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Key points

•Students valued the opportunity to bring their own history, culture, and stories to the fore as they developed as leaders.

•Students valued residential camping experiences, with a strong cultural orientation that rooted learning in authentic rather than “contrived” activities.

•Stories and storytelling play a central role in how we make sense of our place in the world.






This article outlines the development of a leadership programme for senior students involved in co-leading a Year 9 cross-curricula “Festival of Learning” known as Hui Taurima. The focus is on the Māori student leaders’ perspectives of a place-responsive approach to developing leadership that drew on the expertise of school staff, mana whenua, community members, and located that learning in places of significance. Students valued the centring of culture and place as integral to their development as leaders and they appreciated the authenticity of a place-responsive approach to learning. This article has relevance for educators looking to build student leader capability within their school community.



Whāia te mātauranga hei oranga mō koutou

Seek after learning for the sake of your wellbeing


Introduction

In a previous article (Townsend & Brown, this issue) we outlined teachers’ perspectives of a Teacher Led Innovation Fund project (TLIF) aimed at implementing cultural and place-responsive approaches to support student wellbeing and engagement. In this article, we share student leaders’ perspectives of the Hui Taurima (Festival of Learning) leadership programme as a means to enact a cross-curricula, place, and culturally responsive approach to learning. A place-responsive approach was adopted because it presented an opportunity to meet the needs of Māori ākonga (students) and support them to engage with the unique histories, geographies, and cultural understandings associated with their significant places (Penetito, 2008; Townsend, 2014; Wattchow & Brown, 2011).

The first Hui Taurima was introduced at Nayland College in 2017 as a means to improve Māori student engagement and achievement beginning with initiatives at Year 9. The school timetable was collapsed for 3 days and students were able choose from a range of learning activities including learning about Pacific voyaging and traditional Māori navigation, mau rākau, whakairo, rongoā Māori, manu taratahi, kaitiakitanga, and waka ama. Staff were given the opportunity to lead or assist with activities alongside the Year 13 Māori student leaders, kaumātua from Ngāti Koata iwi (mana whenua), and community experts.

Following the first Hui Taurima, a group of teachers were motivated to continue innovations that would allow students to develop connections to their school and place, engage students in their learning, and contribute to student hauora/wellbeing. This led to a successful application for the TLIF project.

The TLIF project aimed to:

1.build teachers’ awareness of culture and place, te ao Māori, our local history, and stories

2.create learning experiences that enable students to explore te ao Māori and their own identity/connection to place in a rich, engaging, and challenging way

3.normalise tikanga Māori at Nayland College so that it is authentic, respectful, and inclusive

4.recognise that all students/teachers have their own history, culture, and stories that add value and meaning to the Tiriti partnership1

5.strengthen students’ sense of identity, wellbeing, and engagement.

This article discusses the process, and the associated student perspectives taken to build the student leaders’ capability to work alongside Nayland College staff in facilitating learning for Year 9 students on the Hui Taurima. In Townsend and Brown (this issue) we outlined in greater detail the importance of place using Wattchow and Brown’s (2011) four signposts to guide educators to develop a place-responsive curriculum. We do not want to repeat material presented elsewhere so suggest that the reader looks at the relevant sections on place in the previous article.

Student leaders’ development journey

Māori student leaders were supported in their journey by school staff and the Ngāti Koata Trust. From 2017 to 2020, the student leaders, who were selected by staff to assist in the learning festival, were involved in workshops facilitated by Jane Townsend, the lead author, where they  were told local stories and were equipped to take on leadership roles when supporting the Year 9 students’ Hui Taurima experience (assisting with the marae visit and co-leading some of the activities).

In 2018 and 2019, Māori student leaders had the opportunity to undertake a waka haerenga prior to Hui Taurima which allowed them to engage in the activity of waka paddling and also learn the pūrākau stories and history of the area, informed by mana whenua. The student leaders also had the opportunity to experience taonga pūoro, and, in particular, pūtātara, kōauau, purerehua on the beach and at the caves along Te Tai o Aorere, and Rongoā Māori while walking through the ngahere of the Abel Tasman.

This enhanced the students’ confidence and capability to share their knowledge with their peers, Nayland College staff, and teachers within the Kāhui Ako. This enhanced confidence and competence was well illustrated in the student leaders’ role in a Kāhui Ako teacher-only professional development day for early childhood, primary, intermediate, and secondary school teachers. Teachers had the opportunity to visit various local sites and learn from community and mana whenua experts. It was at one of these sites that the Māori student leaders led the presentations; this included rongoā māori and the history of Marsden Valley/Poor Man’s Stream. One teacher commented on how proud her colleagues were to see their ex-students (from primary or intermediate school) thriving and confident in their culture.

Perhaps the most significant development arose in 2020 when student leaders and the lead author planned a haerenga based at Te Haeata, the Ngāti Koata Cultural Centre in Anaru, French Pass. The students helped plan the journey, where they learnt the history and stories of significant sites in and around Te Aumiti (French Pass) and Rangitoto ki te Tonga (Durville Island). While on the haerenga, the students gained Māori Tourism standards through demonstrating their ability to lead the learning of stories and histories at significant sites, recite pepeha, sing waiata, and engage in whaikōrero.

The students who attended this camp then identified other potential student leaders and they went on to help support these new leaders through a Whakatū/Nelson-based waka haerenga. In 2021, a group of original and newly identified student leaders again attended Te Haeata, the Ngāti Koata Cultural Centre, and with support from Ngāti Koata they researched and shared stories at sites of significance. In July 2021, Nayland College celebrated Matariki with a Māori and Pasifika awards evening where 200 tauira and whānau were able to gather to celebrate student success. The student leaders co-constructed the award categories and ran the evening celebration alongside key staff.

This section has described the process of building student capability in order to address the aims of the TLIF project. Our focus will now turn to students’ perspectives.

Method

In many areas of educational research there has not been sufficient merit placed on student perspectives (Zink, 2005). Too often, the voices of students go unheard, yet there is potentially much to be gained from listening to the experiences of students in informing curriculum design and implementation (Brown, 2012). There is a growing recognition that students’ experiences are worthy of consideration in understanding both what they learnt and what they thought of their experiences of education (e.g., Beames & Ross, 2010; Brown, 2012; Smith et al., 2010). Thus, we generated data through semistructured group interviews conducted by either the lead teacher or a member of the Innovation Team. The interviews were informal yet guided by a number of questions/topics in order to ensure consistent coverage. The collaborative nature of the TLIF project, and the underlying acceptance of the value of stories as a way to make sense of the world, aligns with the kaupapa of Hui Taurimu and the desire to engage with te ao Māori through pūrākau. The students’ perspectives on their experiences are presented as transcribed. The transcripts were read numerous times and were inductively analysed to ascertain emerging themes. The “reasonableness” of the themes was confirmed by the project’s critical friend in discussions with members of the Innovation Team who conducted the group interviews. We have presented the student perspectives under five headings which reflect salient themes that emerged.

Student perspectives

The value of peer teaching

Many of the students stated that they felt empowered when the learning experiences were co-constructed and responsive to their strengths and cultural competencies. One of the students who led learning sessions on both teacher-only days and on the Te Aumiti Camp stated:

It was really enjoyable teaching people, they actually enjoy it because it’s got significance for them because they live around the area and now they know why and how things happen. It was quite powerful. (Student J)

While another stated that it was

Really cool to learn from our peers and teach each other. Listen to people who are the same age. and learn about areas I have been to that I didn’t know. (Student A)

The Innovation Team was also positively impacted by the leadership capabilities of the student leaders when they were given the opportunity to build on, collaborate, and share their knowledge. Teacher M noted: 

We went to the Marsden Valley workshop where the students took the lead in what was being presented there. It was another reinforcement of the idea that the learning has to be reciprocal, the teacher doesn’t have to be the one to know everything, doesn’t have to lead everything.

Students’ awareness of their responsibility to “step up” and lead the younger cohort manifests in a variety of ways. It was more than the sharing of knowledge. It included creating an environment where everyone felt included. For example, student T realised that it was up to student leaders to set the “tone” for the group:

It was up to us ... we started to get into it and make our own fun, our own entertainment and stuff and it became a big fun walk … 

Student W explained how activities such as preparing the hangi for Hui Taurima provided him with opportunities to take on leadership which in turn has been a positive shift for him:

Back in Year 9 I never stepped up, near end of the year I stepped up once which helped me who I am now. It opened up with other leadership rolls, helping out with the hāngi last year for Hui T, going around and just like saying hi to random people, asking them how has it been, what have you enjoyed so far and just talking to people I wouldn’t normally talk to. Talking to them now. I reckon if I hadn’t stepped up in Year 9 I wouldn’t be here today and be in the position I am in right now, so it’s pretty good. 

Affirmative cultural identity and hauora/wellbeing

As a result of their camp at Te Haeata and their leadership roles in Hui Taurima, several students felt strongly that place and culture should remain at the forefront of learning. They commented on the positive impact of their leadership training on their wellbeing and identity:

(The camp experience) made us less worried about society and our problems. (Student T)

Several students felt they had experienced an increase in confidence:

You are more confident and more social. (Student W)

Yeah way more confident ... It is quite a confident building group. (Student J)

You work hard on these camps and you feel better about yourself afterwards. (Student W)

One student directly connected his wellbeing to his learning: 

If you are in a comfortable environment then you are going to find it easier to learn which I think is a big thing. (Student R) 

The power of the mana whenua stories and history had a profound impact on students who could whakapapa to the iwi of Nelson/Whakatū. One student commented about how he could feel

the wairua all our ancestors … walking around the caves, playing the instruments you get that feeling of tingling in your spine. (Student C)

Another student commented about how the places visited and the stories told were

uplifting because it is our whenua, it’s right there. (Student H) 

Being present

Students also had an understanding of being present and connecting with place:

I definitely think that doing something physically demanding, it really puts you in the mindset and makes you aware that you are actually in this place as opposed to being in a jet boat and zooming around, not observing it as much. (Student V)

It is the embodied experiences of places, through movement, combined with storytelling, and representations of place, as a form of meaning making, that underpin a place-responsive approach:

I was engaged in the work, from going on walks, seeing the places, being taught at the place ... to actually see the place in person while being taught—mind blowing! (Student W)

Students valued the time and space to learn and add to their knowledge of local places. They also felt affirmed when they were able to share these stories and lead the learning of both their peers and teachers:

This was a mean trip—this is my first trip with this group ... I really enjoyed being back here and learning more about the [iwi] connection and the whakapapa of the place. I also liked how everyone brings something different to the team. (Student Ju)

The students found the place-responsive learning experiences to be authentic, relevant, and meaningful as illustrated by the following excerpt from the student voice collected after overnight place experiences:

The significance of the places we went to have a lot of history of battles and places where people used to live, it’s almost a sacred feel of the whole area, very spiritual. (Student Ju)

Relationship building

The relationships and connections between the teachers and the students, students with each other, and students with their local place/s were also enhanced. This was also commented on by the teachers in the earlier article in this issue of Set.

While the quote below is long, it captures an important sense of the value that students place on having role models to look up to and the pleasure of supporting younger students as a leader:

I remember in Year 9 when we did the first Hui Taurima there wasn’t any student leaders there and it was just teachers and students … Last year I helped out on the waka in the Abel Tasman. I got to go with two different groups on two different days, paddling around. Something I found was that when we did our waka trip we created a really good bond together and even last year being able to go out and have that experience again with two other groups. I still see those Year 9s, now Year 10s walking around the school and you say hi … it was cool to learn new things about people that I didn’t know before, and get close with people that I wasn’t really close with. (Student B)

The overnight experiences also led students to reflect on previous camps that they had been on which did not have an ao Māori underpinning with the associated emphasis on places and their cultural significance. Traditional camp experiences, with a focus on activities and keeping students busy, were contrasted to the approach taken at Te Haeata:

Most camps they just try to get you into the activities as opposed to teaching you anything. When most other sort of non-Māori co-ordinated camps try to run things and try to get you to bond with each other through a series of activities but with Māori-led camps, especially within whānau classes, they usually just put you all together doing something simple like a walk and then you just talk to people. (Student H)

This student encapsulated many of the issues that have been identified in simplistic “activity-focused” forms of outdoor education which Beames and Brown (2014) describe as the “McDonaldization” of outdoor education (i.e., camps are uniform and standardised). This risks the “the reduction of ‘authentic’ learning opportunities, the potential disjuncture with broader curriculum intent, the promotion of decontextualized ‘abstract knowledge’ and the continued silencing of place” (p.125).

Discussion

The Māori student leaders felt their culture, their stories, their connections with place(s) and other people were upheld and enhanced. The aim of this TLIF project was twofold; to support teachers (which we have covered elsewhere) and provide opportunities for students, listed under the following three headings:

2.Create learning experiences that enable students to explore Te Ao Māori and their own identity/connection to place in a rich, engaging, and challenging way.

4.Recognise that all students/teachers have their own history, culture, and stories which add value and meaning to the Te Tiriti partnership.

5.Strengthen students’ sense of identity, wellbeing, and engagement.

Students drew upon stories that explained the significance of places to the local people and this was reinforced with direct experiences that enriched their learning. Several students raised this “in-context” storytelling as being a meaningful way to remember the importance of each place and the  connection of various places with cultural narratives passed down through generations. The role of stories in fostering a connection to place has been discussed at length elsewhere (Baker, 2005; Stewart, 2008). However, it is important to reiterate that “storytelling is not a frivolous or fanciful endeavour, it is a serious attempt to connect and make sense of where we are and who we are” (Watthow & Brown, 2011, p. 190). For Māori, stories are particularly powerful as they connect generations and the land with the people.

Centring an ao Māori worldview underpinned the building of relationships between students. As Student H noted, this differed from the orchestrated “get to know you games” or initiative activities which are typical of many school camps. Zink and Burrows’ (2008) research revealed that, while camp activities might be fun, “many of the things that were important to the students occurred in-between the activities ... The in-between times were also the spaces where they made friendships they felt could last a lifetime” (pp. 157–158). The students clearly enjoyed the opportunity to mix with other students in a supportive and informal environment. Creating opportunities for interaction over meals or outside structured activities might be considered lost opportunities for learning by an instructor or teacher but this is not necessarily the perspective of students.

Student leaders clearly valued the opportunity to bring their own history, culture, and stories to the fore and enjoyed the opportunity to take on leadership and mentoring roles with others. This included their peers, the younger Year 9 students, and also teachers during the teacher-only day. This project supports the importance of providing culturally rich learning environments to support Māori students to develop a secure identity (Cliffe-Tautari, 2020). The approach adopted was a conscious pedagogical decision on the part of the TLIF Innovation Team that responded to the particular needs in their school. Working with Ngāti Koata kaumātua and kuia and having access to Te Haeata shows the benefits of engaging with mana whenua and creating space outside the formal school curriculum. The development of Hui Taurima and student leaders was an iterative process and as the Year 9 programme developed so too did the capacity of the student leaders to take on a more prominent role as they gained in confidence and capability. The findings of this TLIF funded project support the prioritising of place and culturally responsive approaches to learning in developing student leaders. We acknowledge that the stories and places that students engaged in were meaningful to them because of their specific context. It is our hope that a place-responsive pedagogy may be used by other educators to enhance the capability of their students in conjunction with the wider community in which they are located.

Glossary

rongoā māoritraditional healing practices

waka haerengajourney

Note

1.This ligns with the Education Review Office’s recommendation that schools improve their understanding and enacting of te Tiriti by building their understanding of its implications for school policy and planning along with “consulting the local Māori community about the school’s direction and their aspirations for Māori students” (https://nzcurriculum.tki.org.nz/Curriculum-resources/NZC-Updates/Issue-16-January-2012).
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