get told off straight away for just not taking their jersey off.


Sometimes it just keeps going until you get stood down. Like the Pākehā doesn’t get stood down.


Like, we can get stood down for anything.


Yeah, and everyone else, they don’t get stood down. No, just the Māori. And they can get stood down for just not taking their jersey off.





For this group of students an open show of frustration means that minor misdemeanours can often escalate into major conflict with authority. Part of their frustration came from feeling that they were being punished differently from Pākehā students. 




So you are saying that there are different punishments?


Yes.




 





Do the rest of you agree that’s what happens?


Yes, all the time.


It just seems that, like, when a Pākehā does things, it is not as bad as when a Māori does it.




 





Can you give me any examples?


Yes, like I was with this Pākehā, and she doesn’t have the right uniform on, and you don’t either, and the teacher comes, she goes straight to you and not the other person.




 





That is a really specific example. Do you have any mates that are Pākehā? How do they feel about this? If I was to sit them down, and if they were in this group, would they agree with you? What do you think?


It depends on who it is or which friends they are, like, if they are really good mates of yours they will probably agree with what you are saying about it.


Yeah, of course they would agree because that’s what happens.





Other students identified themselves as the ‘naughty kids’ in the class. One student from School 3 shared an incident where she had been in trouble.







One of the teachers said I needed anger management. One of my mates got caught smoking, and I had to write a statement, but I didn’t want to, and he pulled me into his office. He called me into his office and because I called him an egg, ’cause he was pulling me like that into his office, and I go, ‘You egg,’ he goes that I need anger management, and that is when I went psycho. I had to write a statement about one of my mates getting caught smoking. But she didn’t actually have a smoke in her hand, but he said that he could see smoke coming out of her mouth. And they have got to like catch it in your hand. And then he just called me down from the courts and took me into his office.




 





So what do you think he expected you to do?


To knuckle my mates. But you won’t do that because that is your mate, and you kind of know the truth was that she wasn’t smoking. But the teachers they say that we’re just trying to cover up for them. Because they didn’t actually have a smoke.




 





So why didn’t you just write that?


Because I don’t want to write them a statement if I was just telling the truth. I didn’t see why I should, because that means he does not believe what I have said.




 





So you had already told him that she didn’t …


Yes, and he said, ‘Write it on paper.’ And I go, ‘I just told you it.’




 





What happened as a result of talking to him about this incident, did your dad get rung up?


No, he just said, ‘Get out of here, I don’t want to see you in my office again.’ And I have been in there like twice a week. Or every week for something, I don’t even know what I have done.




 





So you spend a lot of time in his office?


Yep, we get kicked out of our art class, because our art teacher is real dongy, like dumb, and she doesn’t teach us anything, so the whole class talks, but it is only the Māori that get kicked out. Well, she will come over to us and tell us to stop talking, and then we will go, ‘But the whole class was talking.’ And she will say, ‘No you stop talking.’ Mr H kicked us out, and we tell him that she doesn’t teach us and that is the whole class, but he just kicks the Māori out. Yeah, we have been kicked out for the rest of the year. We just sit in these other senior art classes, and we do nothing.




 





You just have to sit in another art class?


Yeah, a seventh form art class, and we do nothing.




 





What does that teach you?


Nothing, because they are doing something different.




 





So you are not allowed to go in there and do art?


No, they give us these sheets to do. Telling us what to do, to draw pictures and we are, like, by ourselves and stuff, and the teacher is there teaching his own class.




 





The teacher gives you an instruction sheet, and you are meant to follow that, but what about the materials?


We don’t have any. We don’t have that.




 





It is going to happen every week?


Yeah, we have been kicked out. We have got kicked out about two times, and all the Pākehā kids were sitting around talking, but they don’t do anything.


M and I got kicked out of cooking, like the beginning of last term, and she wonders why we don’t come to class.




 





So what do you do?


We have to go and see Mr J every time you get kicked out of class. Miss K had a hissy fit because we weren’t coming to cooking, but she kicked us out for the rest of the year, and when I got Mr J he just said, ‘Just try and go to class,’ and we had to write an apology note.




 





You got kicked out of cooking for the rest of the year.


And we got sent to the guidance room.




 





Did that help?


No, because we just have to sit there.




 





So you don’t go and talk to anybody?


No, because we are naughty.




 





But at least you get to go to the seventh form art class?


Yeah, but you don’t learn anything.




 





Yes, but what do you have to do?


Nothing.


We go to the guidance room, and we have to sit there.


Yeah, but now she wants us back in class, which is ’cause we have to write our apology letter and she goes, ‘You had better be in my class like today after lunch.’ And we go, ‘You kicked us out and we don’t see why we should come back.’




 





Did you write the apology letter?


Yep, I had to give it to Mr J.




 





So what are you going to do today? Turn up at her class ’cause she won’t expect us, so I am going to turn up.





Pronunciation


Pronunciation of names and Māori language in general was also highlighted as being problematic by the students at School 5.




Yeah, some teachers call me Mary and I say, ‘that’s not my name.’ She’s been here some years. Some people call me by other names. Some of the teachers don’t even know how to say our names.





A student at School 3 recounted.




Mrs B goes, ‘Margarita’. She can’t even say my name.





This student has a Māori name that begins and sounds similar to Margarita. The student gave us an impromptu performance of one teacher’s attempt to rename her. 




How does that make you feel?


Dumb, and I always argue with her. She makes me feel like I’ve got a dumb name, and I’m dumb.




 





What do you mean you argue with her? Do you say that is not my name?


Yes, and she goes, ‘well, that is what I have got down here.’ And I go, ‘No, it isn’t my name,’ and then I just let her go off. I know what she’s going to say. I’ve heard it all before.





Incorrect pronunciation of names appears to be quite common for the students, with repercussions coming from both teachers and students. 




Does that happen to any of the others?


Yeah, it happens to most of us. They can’t pronounce it properly, but then you have got your friends that tease you about it, but that is all right. They’re just joking. But you don’t really like it when people can’t say your name or they don’t care how they say your name.


Yeah, you get all shitty.




 





Is it because they can’t say your name properly or is there some special problem with these people that they can’t say your name?


One of the teachers, like, she can say my name right one day, and then the next she says it wrong. Yeah, I think some of them are trying. It’s the ones that don’t even try.




 





Have you ever said to them, this is how you say my name?


Yep.




 





And what is the response?


Get out of the class. That’s what Miss C would say to me. She doesn’t like us telling her things.


Yeah, it’s really hard to tell them things like that ’cause they take it the wrong way, and then we’re in more trouble.


It’s best just to shut up if you don’t want to get into trouble.


But when we have to shut up that’s what makes me angry. Then I get pissed off.





Misconduct


The students at School 4 explained how they were often nervous to report misconduct in case they themselves were implicated. They illustrated this by telling us what might happen if they tried to do something about reporting illegal activities or the finding of substances at school.




Like a joint. I found it right at the top shelf in the room. I gave it to one of my neighbours, a Pākehā. I wanted to hand it in but I thought I would get into trouble when I did.





We asked why they might get in for trouble for handing it in and were told;




Oh, because I’m Māori.





The students told us that drugs were a problem at the school for Māori more than Pākehā. We asked what happened when her Pākehā friend had handed it in.




He got searched when he went to the office. He got a talking to and then sent off.





At a later interview, this group of students talked about the different approaches by the school authorities to marijuana and which students were involved.




The school expects Māori kids to smoke pot but not Pākehā kids. If we say we are not or haven’t been smoking pot, they don’t believe us. The laugh is that it is mainly Pākehā who sell it around the school. It’s kids at school.





We asked the students how widespread marijuana smoking was.




There’s a lot. There are heaps of people that smoke. Next year’s the season, so there’ll be heaps. Like, they’ll just sit around and smoke it, and none of the teachers will even see it.





The students gave an example of one teacher who ‘never’ saw them smoking because they believed he was too scared to report them.




Mr T was looking straight at us. If there is somebody being bad across the other side like they are having a fight or they’re having a smoke, he’ll just look over them. He’s a cheat man. Yeah, he’s such a cheat.





We asked why he was a ‘cheat’.




If you’re going to stop drugs then teachers need to do their job when they see it happening. Not just kids!





Support and encouragement


Students from the five schools spoke at length about how they felt that most of their teachers did not care for them as Māori people. For these students, evidence of teachers’ lack of caring included the way that teachers spoke to them, it included teachers who they believed did not care if the work was too hard, and how they were made to feel in some classes. A student at School 1 acknowledged that he was often ‘naughty’ but reported that he modified his behaviour depending on his relationship with his teachers. He insisted one teacher was good because:




She’d say, ‘Hey, mate, what did you …’ She didn’t roar at me. Good teachers talk to you one on one. Because they do this you feel really stink if you are naughty. Well … because you like them, and you want them to like you back. One day, my teacher was so disappointed with what I’d done to someone littler that she didn’t talk to me for the rest of the day. It was terrible. I worked really well, and she didn’t say a word. At the end of the day, she let the others go, and we had a talk. She was sad about what I had done, and she told me it was a shock to her. I cried, and I told her I hated it when she took no notice of me. You know, she didn’t yell or anything. I didn’t do that bad thing again.




 





What if she had roared at you in front of the others?


Well, I’d probably have roared back.





A student from School 2 reported she was only naughty because she couldn’t understand the teachers’ instructions. She believed that as a result of this, teachers often spoke to her in a derogatory manner. The problem facing this student was that by her not being able to express her inability to understand the language used in the classroom, she was unable to engage with the content of the lesson. The outcome was that she often got into trouble. We suggested that the root of the problem was not that she was naughty but, rather, that she could not understand some of the words. She agreed and emphasised that




They’re too big … it’s just blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah.




 





So what do you do?


I just draw pictures and pretend I am writing.





We asked others in the group if this was their experience also. They quickly responded,




Yeah, me once.


A couple of times.


‘Stop talking’ – ‘It wasn’t me.’




 





Already today?


Yeah.





One student said that this made him feel dumb. He explained,







Well, like [it feels like] you are meant to feel dumb, because other people can do it, but you can’t, and then you feel dumb, not as smart as them. But you know you’re not dumb. But you feel you are not as smart as them, so they make you feel dumb.





Another student agreed and gave his own example of teachers who he believed put him down.




Yeah, when the reliever comes, and they call the roll, and they say, ‘P’ and I go ‘yeah,’ and they say, ‘Oh, so you’re the kid that the teacher doesn’t like.’ Something mean like that.





Students from School 3 continued this observation.




Teachers that teach subjects, they just write it up on the board and teachers that teach kids, they talk to you and explain it.


We have teachers like that, that just write stuff up on the board and they just say, ‘copy that down’.


Some teachers just chuck it up on the board, and then they go to the brain boxes in the class and talk to them. They don’t waste their time with us.




 





What if I have put my hand up, and I say I don’t understand this?


Well, she would walk straight past you. I always put my hand up, and I say, ‘Miss, Miss.’ She will say, like, ‘I’m busy,’ or she doesn’t say anything. Sometimes she will say that she has already explained it.


There is one teacher that is not like that.


She will just talk to you and say, ‘Hello, how has your day been?’ And then she will put some work on the board, and you will put your hand up, and she will come to you and help you with the work.




 





And everyone is getting what she is teaching?


Yes. Like, if one person does not understand, she will not go on. She makes sure everyone knows what she is talking about.




 





So that is the sort of teaching that would make it easier for you?


Yes.








The students highlighted the importance of teachers who talked to them about things other than their teaching subject in order to establish better relationships with them. 




Why is it important for teachers to talk about things other than maths from the maths teachers, or science if they are science teachers, why is it important?


Because then you have got more of a friendly relationship with them.


If you like the teacher and you get on with her, you actually do the work.


You are supposed to be learning, to be on board, but is it too much to go like, ‘how has your day been going?’ Good teachers give you comments, not like the other teachers.


One teacher gives me compliments. About things like how you are dressed in the uniform, the work is tidy, and she says that you are getting better with what you are doing, and that encourages me. It makes me feel good about myself and about my work. I wish they were all like that.





Students from School 4 reported that they responded well to teachers who encouraged them in class and openly showed concern for their well-being. They went on to discuss their music teacher as an example.




He’s a good teacher because he lets us jam on the drums.


Yeah, he always comforts us if we are sad or something. He sorts out fights, and when you’re sad, he comforts you; lets you play on the drums. He’s always sorting out arguments.





They then talked about another ‘good teacher’, Miss T.




She takes us for art. She makes you just understand more about art. She makes it easy. She makes you feel you can do it. She encourages us a lot. Encouragement is important because you want to get stuck in and give it a go. You can get money too because if you say you can’t do it, you owe Miss T 20 cents, and yeah, at the end of the term, she buys a shared lunch with the money. I owe Miss [T] two dollars ’cause I said I couldn’t do some things. She may as well pay for the whole lunch ’cause we don’t say, ‘I can’t do it!’ after the first few art periods [much laughter].




 





What about social studies?


No, he helps us.




 





Science?


The science teacher treats us like babies. Yeah, Mr M he thinks like that. If there’s a question up on the board, like you don’t even know, he expects you to know it. He treats us like little kids, and you have to wear the glasses. Yeah, I get angry when you wear those glasses ’cause they are so dongy. They are so goofy.


If you are doing something you have got to wear those glasses. I just refuse to wear them, especially when you’re not even doing an experiment. Usually, we have to copy out of a textbook. We only get experiments like once a month.





The students from School 5 reported similar experiences with teachers. They understood that they needed support and that teachers who cared about them as people and as learners were more likely to give them that support. Students also understood that they could give each other support with their learning and that they really appreciated the classes in which this was able to happen.




Well, they make time for you, they get to know you, who you are, what you are like, and what you like to do. I reckon they care about us. Care about what we are doing and what we want to do.


They are easier to talk to, and they listen to what you want to say.


They make us feel that we are okay and that we can do things.


They do everything, like, bit by bit and make sure you’ve finished, and they go around person to person instead of just standing up the front talking to everybody, they go round individually and ask you for your questions, and you get your questions answered. Like, they might ask you if they’re going alright.





These students went on to emphasise the importance of teachers actually knowing the students in their classrooms. This involved teachers not only giving students a chance, but also being able to name students correctly.




Some of the teachers are too boring, they need to loosen up and lighten up a bit, they need to get to know us. To give us a chance.


The Māori ones do and the Pākehā ones don’t, yeah like Miss L, she doesn’t even know me except when we’re naughty.


Oh, well, one of them doesn’t, it’s like they don’t care about us, or they don’t want to know us. It’s like when she calls out a name she’s wondering where our hand is. If she knew us, she would look straight at us. Some teachers do, and some teachers don’t even do that at all.


They don’t even look to see if we’re there. I’ve come to class late, like, towards the end of the period, and I’ve seen my name ticked, and I wasn’t even in the class.


They don’t listen like when we’re trying to explain stuff. They’re not interested in what we have to say, yeah.





All the students interviewed from School 1 said that the good teachers were the ones who were fair and consistent. They explained what they meant.




Well, if two of us came into class wearing a ‘beanie’ and the teacher only told one to take it off that wouldn’t be fair – and if today we get told to take the ‘beanies’ off, and tomorrow, she doesn’t tell you then she’s not being consistent.





One student from School 3 reported that she ‘hated’ school. 




You said it was because of the teachers, why did you hate the teachers? What  were they doing that made you hate them?


They control you, and it is really annoying. They have to be the boss.


I don’t know, but if I don’t like the teachers I can’t learn.


They just like, pick on you, it just makes you not want to work. So you don’t work. You do that on purpose. Or you do that because you don’t know how to do the work anyway.


And they don’t help you to understand it anyway. Even if you ask them they tell you, well, that you should have been listening, so then you get it for not listening.


As soon as you walk in the door and you haven’t even done anything, they just say ‘get up and move’.





Discipline


The students from School 3 believed that punishment did not work in making Māori students adhere to rules, but rather they increased their resistance. Part of this was their dissatisfaction with the rules and the imposition of those rules. The students went on to discuss other teachers’ methods of discipline.




Our science teacher doesn’t like us either. She just constantly growls us.


Well, I was just sitting there, and I had my book ready to take out, and we had just got in, and we were just sitting there, and we were going to pull out our books, and she goes, ‘Right that’s one warning,’ and my name’s up on the board already.




 





You have assertive discipline in the school, name on the board and tick, tick?


Yeah, and the next time I get that in science, I will be stood down or something. That is why I don’t like being in science.


Yeah, like if it’s real boring. If the back of the class isn’t listening, she would just teach the class at the front and leave the back out, teach the rest of the students. She doesn’t even try to teach the students at the back.





The students reported they were not happy with the school rules and their enforcement.




I think we have a problem with some of the rules. Especially when we have no say in what the rules are.


Some of them don’t seem to make much sense to us.


Yeah, that’s sense to us, but it’s also not making sense to our parents. Like, I have been stood down because I wouldn’t take my piercing out. I had five teachers standing around me. What a big deal. Like, they just stick to you, and they just pick on me. So I just got sick of them, and I just walked off.


What about me? I had just been wearing my sandal straps down, and I got done. My dad got rung up.




 





What happened? Dad came and got you?


Yep, and like he picked me up and he said that it was stupid too.




 





So how long were you away?


For three or four days.


We can get into trouble for stupid things like having a lollypop in your mouth, you get stood down.


Yep. And we are not allowed to go to the toilet in class time.


My mum blew them up because she said teachers had better things to do than to just pick on me, like that’s what parents sometimes have to do. If we get stood down the school expects our parents to carry out the punishment at home. That’s dumb. I just stay at home and watch TV and muck around. But then I get further behind in my schoolwork.


I think parents and kids should have more say in making the rules.


Then maybe we will stick to them a bit more.


Yeah, maybe they would make a bit more sense to us then.


When you get into trouble sometimes you get a bad reputation.





Trust


We asked the students from School 3 if there were any other examples of where they thought they had been singled out because they are Māori. They responded by talking about trust. These students raised the issue of not being able to sit by, or associate with their Māori mates. One student saw this as an attempt by teachers to separate groups of resistance, to ‘neutralise’ Māori students. Interestingly there is other anecdotal evidence to suggest that this also happens when class lists are established in this school at the start of each year. 




Are there any other examples of where you think that sort of thing happens?  When you think that you are being singled out because you are Māori?


Yes, heaps, like in class when you are both not working. But then the Māori students have to move, but not the Pākehā. Like you’re sitting in a chair by your mate, but you have to move to another table, but not them.


We’re not allowed to sit by our mates, but they’re [Pākehā] allowed to sit by their mates.




 





Why do you think that is so?


Because they think that the Māori students are making the Pākehā students bad. Yeah, making them bad.


Yeah, setting a bad example and you shouldn’t be there because you’re stopping them from their work. And that’s why they have to move you ’cause you’re setting a bad example and it’s easy to move you.


Well, that’s what has happened to me. I had to move. Lots of times.


They think we will gang up on them if we are all sitting together, so they make us sit by ourselves because then they think that will control us easier. That will shut us up. Well, that’s what I think.


Yeah, that’s what it seems like to me too.


Yeah, I have got Māori mates and all that. They say, ‘Oh, they’re a bad example,’ and they try to separate you. They try and make it sound like they’re doing it for our own good.


They say that you shouldn’t be influenced by them. Yeah, like that’s what they say about my bad influence on my friend Eva.


Yeah, they try to tell us who we should be friends with.


They try to choose your friends for you.


Like, I’ve got Māori mates, and that’s who they say are a bad influence on me. Like wagging and all that.





The students from School 5 also had concerns about trust. They found it extremely difficult when the teachers told them one thing and then instructed other students to do something else. 




It’s really hard to trust some of these teachers?


Yep, yeah it sure is.





However, they also discussed a teacher who was consistent and showed respect for the students.







It’s like, he acts like he’s one of us, like our mate, like if you’ve done something good, then he shakes your hand, like if he’s our mate, it’s like what we do to our friends and that.


But you still know what his rules are, and you still know what his boundaries are.


Yeah, you still respect him, and I guess he respects us. That’s important that respect. Then we treat him how he treats us.





The students in School 4 offered advice to teachers to assist them in getting to know their students better.




I’d let them know that we are all different, but we’re all able to make contributions to class.


I’d get them to feel that I really would like to be friends with them.


I’d find out about things they hate and things they like to do like skateboarding.


I’d not get too heavy. Have fun and plenty of jokes.


I’d tell them that I expect them to do well in this class. You know, like I’d expect my own kids to do well at school.


I’d tell them, ‘No put-downs,’ by me or by students to one another. If it was a Pākehā teacher, I’d tell them to learn about Māori things.


I’d tell them that I know they work best in groups they choose themselves, but the deal is if they aren’t working well together, then they can expect a change after one warning.





We asked one of the group to explain what he meant by ‘not getting too heavy’.




Like if we do something dumb in music, Mr X doesn’t go spastic like Miss R does in maths. He doesn’t get all that angry, he just won’t let us on the drums. We just sit there for an hour’s silence thinking about what we had done there. Then he says come and be sensible next time. We all like to jam on the drums and guitar, and if we are like naughty, then no drums and no guitars. That’s not being heavy.








Expectations


During the interviews in each school, the students reported that they were upset with the relatively low learning and participation expectations that their teachers held for them in class. They indicated that they would work harder if challenged by their teachers.


The students from School 1 believed their teachers had low expectations of them because they were Māori.




You know there’re times I wish my teacher would give me a kick up the ass! I can do much better in some things, but they never expect any more from me, not like my primary school teacher. He’d be pissed off with me if he saw my books now because they’re untidy, and not much work is finished. I’ve got one book, maths, that is okay ’cause the teacher expects me to do well. She knows my whānau well and would tell on me if I didn’t work hard. There’s another thing as well. If you want to do better in class but you’ve been mucking around up ’til now, then if the teacher gives you a rark up, you’ve got an excuse to settle down to work. You know, you can tell your friends that the teacher is on your case, so you gotta work! [lots of laughter].





Although in this case there was only one student telling this story, the others in the group all added supportive comments or nodded in agreement. Indeed, all of the students indicated that they were very concerned with this issue and that they were adamant that they wanted their teachers to get more out of them when it came to what they did in class.




Well, most of the teachers – they tell Pākehā kids that their work is not up to standard, and they’ll need to see their parents if it doesn’t improve. They don’t say that to us! It’s like they don’t expect our whānau to get us going.


Nah! It’s not like that, they just don’t think Māori have the brains to do better.


Nah! They’re scared of the whānau or think it will be a waste of time!





Whatever the case, these youngsters want to be given, as one put it – ‘a rark up!’, to give them a reason to not lose face with their friends or give them an opportunity to change.


The students from School 2 reported that the streaming of classes resulted in teachers automatically having a low expectation of the lower-streamed classes.




Well, it’s like this. First of all, most of the teachers don’t like teaching the dumb streams. They tell us they’d rather not be here. The worst teachers always teach the same way. Heaps of writing just to keep us going. I reckon they’re scared of us. All the ‘goodie two shoes’ sit up the front, so they don’t have to come near us. Just teach them. I reckon they can’t control us, and they can’t control us because they don’t prepare interesting stuff for us to do. Most of them either don’t get out of their seat, or they always stand near the kids who work. Yeah, the problem is they have expected most of us to be pains since our first day in the class. So we … oblige [raucous laughter].




 





Are you saying that you’d behave in class if the work was different?


They have gotta want to be with us, and they’ve gotta be enthusiastic, and they’ve gotta be not boring, and they’ve gotta talk with us about the stuff in the lesson – like what we already know or how we might have a go at things.








The students were adamant they wanted to achieve. 




Do you want to get on at school?


Yes [general agreement all round]


Get a job –


Get a job!


Cool job, rich, lots of money.


Everybody wants to get a good job with plenty of money.


Good job, that I can just go to – like, ‘Look, there is the — from around the corner. And here am I working.





You’re telling us that you do want to get a job when you leave school? You want to succeed at school? So you are here to get on with school?


 [Much nodding in agreement].




 





The students from School 4 also spoke about streamed classes. They reported that the method used to select the classes made them unhappy with school. We asked them if they knew how the classes were organised.




Dumbs and brainy.


Having no money. From brainiest to slow grade.


A lot of the people go in the dumb class.





They told us that at the beginning of the year they were put into any class and then in the second term after tests:




We go onto whatever class the teacher puts us in.





They told us that the tests were:




Reading, English. Everything. All the subjects you take, and then they shove you in a class at the end of term one.





We asked how many people in their class had moved and were told that five had moved and that the rest of them were put in a brand new class.




We have gone to K. That’s like the second brainy class. None of us has got put down though. Piri was going to get put down ’cause he’s naughty, that’s why. We’re an average group.





We asked them if they believed they would have worked better if they had been put in a higher group. Some thought they would, while others said:




No. No, I think I would still be the same. I would. ’Cause the people in the higher class, they don’t talk when they work, they just work. Yeah, they just work. It’s sort of like they’re boring in the brainy classes. Yeah, because they think they are high and mighty, they think they’ve done better than us because they’re brainy, so they treat us like the dumb people. And we’re just like, the dumb class. Yeah, that’s what 9M said. They say that we’re dumb.





When asked how they felt about this, we were told,




I feel like going over and punching them. We know that we can give them a hiding, and like we always hassle them. Only some people care what they think, but others, kāti!





We asked them if they felt like this when they first came to school.




At first we worked hard because all the kids in our class were frightened they were going to get put down if they didn’t do good.


Yeah, but then like we got to know the teachers, and then we stopped working. It wasn’t all the teachers.


It depends on the teachers. If they gave us a growling, or they were mean to us, we wouldn’t work for them, but the teachers that we like, like Mr M, we would do work for him.


Yeah, Mr M and Miss T. We worked for them.





They told us that when they changed classes it made them feel pretty hōhā (annoyed) because some of those that were moved were their mates. We asked them to tell us what they would have done differently if they were sorting classes.




Kept those kids in the class because the ones that moved up, they want to come back down now. Yeah. They’re trying to be dumb because they hate it. Because they are all like nerds, they’re geeks. And they’re posh, and yeah, if they get dirt on them they’re like, ‘Oh, my gosh, I got some dirt on me.’


Yeah, like you. Yeah. Like they watch too many movies, those ones up in the higher class. Yeah, and they go like ‘Oh my God, my nail’s broken.’





When asked if it had been a good thing or a bad thing for them to be left where they were while the other mates left, one student said:




Good. Yeah good, ’cause we would hate it too. We wouldn’t do any more work because we’re like a big family.





It appeared that students, once established in a class, felt insecure if they moved classes and were also at a loss when their friends were moved. They reiterated that they wanted to do well in the class they started in but that this also required having good relationships with their teachers. They understood that just as they had responsibilities so too did teachers.




It’s not just us – it’s the teachers too. The teachers are the ones who can help us do well in the class we go into first. They should give us work, higher and lower, that we can all do. It’s stink when people get moved. Like, if they give us interesting work. They set a good example by marking our work. When they don’t do this, we don’t work. When we don’t work ’cause the teacher isn’t doing their part we fail tests and get moved into different classes.





The students from School 3 were candid in their descriptions of teacher expectations. 




What do you think teachers expect you to do at school?


Fail.


Well, some teachers don’t, but some teachers tell you that you are going to fail.


Well, last year one of my teachers got a feeling that she didn’t think I was going to pass, because she said that I wasn’t really listening to her; she thought I wasn’t listening to her, but I was actually listening to her. And I passed.


I reckon my Maths teacher just knows that I am going to fail all of my tests because I always do fail in Maths. That’s what she expects me to do.




 





What would help you in maths?


Having Gina4 there all of the time. We have had her for one term now




 





And that was a real change?


Yes, I worked all term, and I did it real good.




 





What was the biggest difference between having Gina there and not having her there?


I did my work, that’s the difference. She was supporting you saying that it is not that hard, you can do it. And when my teacher gives us more work to do, Gina just says that that is too much for us and just let’s do half of it. We don’t actually know all of it. But now we know a lot more than we used to.




 





And what happens when there is something in there that you don’t know?


She helps you. She will go through it and explain it properly, and then we understand it.




 





So how does that make you feel?


Good, and then you don’t feel so dumb. Because when I am in maths I feel dumb because I don’t understand it all. Before when we are in maths, and she gives us work, and when we actually have to do it, she gives us the books, and afterwards we just sit at the back, and we just go straight to the back and copy the answers out of it.


That is what I do too.


The same. [Laughter]


Sometimes I copy, copy mainly people’s work from the brainy ones.




 





And when you have the test?


Then we just fail because they don’t teach us, and we don’t know how to do any of it.


Oh, it is hard when you are having a test though.




 





Hard to what?


Copy. And if you ask another student for the answer, and they give it, and it kind of makes them feel good because that lets them know that they are brainier than you, and that kind of puts you down, and you don’t really ask that person any more, and they just think that you are a bum.




 





What do you think your other classmates think of you?


I think they probably think we are as dumb as.


Yeah.


And they think that we are all bullies and stuff. And we are not. You don’t know them, but you have met them, you have met them at other schools, and they say ‘Oh, I thought you were a real bully, and you look like a bully.’ Just because we are Māori, they think that you are a Hōri.




 





That you are what?


Hōri, can’t pay for your fees and stuff.


You don’t have a school jumper, and you are wearing a different one, they think you are trying to be bad because you want to be a rebel, and you wear different kind of clothes, but actually you don’t have a jersey or something. And they don’t believe you.




 





Who don’t?


Like the teachers and the other kids too. You say it is in the wash, and he doesn’t believe you. He ignores you, and it is freezing cold, and he still makes you take your jersey off. Because you don’t have a note for it.




 





You said that they think that you are doing it on purpose.


That you are trying to be cool.


That is actually not true. Like you can’t do it. Like the work, you are not good at it, and you are just trying to be bad, and you just don’t want to learn. That’s not true, you can’t learn.





The students from School 4 described an experience where the teacher’s high expectations were readily apparent to them. It happened during a maths class when they weren’t paying attention to the teacher. Rather than get mad and yell at the students, as they reported other teachers often do, this teacher had talked to the students and explained why she wanted the students to pay attention and do the class work.




The teacher gets peed off because the kids don’t listen to her. They carry on playing baby games instead of listening to the teacher. Some of us have stopped being stupid now because we knew that we weren’t learning anything. We just put SOS [a game] to the side because we realised that our teacher was grumpy because she wanted us to do well in Maths. You know, there’s not many Māori doing maths and science after they leave school. She had a good talk with us all and told us that she found maths really hard in the beginning at high school, ’cause she didn’t think she could ever do well at maths. So she knows we find it hard too. We made a deal that we would try, and she said she’d listen to us when we found some work difficult. Some kids in the class haven’t got the message yet, even though they were there when she talked to us.




 





Do all the teachers talk to you like that?


Nah.




 





Why do you think this teacher talked to you in this way?


’Cause she’s a Māori like us.


She knows my whānau.


She wants us to pass exams and get a good job.


She understands how hard maths is for us.


She hasn’t been teaching long, but I reckon she thinks that if we give her a chance, we can learn from her ’cause she’s had the same experience as us. [Nods of agreement]





The students from School 5 likewise believed that teachers knowing students personally (through in-school or community relationships) made a big difference in the classroom. These students believed that one benefit from teachers knowing them better would be that teachers would have more realistic expectations of what they were able to do. Appropriate and higher expectations were something that these students said that they would welcome.







That’s what they say. They don’t say it to us, but you can see it like how they talk to us, especially one of the teachers, they don’t even push us to the limits, they don’t push us hard enough. I know that I could do way better work if I wanted to.


They don’t have high enough expectations of us kids anyway.


Yeah, like when Miss gave us some work, and she said, ‘I don’t think you’ll finish that, but those of you that do, you’ve got this sheet afterwards.’ What makes her think we’re not going to finish it? Little things like that make us mad, and then we just don’t work for the rest of the period.


They expect As and ones from some kids but not from us. It’s like in our test, we should know what to learn for that, instead of teaching us things that we already know, and then you don’t have time to learn the stuff for the test. It takes longer when they just give a test and you fail. That’s just such a waste of time.


Yeah, sometimes they teach us things that we know, and they don’t teach us things that we don’t know.


They don’t push us.


Yeah, they don’t push us.





Students thought that they could work harder than they were.




Yes, yep.


Yeah, you’re only working half-pie.


Yes, I just don’t do it. I don’t do very much work at all




 





What would it take to get teachers to get the maximum out of you?


More Māori teachers.





When asked if Māori teachers were going to be automatically better they conceded that maybe this was not necessarily so. Some of the students identified there were other non Māori teachers that could be just as successful.




I don’t know, some maybe. Some maybe not.


Nah, I like teachers to just be cool like Mr N.


So is he a Māori teacher?


No, he’s South African, like he’s strict, but he’s funny, yeah he has a good relationship with us. That’s why we like him. He takes his time to get to know us. I think he cares about us. Cares about what we do.





As well as the importance of the relationships they had with their teachers, the students identified several issues that affected their ability to achieve at school.


Food


The group of students from School 1 readily acknowledged that they brought some problems with them to school. The most immediate issue for them was the lack of nutritious food. There was much laughter from the group when food came up in the conversation, but they insisted that they were serious. One student said:




I’m always hungry. Yeah, most of us come from home to school without food because sometimes there is just no food at home. Sometimes I can’t be bothered to get any. I hate making sandwiches. Well, we’ve usually only got butter, no jam or ham [laughter] because Pākehā usually have nice things like ham on their lunch.




 





I see. So do you think school should provide kai? There was general agreement among the students.


Well, if you are at a boarding school, you got fed. You worked better. I did heaps better at boarding school ’cause I wasn’t hungry.




 





What do the rest of you think?


It would be a good idea. Sometimes we run out of food and money by Monday. Yeah, it would be good. It would mean we wouldn’t have to get food from others. Well, if you’ve got no lunch you get it off your mates, or the small kids.




 





Do you know these small kids?


Nah. [Laughter]





This whole issue of the provision of food by schools is extremely contentious. Whatever the case, these students made it quite clear that they know they need good nutrition if they are to do well at school. The example given to the group by the student who had been at a boarding school the year before made an impact on the others in the group. The students recognised that lack of food was sometimes their own fault and sometimes they were powerless to do anything about it. 


Wagging: voting with their feet


Another influence identified by School 2 students was that of wagging (taking time off school without permission). We asked them how they decided whether to wag or not. They identified two causal factors, seemingly both being of equal importance. One was the issue of being enticed away.




When someone goes, I have got a pad and you can go, I have got heaps of money and drugs. You’re like, ‘Oh, okay.’


Yeah – we’ll come, next minute – it’s snap.





The other factor was,




It’s like what teacher you have, dumb subjects or something. Your mates go – ‘Oh, look at that fat, dumb person.’ ‘Oh not Mr Y. I don’t like him.’




 





Do you wag one period, or do you wag it period by period or day by day?


If we’ve got like two periods with him, we wag and come back at lunch.


Yeah – yeah you do.


Or you just don’t come!





Only one student said he did not wag, and he explained that it was because he lived with his grandparents.




I know they love me. It is pretty hard for them because now Koro has given up work because he is sick, and we have to live carefully. They have always supported me since I came to live with them. I didn’t attend school much when I was at home. I’ve missed heaps of school until now.





We quizzed them further to identify which of these factors, the ‘push’ or the ‘pull’ was most influential. They told us that enticement only worked when they wanted to avoid something at school. 




Are you telling me you want to come to school?


Yes.


Nah. [There was a pause] Just kidding. I want to come to school to learn. I don’t want to be a ‘dole bludger’. But … the problem is some classes are really boring, and some teachers give me such a hard time. So if it’s that class and a mate says let’s go, I’m outta here.




 





So where do you go?


Different people’s places, near the swimming pool in town, anywhere.




 





So you always go with someone?


Yes. Not by myself, it’s boring. If I go by myself, I go home. No one is there, so if I’ve got dak, I just go and have a smoke or a sleep. I think teachers are pleased when I’m away.





He went on to tell us that he had given up working in most classes.




’Cause there was no point. They don’t like me, and I don’t like them. When I’m in school, I just sit quietly. Mostly I’ve had a smoke before or during school. So I’m quiet.




 





Are the rest of you telling me that you decide to wag firstly on what teacher or class you are having, and, apart from P, you only wag if someone will come with you?


Yes! It’s class and teacher first. That’s the catalyst. See, I have learnt something in science! [Much laughter]




 





Now can any of you think of one teacher and their subject that you wouldn’t wag? Not for all the tea in China!





They named one teacher in the school and some subjects. 




Okay, so what is it that those teachers do, or the subject does, that makes you want to always go.


They’re funny, and they don’t put you down.


Yeah, like that.


And like Mr Z, he gives us heaps but actually enjoys it. He tells us stories, and he is a fun teacher.


I went for a whole day on Tuesday.


Yeah, activities and stuff – not just hard out working, writing and stuff.


Yeah and Mr W, he puts all the science work on the board, and we don’t understand. Yeah, we don’t understand. We don’t actually do it.


We just write it down not knowing, what are we learning?


Oh, we had Miss A. Oh, my God. But she swapped us with Mr B ’cause she didn’t want us any more.





Other students in the classroom


Some students stated that their friends hindered their achievement in school. School 2 students identified friends as being a dominant influence on whether they chose to do well at school or not.




It’s your friends that make you not get on at school.


Yeah, they like talk to you, and you can’t concentrate on the work. Sometimes they help you too.


They get into your bag.


Oh – some like, your friends in your class, sometimes if you don’t understand, they will help you out and put it in your words, and then you’ll understand it. So that’s how if you get a friend like that and they understand it, they can just tell you and you can get to work.




 





And good teachers allow the friend to help you sometimes?


Sometimes, but not in tests.





Students from School 4 told us that if they wanted to change, to get really engaged with their learning, to get on with study, that they could do it in a particular class if they wanted to and if teachers did their thing and if a really disruptive student (J) was moved out.




One of the teachers throws stuff around the room, and he swears at you because he can’t control us. Some people you might have to move out, like J, because the only way to control him is for us to give him a hiding or threaten to get Miss B, but then it doesn’t work sometimes because he likes Miss B. Oh, yeah, he loves Miss B.





We asked what would happen if the class turned on him and were cross with him, might the student toe the line?




I can’t turn on him. He’s too big.


Even if he gets a boot up the — he wouldn’t listen to us.


He listens to me, ’cause I’m his cousin though.




 





So as his cousin, can’t you tell him to wrap it up?


No. He’s got no ears.


He’s got those things that are painted on.


He can’t even listen to his own cousin.


They’re for decoration.





The students thought that being related to the disruptive student was not a useful way of dealing with this person. His cousin continued:




He doesn’t want to be cousins. He doesn’t want to be related. He doesn’t care. He is in his own little world.




 





Yeah he’s in La La Land, I reckon. He’s in fairyland. He does too much of this [acting out smoking pot]. He always does it. He’s in La La Land most of the time.




 





Sometimes you see him rolling to class. He’s a pain. The only time he is probably kind is when he wants a cigarette.




 





So how can you see fixing someone like him in the classroom?


Tell him to b— off ’cause when he went away for a little bit we were doing good work.


Yeah, we were getting like good as, and then J comes back. He comes back, and he starts all over again.




 





If you want to get on with your study you could tell someone that when J was away from the school, your class did quite well.


Yeah, they’d turn it around.


Like they come in, and then they’ll tell him he better behave.


They always come in, and then he’ll just come back and be the same.


He’s like had a million chances.


He doesn’t even care about what he’s like; he keeps doing it all the time.





One girl contributed that he was always kind to her, but he is a ruler, someone you have to obey. At a later time this girl explained what she meant by a ‘ruler’.




It was like he would be pleasant on the outside, but you knew if you didn’t do what he asked, he’d be really abusive. He was abusive to his sister, but the whānau knew all about it. I’m really frightened of him.





Homework


The School 1 students claimed that they found homework to be problematic for a range of reasons that included the lack of a suitable place and resources at home and the lack of any relevance to the schoolwork. Although some of the group saw homework as an imposition, they acknowledged that it was a relevant part of their schooling.




We get too much. I haven’t got a place to do it. I haven’t got any gears at home.


I got no scissors or magazines or computer. It wastes our spare time.





They explained that homework created many flow-on problems for them because of the punishments associated with not completing homework.




You get homework detention at lunchtime.





Despite them knowing that this was the direct consequence, most of the group had not done their homework and were facing a detention that very day. However, while they accepted the inevitability of detentions they suggested that it would perhaps be more positive if they had a place at school where they could do their homework.




Have another room for those who want to get it done but can’t do it at home. Have it open before school, interval and lunchtime.





Students from School 2 talked about how relationships with teachers impacted upon their attitude towards homework and the consequences of not doing homework. One student said:




Like sometimes you just accidentally leave your home work book at home, and they give you a hard out detention and stuff, and I’m like, ‘But it was an accident’ and they say, ‘Aren’t you a fool,’ and ‘We don’t want any excuses.’





Other students joined in:




’Cause after school’s finished, we are all together. I am sweet. I am off and I can do what I want at home, but they give you homework and you have to do it, ‘else you get in trouble.





Others students were adamant that they were not into doing homework and that they were prepared to accept the consequences. However, they told us that they had little respect for the consequences, or the teachers who gave them detentions for not doing homework. Two students described a situation where they had had to clean desks as a punishment for not doing homework. One said:







I cleaned them, and then, the last one I did, I actually grabbed a crayon [and scribbled on the desk] and thought – that’s what you get for doing this to me.





Together we spoke about this for a while, reflecting on the fact that they could not see any purpose for homework, and when they did not do it, they were punished by activities that either made them angry or that helped the teacher like cleaning desks. Students in these circumstances rebelled by getting back at the teachers in some way. Indeed, a suggestion was made that such teachers:




Need a punch in the head [general laughter and discussion].





The students mentioned one particular teacher and explained that:




He’s mean – real mean.


He moans about his job. He moans that he only gets 16 dollars an hour and he talks about his life without us and we think, ‘We don’t want to listen to this. We want to do maths.’ And he tells us about his experiences and stuff, and you know, he just teaches all the brainy guys.


Yeah – and they just ignore us.


If I have my hand up, they just tell me to put it down.


The maths teacher he goes ‘I don’t want to invest my time on you, ’cause you’re too dumb,’ or something like that. And you know I told the Deans, and they don’t do anything.


They don’t believe you.




 





How do you feel?


I just sit there and yell at him.




 





Is that what most of you do, sit there and yell at them?


Yeah, and if they really piss us off.


We yell at them.


We have a sleep or something.


Just sit there and purposefully annoy them.


Or we walk out before we get a detention.


We’ll get a ‘walking out detention’.


Everyone laughs at you on your way out.




 





What about having a place to do your homework, is that a problem? When you take it home, what happens?


Sometimes my cousin goes, ‘Come on now, let’s go and do our homework.’ So, he’s from our iwi. I have this place underneath the house. It is pretty big, and like we make our own hut and sit there. However, we can’t say homework ’cause they won’t believe us, so we just go, ‘Oh, we went to the shop.’





School 3 students shared the sentiments of the School 2 group stating their relationship with their teacher was a deciding factor in whether to complete homework or not. Of the group spoken to, three students openly admitted they rarely completed assigned homework. 




We have got three people here who don’t do homework. So are you saying that you don’t want to learn?


We do, but it is hard. Sometimes you just can’t be bothered. It helps if they want to teach you. If they really want to teach you.


Yeah, and we can tell the ones that really want to teach you.






Whānau expectations



While much of the discussion with the students centred on their school experiences we were also interested in the experiences of their whānau.
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