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Developing collaborative 
connections between schools 
and Māori communities
MeRe beRRyMAn, tHeRese FoRd, and MARgARet egAn

f o c u s  o n  e n g a g i n g  pa r e n t s  a n d  W h a- n a u

Key points
•	 research	indicates	that	when	schools	develop	educationally	powerful	

connections	with	whānau	and	their	Māori	communities	there	is	
potential	to	significantly	improve	learning	outcomes	for	Māori	students.

•	 Historically	in	new	Zealand,	schools	have	largely	defined	and	directed	
the	terms	of	engagement	with	their	school	communities	and	this	it	has	
not	necessarily	been	an	effective	means	of	developing	relationships	
and	partnerships	with	their	Māori	communities.

•	 This	article	draws	from	the	experiences	of	two	researchers	to	
provide	a	theoretical	framework	and	some	practical	ideas	for	
developing	collaborative	connections	between	schools	and	their	Maori	
communities.
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Introduction	
The elimination of disparities between Māori and 
non-Māori students remains a high priority in New 
Zealand education and the development of better 
partnerships between the homes of Māori students 
and schools is seen by the Ministry of Education 
as an integral component of meeting this priority 
(Brooking, 2007). Simply expecting, however, that 
school leaders will develop collaborative connections 
with Māori whānau and communities does not 
necessarily mean that this will happen. The purpose 
of this article, therefore, is to highlight a professional 
development resource that has been developed to 
specifically support school leadership teams to develop 
relational and culturally responsive connections with 
their Māori whānau and communities. Drawing 
from research that focuses on the experiences of 
school leadership, Māori parents and whānau, this 
article presents themes from interviews with two 
researchers who have engaged extensively with Māori 
communities. Their experiences and recommendations 
will be useful and important for school leaders 
who want to work in partnership with their Māori 
communities to accelerate the learning of Māori 
students and reduce education disparities. An activity 
is also included so that school leaders can consider 
implications of current practice and some potentially 
new and different actions for engaging with the Māori 
communities. 

background	
Two terms that are widely used to describe the 
concept of home–school connections are partnership 
and collaboration. Brooking (2007) suggests that 
home–school partnerships “refer to ideas and 
initiatives schools have implemented that involve 
parents, families and whānau in their children’s 
learning, in an effort to form closer relationships 
between schools and homes” (p. 14). In describing 
the concept of collaboration McNaughton and 
Glynn (1998) propose that collaboration implies an 
interdependence between parents and teachers and 
these authors specify what should be shared between 
the home and school partners: 

In our view collaboration ideally entails shared 
expertise between educationalists and family caregivers. 
That expertise requires shared understandings about 
goals of teaching and learning, and about processes of 
teaching and learning. It requires also shared actions 
relating to goals and understanding. This sharing is not 
unidirectional, but reciprocal, so that agents in each 
setting are able to learn from and complement each 
other (p. 4).

Both partnership and collaboration as described above 
infer a degree of power-sharing, therefore schools may 
need to consider what power-sharing means in terms 
of engagement with Māori whānau and communities. 
This is particularly important given that historically in 
education, partnerships between Māori communities 
and schools have been largely determined by the 
school (Bishop & Glynn, 1999).

Despite policies recommending schools collaborate with whānau and Māori 
communities, and research that indicates why these connections are 
important, what remains less obvious is how these partnerships might be 
best achieved and sustained. This article discusses a professional development 
resource that challenges and supports school leadership teams to listen 
to their Māori communities in order to begin to develop relational and 
culturally responsive connections with these same communities. The research 
draws from the experiences of school leadership, Māori parents and whānau. 
In this article we present themes from interviews with two researchers who 
have engaged extensively with Māori communities, and we provide an 
activity to consider these ideas in your school. 
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greater improvement in learning outcomes for students 
than the school can do on its own.  

Since 2003 specific research detailing the extent 
to which whānau involvement can influence an 
improvement in learning outcomes has been reported in 
the	leadership	BES	(Robinson,	Hohepa	&	Lloyd,	2009).	
Drawing from extensive research, Alton-Lee, Robinson, 
Hohepa	and	Lloyd,	(2009),	examined	the	impact	of	
whānau–school collaboration on student achievement and 
found that certain kinds of school and family connections 
and interventions can have large positive effects on the 
academic and social outcomes of students. Three examples 
of connections that made the largest positive difference 
were a joint parent/whānau and school intervention, 
teacher-designed interactive homework with parents, and 
the incorporation of whānau and community funds of 
knowledge. In the first example, learning interventions 
were simultaneously implemented in the school and home 
settings. In this sense the learning interventions had been 
offered as a koha (gift) whereby whānau could choose to 
accept the opportunity to learn about and be supported 
to implement the intervention in their homes. The 
research suggests that the success of these connections is 
dependent on the mahi tahi (collaborative) processes that 
foster relational trust and a sense of kotahitanga (unity of 
purpose) between the school and whānau. While some of 
the research detailed in the leadership BES was specific 
to connections with Māori whānau, indicators such as 
collaborative and mutually respectful relationships and 
collaboration that is multidimensional and responsive 
to community needs were also identified as features of 
successful home–school partnerships in the work of Bull, 
Brooking, and Campbell (2008). 

Culturally	responsive	relationships	

The joint parent/whānau and school interventions 
detailed in the leadership BES had the highest 
positive effect for students in all studies examined 
in the leadership BES, were the culturally responsive 
relationships developed with schools in research 
undertaken by the Poutama Pounamu Education 
Research and Development whānau. In 2001 this research 
whānau was invited to present a keynote address to a 
group of Australian psychologists about how to form 
relationships with indigenous peoples. In the paper 
developed for this presentation (Glynn, Berryman, 
Walker,	Reweti	&	O’Brien,	2001),	pōwhiri	provided	a	
powerful analogy of the process of inclusion based on 
respect for differences. Their paper contends that within 
the	context	of	pōwhiri,	the	relationship	needs	to	be	
initiated by the indigenous people, with people from the 
majority culture taking the less powerful, responsive, 

Within the most recent iteration of the Māori 
Education Strategy—Ka Hikitia: Accelerating Success 
(Ministry of Education, 2013), Productive partnerships is 
one of five guiding principles that underpin the strategy. 
A productive partnership is described as being a two-
way, mutually respectful relationship that “starts with 
the understanding that Māori children and students are 
connected to whānau and should not be viewed or treated 
as separate, isolated or disconnected” (p. 17). This notion 
of productive partnerships connects with Durie’s (2006) 
contention about the need for engagement between 
whānau and schools to be constructive and potential 
focused: 

For many whānau, contact with school only occurs when 
there is a crisis or a problem, or funds to raise or a hāngi 
to prepare. Parents are often placed in a defensive position 
which all too often leads to a deteriorating relationship 
with school. The crisis approach to whānau involvement 
is not one that will induce a sense of whānau enthusiasm 
for learning or for education. While it is important 
that parents are kept informed of difficulties, it is more 
important that parents are also able to work with schools 
to identify potential and then to jointly construct pathways 
that will enable promise to be realised. (p. 10)

While the Ministry of Education (2010) suggests 
that school leaders and teachers are aware that it is 
important to engage with parents and whānau, they 
also concede that, “many do not know how best to go 
about establishing learning partnerships” (p. 28). One 
response to this implication has been the publication of 
a professional development resource: Connecting with 
Māori Communities: Whānau, Hapū and Iwi (Berryman 
& Ford, 2014).1 The resource outlines the key messages 
from research and provides the theoretical framework for 
developing collaborative connections between schools 
and their Māori communities. It also contains extracts 
from the narratives of experience of researchers, Māori 
whānau, and community members, and draws from these 
narratives to provide a range of strategies and procedures 
for connecting with Māori communities. The research 
findings that informed the development of this resource 
are detailed in the next section.

Findings	from	research
Before 2000 there was little New Zealand-based research 
to substantiate the proposition that involving Māori 
whānau in education had a positive impact on learning 
outcomes.	However,	in	2003		Biddulph,	Biddulph,	and	
Biddulph compiled a best evidence synthesis iteration 
(BES) on family and community engagement and 
surmised that parental, family, whānau, and community 
involvement in education can influence opportunities for 
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listening role. Within these contexts the majority 
cultural group is not in charge, its members are visitors. 
Interactions need to occur within the cultural space over 
which indigenous people have control. This ensures that 
the use of their own language and cultural processes 
is understood as legitimate, is validated, affirmed, and 
takes precedence. Majority culture members need to 
demonstrate respect for the cultural space and cultural 
context in which they find themselves. By adopting the 
less-powerful responsive position, they can concentrate on 
listening and understanding, and not on controlling and 
directing the proceedings. Proposals for new initiatives, 
or for collaboration on a new project, however important 
they may seem, should not be presented unless and until 
these prior processes have taken place. Within these 
considerations parallels can be made with personal or life 
partnerships when one partner has taken an overpowering 
position. It is the more powerful partner that needs to 
change and the less-powerful partner (in this context the 
indigenous people), who must determine whether any 
such initiatives are appropriate and effective.

Years later in two separate interviews about home–
school collaboration, two members of this research 
whānau, Mere Berryman and Ted Glynn, were asked 
to respond to questions about how schools should make 
connections to, and engage with, Māori communities. 
Their experiences are captured within Berryman and 
Ford (2014) and are presented in the next section as 
recommendations.

recommendations
This collaborative story drawn from Mere and Ted 
represents a bicultural perspective of how school leaders 
might develop collaborative connections with their Māori 
whānau and communities. While the interviews were 
undertaken by separate interviewers and at separate times, 
four common themes emerged. These themes are: 
1. identify who you are 
2. build relational trust 
3. listen to communities 
4. respond accordingly. 

These themes are now explained, and some strategies and 
an activity that schools could implement to address these 
four themes are detailed after that. 

Identify	who	you	are

Whether you are a school leader, a researcher, or a teacher, 
Māori communities want to know and be able to make 
connections with who you are before finding out what 
it	is	you	do.	Rituals	of	engagement	such	as	pōwhiri	and	

mihi whakatau provide powerful opportunities for Māori 
to see and hear about your personal-self as opposed 
to Eurocentric forms of engagement that traditionally 
emphasise the importance of your professional-self. Mere 
explains this differentiation:

Māori communities want to know who am I, not what I 
am. They want to know what is my iwi? What do I bring 
to a whānau context? Am I a parent? Am I a grandparent? 
They want to connect at a personal level so that they can 
start building a relationship and some trust with me.

When Māori whānau and community members are 
provided with opportunities to come to know who you 
are this enables the community to determine their own 
connections with you and to also begin to ascertain 
where you are coming from. Given the importance 
that Māori place on personal connections, teachers and 
school leaders might like to consider how often they are 
seen by whānau, hapū, and iwi at their local community 
functions. As well as thinking about how often you are 
seen it is useful to explore where and when they are seen 
and what opportunities exist across the three interfaces 
(whānau, hapū, and iwi) that enable you to identify who 
you are and begin the process of developing relationships 
with a range of people from these same settings. Just like 
schools are likely to identify whānau who they can’t get 
in to the school, these processes of being seen in Māori 
settings, of being kanohi kitea or a seen face in Māori 
communities should not be underestimated.

build	relational	trust

Māori communities often exist within a complex 
network of interconnected relationships. It is important 
to understand that you need to invest in these 
relationships—you need to contribute before you take 
out. Participating in rituals of engagement enable Māori 
to gain an understanding of what you as a principal, 
head of faculty, and/or teacher, bring to the whānau 
context. Through these deliberate acts of engagement, 
what you are able to contribute can be made clear and 
these discussions can provide the foundations upon 
which to build two-way relational trust through the acts 
of whakawhanaungatanga or the making of family-like 
connections. 

The development of good relationships between 
the school and Māori elders is also desirable because 
these people can provide school leaders, researchers, 
and teachers with legitimation within Māori and iwi 
communities. Mere provides examples of how critical and 
invaluable the support of kuia and kaumātua have been in 
her work:

I have been very fortunate, I worked with Māori elders 
and what they have done for me is provide me I guess 
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with some legitimation in Māori communities. A Māori 
community might look at me and think ‘oh yes that’s who 
she is’ but I have had these elders who have continued to 
support the research, the development of the tools and 
the work that I have done. I have my elders and usually 
we never go into another iwi without, first going through 
rituals	of	engagement—pōwhiri.	

School leaders and teachers who want to work with Māori 
communities need to be prepared to accept that there are 
no boundaries between professional and personal worlds. 
When you commit to the project, you commit to the 
kaupapa, you commit to the people that you are working 
with. This means that the people need to be able to call 
on you (have access to you). You cannot conveniently 
retreat behind the professional image or “working” days 
and hours. This requires school leaders and teachers to 
live their lives in a different way and to understand the 
concept of the “collective”. Ted stresses the importance 
of understanding the collective and more specifically the 
role the school leaders and teachers have to play within 
the collective:

You know all of the stereotype things that Pākehā say 
about Māori they live together; they work together and all 
that. But the point is that it is a whole way of being and if 
you stay around long enough your own life shifts like that 
too. You know that something has happened when you 
go to a hui and you find that perhaps 2 hours goes by and 
they’re still doing the whakawhanaungatanga, they’re still 
going around. And you know that there’s been a big change 
in yourself when you think yeah that’s okay, fine we’ve still 
got half an hour. Then what I’ve seen a number of times 
in that last half an hour, it all comes together. Suddenly 
everyone says this is what we need to do, this is what we’re 
going to do, someone puts it up and it happens. But I can 
still see colleagues of mine getting more and more anxious 
you know this is supposed to be a 4-hour day or whatever 
a 4-hour hui and we’re still doing, we’re still telling stories, 
and we’re doing whakawhanaungatanga and gosh its lunch 
time, when are we going to start? And again from then I do 
some more reading and thinking and you realise of course 
it had already started. 

Listen	to	communities

Whenever you engage with Māori, listen respectfully 
to what whānau, hapū and/or iwi are saying and be 
prepared to follow the tikanga they set. If teachers or 
school leaders, or both, position themselves as a guests 
of the mana whenua (guardians of the land), inevitably 
engagement of this nature requires them to take a more 
humble and participatory stance as explained by Ted:

You learn more by being silent and listening than you do 
by speaking and the irony is that if you listen hard you find 
you can speak more. So many Pākehā that I know quite a 
few who have official positions in education and they take 
their	official	selves	with	them	to	a	pōwhiri	and	rather	than	

listen they’re expecting to speak because of who they are or 
because of their job or their status. They go there expecting 
to speak and I think that’s a big mistake. 

Listen so that you can work with and not against whānau. 
Historically,	non-Māori	tend	to	focus	on	taking from 
a hui the messages that meet their own agenda rather 
than listening to what is being said and considering what 
they can put in. Ted has seen examples of his non-Māori 
colleagues becoming frustrated in situations where they 
have not been asked to speak but rather required to listen:

Like the saying I took my harp to the party and nobody 
asked me to play, and where as the point was—it didn’t 
matter if you had your harp or not, you went to listen to 
the music that was there. And they lost that opportunity 
because they’re so busy thinking when am I going to be 
asked to do this and when can I share all this knowledge. 
And what they don’t appreciate is that by going there 
they’re showing a commitment, they’re showing a 
willingness to take part, they’re showing a willingness to 
listen and they’ve actually done a lot of good. But their 
own mind is so hell bent on those other things that they 
don’t actually appreciate what’s going on.

Mere also emphasises the importance of listening 
to the voices and aspirations of Māori whānau and 
communities:

I think for too long in education, we as educators have 
tried to define how communities will participate with us 
... from my perspective as a grandmother, what I want to 
be able to do is to help families determine how they will 
participate in schools so I see that relationship as critical. 
I also understand the body of knowledge that sits within 
Māori communities and for too long that has gone unused, 
that has gone unrepresented in our schools. 

I go in and listen to what they want and by in large, when 
asked, I am able to review what they are doing, give them 
feedback. Then together we learn and together we move on, 
together we become more powerful.

respond	accordingly

Developing relationships and responding respectfully 
within the context of these relationships is critical when 
working with Māori whānau and communities. It is 
important to allow whānau to consider whether they: 
a)  are interested in what you are saying/offering 
b)  would like to take you up on the offer. 

If schools genuinely allow whānau to be self-determining, 
then they should not simply expect Māori communities 
to accept what they offer. Mere says:

What I learnt earlier on as a researcher from the work that 
Ted Glynn, Stuart McNaughton and others did, was that 
when they brought the community, family and the school 
together then they really increased that relationship and 
improved very much more quickly the reading outcomes 
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for children. So for me it was about saying, well I belong to 
this community as a member of Māori, hapū, iwi I belong 
here. But I also belong in education. Let’s bring both of 
those groups together and I think that setting up of the 
relationship is critical. 

I remember Wai saying, “whanaungatanga, that making 
connections, whanaungatanga is the intervention. If you 
do that right everything else will follow on.” And I still 
believe that. You need to build a relationship of trust with 
the community,, they are able to determine from their own 
perspective how they will participate. 

I would never go into a Māori community or a school for 
that matter and say this is what I want you to do. What I 
would try to do... is say this is who I am... and sometimes 
I get frustrated because this is who I am, that conversation 
takes a long time. It takes time over days. This is who I am. 
This	is	what	I	have	to	offer.	How	can	we	work	together?	
So it is absolutely about letting schools and communities 
determine how they will participate and not trying to 
dictate to schools, dictate to communities how you want 
them to participate.

It must be remembered that Māori whānau and 
communities have to benefit from the partnership too—
not just the students or the school, therefore schools need 
to make a concerted effort to provide opportunities to 
discuss and negotiate what these benefits might be:

We’ve got to create spaces in our education system where 
Māori whānau can engage on their own terms. One of 
the other things that I think is really important that I’ve 
learnt is that Māori whānau by and large really want to 
engage. There’s this discourse that Māori parents aren’t 
really interested, they’re not there... I think if we as a nation 

looked at where Māori parents engage on their own free will. 
They turn up to the sports field, they turn up to kapa haka 
and other cultural events. Why do they do that? I would 
suggest that that’s where their children are succeeding. If 
we can ensure that our education settings are creating and 
supporting successful contexts for their children, then I 
would suggest that parents will engage (Mere).

In	summary

This story identifies a number of important considerations 
that schools need to engage with, both before and 
throughout the process of building collaborative 
relationships in the process of connecting more effectively 
with Māori whānau and their communities. 
•	 Historically,	schools	have	defined	how	Māori	parents	and	

whānau can and will participate and contribute within 
schools. 

•	 To	maximise	the	relationship	between	schools	and	Māori	
families, whānau need to be part of determining both the 
relationships and the ways of engagement. 

•	 Schools	need	to	provide	spaces	(metaphorical	and	
physical) that allow whānau and the school to talk 
together and work together. These spaces are more likely 
to benefit Māori students and their whānau and they are 
more likely to benefit other cultural groups. 

•	 The	creation	of	such	spaces	can	be	mutually	beneficial.	
School leaders and teachers can be informed about the 
community in which they serve and schools can also 
have access to a body of knowledge within the Māori 
community that has been traditionally “untapped”. 
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FIGurE	1.	MAKInG	MāorI	METAPHorS	MEAnInGFuL

Use the framework to unpack what you know about these Māori metaphors, consider the critical questions and in response 
to these questions identify answers, implications and possible actions for engaging with whānau, hapū and iwi.

What do you understand by 
these metaphors? 

With these understandings in mind what are the most critical 
questions?

What other questions are relevant?

Answers & 
Implications

Possible Actions 
and Timelines

Mana	whenua How	well	do	you	know	the	land	upon	which	this	school	is	
built?	What	do	you	know	of	its	historical	custodians?	What	
are	the	links	to	your	Māori	students?	...	to	other	iwi?

Kanohi	kitea How	often	are	you	seen	by	local	iwi	at	their	functions?	Why	
is	this?	What	functions	do	you	know	about?	What	functions	
do	you	attend?	Why?	Why	not?

Whakawhanaungatanga What	opportunities	are	there	to	begin	to	develop	formal	
cultural	connections	with	these	people?

Koha What	does	your	school	currently	provide	as	your	koha	to	
these	communities?	What	could/should	you	be	providing	as	
your	koha?

Mahi	tahi How	has	your	school	collaborated	with	local/other	iwi?	How	
are	you	currently	collaborating	with	local	hapū	and	iwi/
other	iwi?

Kotahitanga How	do/can	the	goals	and	aspirations	of	the	school	align	
with	those	of	the	whānau,	hapū	iwi?	What	will	it	take	to	get	
a	more	aligned	approach?	What	benefits	might	this	bring?
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•	 The	spaces	also	present	an	opportunity	for	the	school	to	
build the capacity of the Māori community to contribute 
to the learning relationships formed with students. 

•	 The	spaces	need	to	reflect	a	context	that	say	to	
whānau—“you belong here, we want you here, we have 
some knowledge, we recognise that you have knowledge 
too and by working together we can be much more 
powerful” (Mere). 

•	 Māori	parents	engage	in	school	settings	where	their	
children are successful (kapa haka and sport). Therefore, 
when schools ensure that academic participation and 
achievement reflect the same success contexts for Māori 
students’ parental engagement is more likely to be 
assured. 

Conclusion
School leaders who are serious about working in 
partnership to accelerate the learning of Māori students 
and reducing education disparities cannot simply assume 
that engagement strategies that facilitate collaboration 
and connections with non-Māori families will be also 
work for Māori whānau and communities. When 
we understand and respect Māori practices, images, 
and metaphors, relationships and outcomes can be 
more holistic and focused on power sharing, agency, 
collaboration, and wellbeing. This means as educators we 
must first recognise that by participating traditionally 
from within the majority worldview we may be operating 
only from the position of our own experiences and 
sense making, and at the same time marginalising the 
meaningful experiences, valid questions, and legitimate 
concerns of our Treaty of Waitangi partners. We have 
identified examples of connections that make a positive 
difference for Māori students and have provided 
recommendations regarding how school leaders can 
develop a culturally responsive and relational context for 
engagement with their Māori communities. In contexts 
such as these we may begin to understand the true 
meanings of collaboration and partnership. 

note
1	 This	resource	is	part	of	the	Te	Kotahitanga	ebook	

collection. A section of this ebook can be accessed 
through the Ministry of Education, Education Counts 
website at http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/topics/
bes/resources/te-kotahitanga-ebook-collection

Glossary	of	Māori	terms	used	in	text	
hāngi: traditional earthen oven in which food is cooked 
hapū: sub tribe
iwi: tribal group
kanohi kitea: a face that is seen and known (in the 

community)
kapa haka: Māori cultural performance
kaumātua: elder (male or female)
kaupapa: agenda 
koha: gifting in a traditional cultural sense
kotahitanga: unity of purpose
kuia: female elder
mana whenua: guardians of the land
mahi tahi: to collaborate, literally to work as one
mihi whakatau: less formal, traditional cultural rituals of 

encounter 
Pākehā: non-Māori, often descendants of the colonial settlers 
pōwhiri: traditional cultural rituals of encounter
tikanga: traditional cultural practices
whakawhanaungatanga: the act of making familial like 

connections with others
whānau: extended family, whānau is increasingly used 

metaphorically
whanaungatanga: familial-like connections with others
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