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Tū tangata

Culturally encompassing physical activity and its impact on the mental wellbeing and academic achievement of Pacific talavou

Trevor Bills and Alaimalo Falefatu Enari




Key points

•Culturally encompassing pedagogy caters for the whole child spiritually, culturally, academically, and physically.

•Schools can improve health and wellbeing for Pacific talavou through culturally sustaining physical activity programmes, such as Tū Tangata at Pacific Advance Secondary School.

•Emancipatory education challenges existing institutional and power structures.





As part of their kaupapa of catering for the whole child, Pacific Advance Secondary School in Ōtāhuhu has implemented an innovative programme called Tū Tangata to get their talavou physically active. This has led to improvements in mental wellbeing and academic achievements. Tū tangata is an expression well known to Māori and means “stand tall”. It is based on a philosophy that encourages young people to stand up and be counted and take responsibility for their futures.





Introduction

Pacific Advance Secondary School has at its heart a Pasifika mo Pasifika kaupapa when delivering the curriculum. The school does this to meet the unique needs of Pacific talavou in order to produce mentally, spiritually, and physically healthy students while also providing core curriculum areas. At present, the school opens extended hours each day in order to provide essential services and receives no extra teacher resourcing or funding to do so. The main programmes offered, Tū Tangata, Praise and Worship, and Fa’a Pasifika, not only meet and often exceed the Ministry of Education’s Action Plan for Pacific Education 2020–2030 (Ministry of Education 2020), they also cover all of the key competencies of the New Zealand curriculum. The programmes also address the concerns of the Ministry of Pacific Peoples in terms of breaking unhealthy lifestyle choices that lead to mental health issues and childhood obesity.

This article looks at the positive impacts that one of the school’s programmes—Tū Tangata—has had on its Pacific talavou. Tū Tangata is an innovative programme to keep the students active and well, physically and mentally.  The article is the third and final in a series published in Set over the past couple of years.  The first article in the series, titled “The realisation of Pasifika success when schools de-silo Pacific students’ lives: ‘Pasifika mo Pasifika’” (Bills et al., 2022), outlined how PASS wholistically integrates faith, family, fa’a Pasifika, and school. The second article, titled “Fa’a Pasifika: Moving beyond culturally sustaining education” (Bills & Enari, 2023), looked at the whole school and its fa’a Pasifika programme to show how relationships and teaching at the school are culturally encompassing and liberating.

Methodology

In keeping within a Pacific framework, this research was undertaken using talanoa as the methodology. Talanoa was selected as the method to achieve this as it removes the distance between researcher and participant and provides research participants with a human face they can relate to (Vaioleti, 2006). Talanoa is carried out in an environment of trust, respect, co-operation, and a willingness to reach a status of understanding and relationship (Halapua, 2002).

Talanoa is similar in approach to narrative research. However, in the talanoa approach, participants can provide a challenge or legitimation of each other’s stories (Vaioleti, 2006). Vaioleti asserts that, because the talanoa approach is flexible, it can provide opportunities to probe, challenge, clarify, and realign the narrative. As the shared outcome of talanoa is contextual, it provides robust up-to-date knowledge devoid of “academic sanitisation” (p. 12).  This provides a richness and depth of information that may not have been as readily accessible by using another method.

Filosofia

Success for Pacific learners involves de-siloing their worlds of faith, family, and school (Bills et al., 2022) and this is recognised in the Pacific Education Plan 2020–2030 (Ministry of Education, 2020) which states that Pacific learners’ cultures, faith, and beliefs should be valued in education. The plan goes on to assert the need for cultural safety and culturally responsive pedagogy. This is familiar territory for Pacific Advance Secondary School co-principals Alaimalo Falefatu and Parehuia Enari or board of trustees chairperson Sir Michael Jones. In recognition of mainstream education’s continued failure to provide equity in educating Pacific talavou, these community leaders had not only opened up a partnership school (now a special character school) but had also been starting each school day an hour earlier than mainstream schools in order to incorporate the very things that the Pacific Education Plan had identified as best practice.

The co-principals saw the need to remove barriers to success so also provided free uniforms, healthy breakfasts and lunch, free stationery, and Chromebooks. The school leaders understood the importance of faith and family so incorporated these into all aspects of the school. They knew that spiritual wellbeing would lead to mental wellbeing. At the same time, they were also cognisant of the health statistics regarding Pacific people in terms of obesity and diabetes so understood the importance of physical wellbeing to the overall health of their talavou.

Like many schools with high numbers of Pacific students, Pacific Advance Secondary School  incorporates the Fonofale model when it comes to its students’ wellbeing. The fale structure is supported by four pou, which represent the fa’aleagaga (spiritual), fa’aletino (physical), mafaufau (mental), and isimea (other) aspects of wellbeing. The pou are all interconnected and continuously interact with each other and with the aiga (family) and falealuga (culture). Unlike the majority of mainstream schools, however, at Pacific Advance Secondary School the Fonofale model is a living model that is integrated into everything the school does and informs all decision making. This article draws from talanoa about leaders, fanau, staff, and talavou’s experience at Pacific Advance Secondary School and looks specifically at the importance placed on physical wellbeing, fa’aletino, and the relationship that exists between the physical and the other three pou.

Pacific peoples’ health statistics

Ministry of Pacific Peoples statistics show that:

Obesity in Pacific children is the highest of all ethnic groups. Children aged 2–14 years are regarded as obese when they have a body mass index (BMI) equivalent to an adult BMI of 30 (or greater). BMI is a person’s weight in kilograms divided by the square of height in meters. A high BMI can be an indicator of high body fatness. The obesity prevalence rates among Pacific children were 29.1% in 2019/20, the highest of all the ethnic groups. Pacific children were 4.67 times as likely to be obese as non-Pacific children, after adjusting for age and gender. Obesity among Pacific children has increased from 28.4% in 2018/19 to 29.1% in 2019/20 while all the other ethnic groups’ obesity rates have decreased since 2019. (Ministry of Pacific Peoples, 2020, p. 99)

Pacific and Māori populations have lower life expectancies compared to Asian and European peoples in New Zealand (Ministry of Pacific Peoples, 2020). This is largely attributed to heart disease, cancer, diabetes, injuries, and infections. Heart disease is the leading cause of differences in life expectancy between Pacific and non-Māori non-Pacific and it is also the leading cause of death among Pacific people (one in three deaths) as well as the leading cause of amenable deaths (i.e., deaths potentially preventable through better access to care). In recognition of this, when setting up the school co-principals Alaimalo Falefatu and Parehuia Enari and Sir Michael Jones saw the need to cater for not only the academic, cultural, and spiritual needs of the talavou but also their physical wellbeing. They knew that this must go beyond National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA) physical education courses and cater for a variety of fitness levels and interests as well as incorporating a cultural component.

Tū Tangata: Changing the narrative

What resulted was a culturally sustaining programme of physical exercise that drew on student interests and on cultural activities that also involved family members as coaches and mentors called Tū Tangata. All students and teachers engage in Tū Tangata three times a week for an hour over and above physical education classes. Options included in Tū Tangata include sports such as rugby, rugby league, basketball, netball, volleyball as well as other physical activities such as boxing, Pacific dance, waka ama, walking, swimming, and weights and circuit training.

The concept of Tū Tangata is well known to Māori and means “stand tall”. It is based on a philosophy that encourages young people to stand up and be counted and take responsibility for their futures. Te Urunga Tū, Te Urunga Pai, te Urunga Matiketike—Tū Tangata is derived from these lyrics of a famous Te Tairāwhiti haka of welcome. Enter standing upright, enter standing right, enter standing as if you are reaching for the heights. Co-principal Alaimalo Falefatu Enari wants the talavou who pass through the gates of Pacific Advance Secondary School  to be able to enter many communities or realms and “stand worthy” of whatever the situation or kaupapa is in front of them. This aspect of Tū Tangata was mentioned when interviewing the students with one saying that he “liked Tu Tangata as it allowed you to keep active and fit but just for fun, not credits. It sets you up for your future by building good habits and builds discipline about the right time, right place, right gear no matter what you are doing or where you are.”

Tū Tangata’s role in developing good discipline was also mentioned by another student, “I love the training. It is good for physical health. It keeps you active and fit. It is more fun than PE as there is no pressure, you train with your mates just to be better. You also get to do other things like boxing that teaches you new skills and discipline.” Other students spoke about the options and the lack of pressure, “TT gives you options to do and try things that you might not normally, like going to the gym, weight training, boxing, power walking, swimming, there are lots of ways to stay fit and active”, and “I like all the options and that there is no pressure. There is no exam, you do it for you.”

Another student who has been actively involved in waka ama talked about the cultural connections and how the crew felt that out on the water. “I like Tu Tangata as I like the training and seeing the results. With waka ama we started as learners two years ago and this year we won the Auckland champs mixed 12s and boys 6s as we were able to draw on our cultural heritage to make us stronger mentally.” Waka Ama coach Chris Tuuga-Stevenson and manager Brian Enari look to instill the spiritual, cultural, and physical sides of waka ama. This involves prayers before and after each practice and race as well as instilling the cultural aspects that the tūpuna of the talavou were navigators, not drifters, and it is this legacy that they should aspire to.

Co-principal Alaimalo Falefatu Enari sees Tū Tangata as being about wellbeing:

I believe and can testify to students who have been suffering self-harm, needing medication and a lot of support in class, experiencing wellness. I largely contribute the beginning of this wellness journey to the Tū Tangata kaupapa at PASS. Learning has accelerated, medication stopped and no more self-harm. Again, Tū Tangata is not the silver bullet, but it is the stimulant for the start of the journey. The students self-medicate with endorphins and dopamine through lifting their heart rate for more than 20 mins in a community setting. The same expectations needed for high performing athletes are needed for our vulnerable students.

With two sons who have played at Super Rugby level and one who plays internationally for Samoa, Falefatu and his wife and co-principal Parehuia Enari understand elite sport. Through their association with the Moana Pasifika Super Rugby franchise this year, a reciprocal relationship has developed between Pacific Advance Secondary School  and Moana Pacifika based on Manaakitanga. Falefatu and Parehuia have worked with the Super Rugby team on cultural protocols and the team has worked with students on their rugby skills during Tū Tangata and as role models about what is possible.

Similar reciprocal relationships exist with the local boxing gym and the Ōtāhuhu Recreation Centre. Like Che Guevara (cited in Darder, 2016), co-principals Falefatu and Parehuia Enari recognised that “The walls of the educational system must come down in order for educators to help transform the world and to enable learners and teachers alike to become different kinds of human beings.” Relationships with the community or va fealoa’i are therefore vitally important.

Co-principal Alaimalo Falefatu Enari asserts that Tū Tangata provides a pathway “to train the character of the child”. An environment is created for the student to be pushed safely through strain and stress and call on themselves to operate and function at their best. The skills and brain function learnt there should be used and transferred across to the classroom learning experience. Also, these skills and learnings should be transferable to the daily stress and strains of their everyday life. This thinking aligns to that of Freire (1996) who asserts in Pedagogy of Freedom that to teach is not merely to transfer knowledge but also to create the possibilities for the production or construction of knowledge. What Tū Tangata does is provide the opportunity for talavou to construct the resilience necessary to overcome barriers they may face in the future. This is what teaching for social justice involves. Social justice leadership is about understanding the inequities that persist in schools and then taking action (Bogotch, 2002; Dantley & Tillman, 2006).

Physical education lead teacher Ben Saipele sees Tū Tangata “as a way to build relationships, reach out to our sons and daughters and create a lifetime bond through prayer, fitness, and unpacking the strength within our talavou so they can grow as young leaders of the future”. He sees the programme as unique because Pacific Advance Secondary School  teachers from all curriculum areas are also involved in the training and setting an example. “The talavou see us exercising and walking the talk so there are no excuses.” Daniel Tupua-Siliva, history teacher, rugby and touch coach, and former New Zealand touch representative, sees Tū Tangata as more than just fitness and the teaching of skills. On the field as well as in life he works on teaching his students to think three moves ahead. This helps build resilience by having a plan B and plan C and to be always thinking about what is ahead and how to overcome potential barriers and take advantage of opportunities.

Co-principal Alaimalo Falefatu Enari goes on to assert that “If our kids can box in the ring of national achievement in waka ama, why would we doubt their ability to box at a national level academically (Excellence, Endorsed NCEA). If we give them that experience of elite level training (tangible experience to success) then they will rise to meet this expectation academically.” In order to offer programmes like Tū Tangata and Fa’a Pacifika (as discussed in a previous article), Pacific Advance Secondary School opens an hour earlier than other schools.

Tū Tangata uplifts students’ key competencies, academic achievement, and student wellbeing

When Tū Tangata is examined against the key competencies that are supposed to drive the New Zealand curriculum it encompasses all of them. It involves: thinking and the learning of new skills not only in terms of physical activity but also life skills; relating to others through working as a collective and being humble and gracious regardless of the result as well as supporting others; using language, symbols and texts, through learning how to read and follow maps, use cultural artefacts, and through the learning of cultural dance and haka; managing self, and the importance of the right time, right place, right gear, and right attitude as well as learning about the preventative actions they can take towards combating health issues such as diabetes, heart disease, strokes, cancer, and how they in turn can pass this on to their own aiga; and participating and contributing, where students participate in a variety of sporting activities and learn to participate and contribute as well as support the people they are working with.

Although definitive correlations regarding physical activity and academic achievement are inconsistent, much research concludes that there is a positive effect of physical activity on constructs related to academic achievement (Howie & Pate, 2012). A New Zealand study by McPherson et al. (2018) showed a positive association between physical activity and academic performance for the whole study cohort. Importantly, the relationship remained even when considering the mediating effect of cognition. Researchers have shown that children respond faster and with greater accuracy to a variety of cognitive tasks after participating in a session of physical activity (Budde et al., 2008; Ellemberg & St-Louis-Deschênes, 2010; Hillman et al., 2003; Pesce et al., 2009; Tomporowski, 2003). Evidence suggests that mathematics and reading are the academic topics that are most influenced by physical activity. These topics depend on efficient and effective executive function, which has been linked to physical activity and physical fitness.

The positive association between physical activity and wellbeing is even more overwhelming. Sport New Zealand (2018) research found that:

•people who do at least 2.5 hours of recreational physical activity each week have 51% higher odds of reporting good mental wellbeing; however, participation in at least 4.5 hours per week increases the odds to 65%

•the odds of having better mental wellbeing increased for each additional day of recreational physical activity from 2 to 3 days (24%), 4 days (18%), and 5 days (13%) per week

•people meeting the physical activity recommendations by participating in vigorous-intensity recreational activity have 57 % higher odds of having good mental wellbeing, compared to 23% for those participating at a moderate-intensity level.

At the same time, Sport New Zealand research suggests that household income has a significant impact on the likelihood of young people meeting physical activity guidelines, with those from more deprived areas being significantly less likely to meet the guidelines.  Importantly, these young people are less likely to say that people in their life encourage them to take part in physical activity, while also being less likely to understand why taking part in physical activity is good for them.  Unsurprisingly, cost is also more likely to be a barrier among young people from lower income households.

At Pacific Advance Secondary School, those barriers are removed yet the school receives no extra funding or staffing to achieve these results. Everyone from the board, the principals, the teachers, and the community work to remove these barriers out of a genuine love for the talavou and doing the right thing for the underserved communities in South Auckland.

For co-principal Alaimalo Falefatu Enari, it is what it is. While Pacific Advance Secondary School and the Tū Tangata programme is providing what the Ministry advises is best practice, Ministry expectations mean that the school self-funds and opens long hours to achieve it. Freire (2000) recognised that radical struggle by those who exercise their political will, critical capacities, and liberatory practice within schools can often face bureaucracy’s backlash. This is because educators who are committed to an emancipatory pedagogy within schools and communities are often perceived by institutional gatekeepers as disruptive or dangerous.

Conclusion

For 8 years, Pacific Advance Secondary School has been an innovator in the education of Pacific talavou. From starting as a charter school before transitioning to a special character school Pacific Advance Secondary School has kept faith, culture, and the child as the central tenets to everything it does. Tū Tangata is an extension of this kaupapa. The physical wellbeing of the talavou has had a flow-on effect to their mental wellbeing and their academic results. This has meant extra pressure on everybody who works at the school to achieve this. If the Ministry is truly serious about equity for Pacific learners, it could learn a lot from taking a closer look at the transformational work happening at Pacific Advance Secondary School—not to view Pacific Advance Secondary School as disruptive or dangerous but to see it as a model for obtaining social justice for an underserved section of New Zealand society. In 2021, Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern apologised for the treatment New Zealand Pacific communities endured during the Dawn Raids. Unfortunately, if you take a walk around the shopping areas of Māngere, Ōtāhuhu, and Ōtara you soon realise that very little has changed. If anything, the community’s struggle to succeed, in these days of increasing homelessness and widening of the economic gap, is becoming ever more solitary and lonelier. Schools operating more like Pacific Advance Secondary School could help to turn the tide and make a real difference to the trajectory of Pacific youth and their growing communities in Aotearoa.
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