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Introduction
Pacific parents and community members have much to contribute to teacher learning and thus to the 

education of Pacific students. Although the concept of Pacific success, through the education of Pacific 

students, has become ubiquitous as an aspiration, there has so far been limited research that has 

conceptualised Pacific education success in community terms. This is especially true in relation to teacher 

learning, teacher theorising, and changed practice. Understanding how to socialise teachers to generate and 

sustain new practice possibilities, informed by appreciation of the values, aspirations, and critiques of the 

Pacific parents and students they seek to serve, is therefore a priority.  

Learning From Each Other is a Teaching and Learning Research Initiative (TLRI) that provides a relationship-

derived description of helpful tools that are useful for communities, educational professionals, and 

professional development providers to support sustained positive change for Pacific students. Helpful tools 

are those that make a difference on the ground; provide conceptual and experiential learning that resonates 

with the ideas and aspirations of Pacific communities; and supports educators, primarily teachers, through 

developing deep ways of engaging with resources available such as Tapasā (Ministry of Education, 2018) and 

the Pacific Education Action Plan (Ministry of Education, 2020). The research pairs community consultation 

with teacher learning, and teacher learning with changed classroom practice, acknowledging the various 

cultural, experiential, and pedagogic expertise of all participants. 

The research process centred two phases of dialogue—dialogue among Pacific communities through fono, 

and among teachers in professional learning and development (PLD) sessions. The researchers mediated 

these dialogues. Two research sites were involved, one each in Te Wai Pounamu | South Island and Te Ika a 

Māui | North Island. One was a faith-based Kāhui Ako (KA), the other a KA founded on a common location. 

The KA were identified and invited through existing relationships with the researchers. In one case, this 

involved links with local Pacific communities; in the other, professional relationships based on previous PLD 

engagement. In this interactive and fluid research, groups of teachers took different paths, particularly in 

the second year of the initiative, drawing attention to the value of negotiated, responsive research to meet 

community and teachers’ needs on the ground. It is a testament to all involved that the research continued 

throughout the COVID-interrupted years 2021/22, albeit in forms changed from the original proposal. 

The research questions focus on the effects of access to Pacific voice and Pacific origin concepts on 

teachers; resultant practice changes; the impacts of change; and researcher learning about the processes 

involved. The findings show the productivity of a PLD model that brings together motivated teachers, a 

talanoa approach to safe space for dialogue, the voices of Pacific communities corroborated and clarified by 

research, sufficient opportunities to learn, and a growth mindset that values learning as a way of improving 

the self—individual, social, and professional.

FIGURE 1: Learning From Each Other framework

Adapted from Chu-Fuluifaga and Reynolds (2023a)
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Relational methodology
The title Learning From Each Other strikes a relational chord. Pacific literature highlights the self as social or 

relational (Airini et al., 2010; Mila-Schaaf, 2006; Vaai & Nabobo-Baba, 2017). We are all defined by relationships 

that connect us and make us who we are as members of collectives. 

Pacific communities

Over time, the Ministry of Education (the Ministry) has varied in its use of “Pacific”/“Pasifika” in the context 

of the education of those from Pacific Islands backgrounds who study in Aotearoa New Zealand. Here 

we follow the current Ministry terminology of Pacific. In this context, “Pacific” is an umbrella term for 

diverse communities. Diversity includes ethnicity, gender, birthplace, age, generation of migration, and 

socioeconomic status. “Pacific education” may be helpful to administrators or as an heuristic for schools 

(and researchers) but can also silence diversity (Naepi et al., 2017; Samu, 2006) within and between Pacific 

communities. Here we use the term circumspectly, relying on localisation of research as way of sensitising all 

involved to local Pacific communities and the significance of relationships between people.

Catalytic research

Catalytic research (Baines, 2007; Lather, 1986) is research that seeks to go beyond learning about a context. 

This kind of research aims to enable those involved as research partners and participants to grow through 

their involvement and come to higher states of self-realisation and agency awareness. Our relational 

approach to this endeavour involves catalytic learning that comes from changing situations and, as a result, 

privileges attention to processes of educational change. We pursue the goal of enhanced relationships 

between Pacific communities and educators to this end. It is a moral obligation to align the education 

of Pacific students more closely with Pacific parental aspirations and understandings and to support 

communities to grow in influence in educational spaces. 

Va/vā

We understand relationality through the Pacific origin concept of va or vā. Va has been rendered in English as 

relational space (Havea et al., 2020; Henry & Aporosa, 2021). Va spaces involve entwined physical, social, and 

sacred dimensions (Sauni, 2011; Tuagalu, 2023). From this perspective, changing Pacific education involves 

attending to the relational spaces between teachers who are largely of European cultural background 

(Education Counts, 2021) and the Pacific communities, families, and students they serve.

The ethics of the va are indicated by the Tongan reference tauhi vā (Ka’ili, 2005; Koloto, 2017) and the Samoan, 

teu le va (Airini et al., 2010; Anae, 2016). Teu le va has been rendered in English as keeping relational spaces 

tidy (Anae, 2010), well-configured (Mila-Schaaf & Hudson, 2009), and nurtured (Airini et al., 2010). The research 

aims to teu le va in Pacific education by facilitating and investigating the support necessary for teachers to 

achieve the ultimate research aim—enhanced education for Pacific students, facilitated and guided by the 

voices of Pacific parents.

Talanoa

Learning From Each Other is dialogic research informed by talanoa, a form of conversational interaction 

that pays attention to the ethics of the va. Vaioleti (2013) describes research talanoa as an oral form that 

moderates power relations. This includes the power relationships between schools and Pacific homes in 

Pacific education. Talanoa also involves the empathetic alignment of the emotional and spiritual states of 

researchers and participants in a space made safe for all through the equalising effect of the dialogic process 
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(Farrelly & Nabobo-Baba, 2014). In this research, we use talanoa to denote our overall dialogic approach to 

shaping and conducting research with the authentic catalytic purpose of enhancing relationships through 

improved mutual understanding.

FIGURE 2: Part of a consultative community talanoa in operation

Cultural humility

Cultural humility recognises more ways than one of understanding any given situation. Attributes attached 

to cultural humility include “openness, self-awareness, egoless, supportive interactions, and self-reflection 

and critique” (Foronda et al., 2016, p. 210). The methodology of the research supports cultural humility through 

talanoa and attention to va because relationally orientated safe spaces encourage self-reflection, self-

awareness, and the appreciation of others.

The research
Four research questions guided our work:

•	 RQ1: How do Pacific voice and concepts lead to teacher learning through cultural humility? 

•	 RQ2: How are the benefits of Pacific-informed teacher learning shared with students? 

•	 RQ3: What are the impacts of Pacific-informed changes in teachers’ practice on Pacific students’ 

educational experiences?

•	 RQ4: What are the dynamics that support the translation of improved Pacific students’ educational 

experiences to other valued outcomes? 

This nest of research questions investigates what is valued as Pacific student outcomes in education by 

researching what local communities care about and mapping the effect of this knowledge onto changed 

teacher practice. The research questions (RQs) imagine education as a journey in which KA provide broad 

and coherent access to Pacific communities and the schools that serve them without regard to children’s 

ages, so that consistency of approach and long-term deepening of relationships between educators and 

community can be facilitated.
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Research activities

A solid relational platform for the research was established at the start of the 2021 year. Steps were made 

to recruit Pacific teachers and others as “cultural brokers”; teachers as team facilitators; and as practitioner 

participants. Using our existing relationships with Pacific communities and staff of each KA, we began a 

process to engage the wider Pacific communities in each site through a cultural broker. A cultural broker 

in this context refers to a member of the KA Pacific community willing and able to work in the space 

between the KA and Pacific community members. Potential brokers were approached through pre-existing 

relationships and community members subsequently shaped the role in context. In one site, this involved 

a committee of Pacific teachers adopting the role; in the other, a group of Pacific parents with pre-existing 

relationships across the KA became brokers who advised on research design and consultation methods. 

Teachers in each KA were identified in-house as team facilitators through the staff members we had 

initially approached in consultation with KA leaders. Their roles included booking rooms for PLD meetings, 

interfacing with the cultural brokers, and managing communications with KA and community members at 

the local level. Practitioner participants self-identified as a result of calls to KA staff managed by the team 

facilitators.  

Participants

Demographic information from teacher participants across both sites reveals that all self-described as 

female and all bar one were of New Zealand European or Pākehā origin. Most were experienced teachers, 

although one Year 1 teacher took part. The split between primary and secondary teachers was 11/7. Four 

were members of senior management teams. Two attendees were Learning Support Coordinators, one 

based in primary and the other in secondary education. An interesting feature was that many had previously 

experienced life in other cultures. For example, one had taught in Myanmar, another in Torres Straits Islands, 

and one was married to a Samoan. In addition, many had longstanding commitment to Pacific communities 

through education, often as long-serving teachers in their current schools. These factors may have 

contributed to their desire to participate, and also the cultural humility observed by the researchers. 

Following common recruitment processes, research activities varied between the two settings.

LEARNING FROM EACH OTHER | A FINAL REPORT



6

FIGURE 3: The Learning From Each Other research process

Site 1, Year 1

At Site 1, cultural brokers facilitated dialogue between KA Pacific communities, schools, and the research 

team with the result that around 100 people attended a community fono (meeting). The fono was an evening 

of celebration that included speeches, dance, song, and food. Multiple talanoa took place among parents 

(and some students and wider family members) in small groups with a Pacific parent or teacher acting as 

scribe. The fono produced a rich information set for subsequent discussion. 
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FIGURE 4: Community fono celebratory meal

The analytical process involved sorting the information into themes. This was achieved by the research 

team and guided by two principles.  The first was to recognise the Pacific wisdom of previous consultation 

processes with Pacific communities such as those behind Tapasā (Ministry of Education, 2018) and the Action 

Plan for Pacific Education (Ministry of Education, 2020), and more general literature (Chu et al., 2022). A broad-

brush approach to such literature suggests the saliency of Pacific language, culture, and identity; experiences 

of schooling that can be negative; relationships; and Pacific community aspirations. The second principle was 

practical—using our experience of teacher education in schools to provide suitable focuses for the five PLD 

sessions provided for in the research design, leaving the final session for teachers to organise around their 

accountability.

As a result, the information gifted by Pacific parents and community members (including some students) was 

coded and sequenced into five themes.

•	 Pacific cultures and identity

•	 School culture and issues with schooling

•	 Pacific student–teacher relationships

•	 Pacific parent–teacher relationships

•	 Ideas of success.

The team facilitator arranged space and times for six PLD sessions attended by seven teacher participants 

from the KA, one session for each theme and a final sharing meeting. These 2-hour sessions were exercises 

in sense-making of Pacific parent voice by teachers supported by the researchers and, on occasion, an 

“outside” Pacific person. “Outside” here means outside of the KA. The opportunity to hear stories of Pacific 

people’s educational experiences and perceptions from other contexts assisted participants to recognise 

patterns sitting behind the local voice to which they had access, pointing to systemic matters that required 

challenging in their local settings. Participants valued being able to ask questions in the safety provided by 

this aspect of “outside” voices, testing their developing understandings and seeking challenge or validation.

A typical PLD talanoa involved a recap through which teachers reflected on their previous learning, the 

presentation by the researchers of themed information from the community talanoa, dialogue about 

the significance of this information, and opportunities to reflect on new learning and ways the teacher 

participants could respond or had responded—and what had happened. At the end of the year, the teachers 

reported back through a presentation to the KA on their learning, inviting others to join in Year 2. 
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FIGURE 5: A sense-making cut-up activity from a PLD session

COVID severely disrupted this year. On two occasions, the research team left Wellington to find the country 

locked down on arrival in the South Island. Digital talanoa replaced some face-to-face sessions. At times, 

teacher participants or families were sick and unable to attend online. The intended mid-point report back to 

parents was truncated to a message in school newsletters.

Site 1, Year 2

We planned a second group of teacher participants in Year 2 supported by tuakana–teina relationships 

involving teachers from the first year. However, the interruptions from COVID had restricted Year 1 activities. 

More importantly, teacher participants explained that they felt they had only “scratched the surface” and 

wanted to continue learning. One new member joined but the group took responsibility for feeding KA 

professional learning groups with the knowledge they acquired as they continued to interact with the 

research team and Pacific communities. This development was welcomed because deep and lasting 

relationships can produce sustained change.

Thus, in Year 2, the team facilitator and teacher participants organised three whole-day PLD workshops. 

These involved learning from a Pacific artist, teachers, and students; and included a shared session of 

drumming with Pacific primary school children, access to a Pacific resources expert, a visit to a Pacific early 

childhood education (ECE) setting, and explanations of “what counts” from Pacific secondary students.
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FIGURE 6: Pacific resources PLD session

Teacher participants learnt from the words, actions, aspirations, and prayers of those they encountered. 

The learning from Year 1 challenged them in Year 2 to think about fundamental concepts such as space, 

time, and success, and their own roles in supporting Pacific success in a wide range of forms. Year 2 closed 

with a liturgic celebration of what had been achieved in which the participating teachers explained their 

learning and actions to members of the Pacific communities of the KA. Thankful parents asked for continued 

commitment and further teacher learning.
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FIGURE 7: Teacher-participant/Pacific student drum workshop/PLD session

Site 2, Year 1

As with Site 1, cultural brokers facilitated dialogue between KA Pacific communities, schools, and the 

research team. Unfortunately, two community funerals restricted attendance at the initial fono. An additional 

fono was organised and 10 Pacific parents and grandparents attended. Different experiences were offered 

from the talanoa across the two diverse settings; for example, “Warmth and family are important at school as 

well as at home” (Site 1) and “Make them feel loved at school like they are at home” (Site 2). However, many 

underlying aspects resonated across the contexts—such as the significance of matching care at home with 

care at school, visible in the example given. The pattern of PLD delivery in Site 2 followed that of Year 1 in 

Site 1. The final session of the year included a performance by the Pacific student group of the host school 

to complement the participating teachers’ feedback. Two participants offered a slide show of what they had 

done, detailing deliberate changes they had made in their practice and pointing to the effects of this on 

children in their classes and their relationships with Pacific parents. Others offered storied accounts of new 

thinking and actions based on this. More opportunity to celebrate Pacific cultures was an element in the fono 

talanoa for this centre.
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FIGURE 8: PLD talanoa in session

Site 2, Year 2

In Year 2, a second cohort of teacher-participants was recruited through tuakana–teina relationships. The PLD 

sessions ran in a similar way to Year 1. However, the discussions were more beneficial to the second cohort 

of teachers because the researchers knew what had been learnt by participating teachers in the initial year. 

This enabled some sharpening of the process. Pacific community members also attended. Year 2 was greatly 

delayed due to the effects of COVID 19. These effects included a scarcity of relief teachers, unwillingness 

of schools to release staff from classes already significantly disrupted, and the desire to regain stability of 

curriculum delivery. The closing protocols for this centre involved the researchers and some participating 

teachers attending a Pasifika Connect session with members of local Pacific communities.
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FIGURE 9: Pacific students use a final PLD session as an opportunity to perform

Analysis

Transcribed PLD fono were coded through Informed Grounded Theory (IGT) (Thornberg, 2012) using NVivo 

1.7.1. Focusing on this data set reflects the aim of the research to examine the potential of Pacific voice 

to effect changes in educational practice through teacher learning. IGT assumes that researchers take 

conceptual information and experiential learning into analysis thereby affecting the process. In relational 

research, this is an accepted reality that can be turned to advantage. Researchers can “inform” their analytical 

strategy by testing sensitising concepts for usefulness at the first stage of iterative coding. In this case, 

significant concepts derived from parent voice and supported by the literature included time, space, and 

relationships. These proved productive in analysis for first-level coding. Second-level coding within these 

areas centred teachers’ learning; sharing the benefits of learning; the effects of benefits on students; and the 

dynamics involved. In the next section, analysis of PLD talanoa provides answers to the RQs. Because talanoa 

is a discursive and iterative form of dialogue, examples of responses are woven together across the various 

spaces and times of the PLD sessions demonstrating the kinds of learning occurring as a field rather than as 

case studies.

Major findings
RQ 1—Focus: How do Pacific voice and concepts lead to teacher 
learning through cultural humility? 

Analysis of teachers’ PLD talanoa points to the significance of accepting challenges to current 

understandings, practices, and postures; and new understandings matched by steps towards change. These 

two processes are related because accepting challenges to the status quo creates space for innovation 

informed by learning. What follows are examples of these dual processes in the key areas of relationships, 

time, and success.
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Relationships

The literature makes clear the significance of teacher–student relationships in the education of Pacific 

students (Averill, 2011; Chu et al., 2022; Flavell, 2019; Hawk et al., 2002; Siope, 2011; Spiller, 2012). Fono talanoa 

provided specific examples and emotive language to help teacher participants to understand what that 

might mean. For example: “It’s about how you relate to the child—that goes beyond language and culture 

and to the heart. The bond means that you know that child. It’s always about the relationship.”

Stories from the PLD talanoa suggest that teachers can learn to re-think their educational relationships by 

encountering Pacific voice, especially when sharpened by Pacific thought (such as a brief introduction to 

Pacific concepts such as va).  Thinking through va directs attention to the environments in which relationship 

are staged. As a consequence, teachers’ understandings of, and reaction to, student behaviour in specific 

spaces can be revisited. 

In the following two examples, quietness, an attribute stereotypically attributed to Pacific students (Spiller, 

2012; Vuni & Leach, 2022), is unpacked through environmental and relational thinking, pointing to the agency 

of teachers to instigate change. A key step in the change process involves the cultural humility to learn by 

reinterrogating familiar situations.

In the PLD talanoa, opportunities occurred for teachers to be explicit about links they were making between 

self-examination and conceptual knowledge. For example:

If we go back to the va, it made me go away and really think about why a couple of students ... didn’t really 
put their hand up ... didn’t speak to me ...

Questioning the meaning of previous experience can feed the process of using new ideas to deliberately 

shape new practice. For example:

Thinking about relationships with kids I taught in years before ... [ I am learning] if they know they can 
communicate when things are good for them the academic relationship is better—if they know they are not 
going to be judged if they are having a hard time. It takes time to work towards that ...

As might be expected, teachers spent considerable time in the PLD talanoa thinking about their relationships 

with students and new actions to promote reconfigured, closer relationships.

Examples from the PLD talanoa also show that parent–teacher relationships are a context for the dual 

learning process of challenge and change. Parent–teacher relationships are significant for the way they 

shape Pacific parents’ access as contributors to effective Pacific education (Chu et al., 2022; Fairbairn-Dunlop, 

2022). Pacific parental voice from the fono talanoa portrayed discomfort in school situations. This challenged 

teachers to rethink the forces at play. As a consequence, new postures of responsibility for reshaping parent–

teacher interactions became available to teachers. When teachers accepted challenges to habitual practice, 

this prompted ideas that reframed the foundations of parent–teacher relationships:

As teachers we need to communicate, open up power sharing in our environment, they [Pacific parents] 
don’t have to wait for formal interviews ... it’s [good to make contact and] not always when things go wrong ... 
We need to be opening up the four walls of the educational classroom ...

When matters such as power, timing, and partnership become visible as significant in relationships, this can 

redefine the ways teachers carry out their professional roles. For example, one school leader described new 

deliberateness in moving from one space to another in order to follow a relational agenda:

My other thing was connecting with parents to talk to them about their children, how well they’re doing. 
So, I made a point of … standing at the gate more often and talking to people, not just Pacific parents … and 
it’s amazing how many good things you can think of that’s been happening throughout the day talking to 
parents through that way.

In this case, changing practice means moving from a “professional space”—the school office or classrooms—

to a shared space defined as important by who is present. This move promotes enhanced communication 

because it increases time spent together.
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Time

The literature points to the significance of time in the education of Pacific students. For example, progress 

is characterised as walking backwards into the future (Sanga et al., 2023), linking the past to the future 

through the present. In addition, relationships are enhanced by time spent together (Siope, 2011). Significantly, 

education can be understood as a long-term malaga (purposeful journey) (Anae, 2019; Reynolds, 2017; 

Surtees et al., 2021) rather than as short episodes like a lesson or assessment. Cultural humility is displayed 

when teachers recognise and value that there are many ways of understanding and living well in the world. 

This is especially powerful when such fundamental concepts as time are in focus. 

In the PLD talanoa, teachers were challenged to rethink time by information derived from Pacific parents at 

the fono talanoa. For example: “The children are very busy ... It’s a big part of who they are on the inside. It’s 

not having time off—they are busy being who they are …”

The prevalence of time in the fono talanoa prompted dialogue about time in the PLD talanoa. This included 

self-awareness of time as an expression of cultural values. An example is: 

… being a New Zealand Pākehā, time has always been a super important thing—being on time in the family … 
that’s what you learn to do. And in my cultural group that is seen as respect, you know? It’s just being aware 
that you have your own values.

In addition, by being drawn to talk about time, teachers recognised their agency to change time use. One 

example is the exploration of the familiar situation where attention-seeking behaviour is rewarded with 

teacher attention despite the inequity this may produce. 

In this story, a teacher recounts how working to change relationships with Pacific students in her classroom 

enables her to re-allocate time more equitably:

So, unless I went around and noticed that they needed support, I’d only be going to the kids who are 
demanding it all of the time … Whereas now, they [Pacific students] don’t mind coming up and finding me … 
I think it’s my desire to know more and to create opportunities for [my] quiet Pacific students to share [their] 
depth of knowledge, and to feel comfortable enough to do that ...

Teachers also recognised the intergenerational significance of time that underpinned statements from the 

community fono such as: “Parents may not have had a good experience at school—they may not want to 

approach schoolteachers.” Such statements challenged teachers’ previous understandings of parent–school 

relationships, revealing submerged deficit explanations for familiar situations that absolve teachers of 

responsibility. Another example suggests the way teachers can appreciate how their own ideas about and 

experiences of time, availability, and involvement in education when applied uncritically to others can result 

in deficit understandings presented as “fact”:

We have to get away from the ‘fact’ that if they [Pacific parents] don’t make an appointment it’s not [that] they 
aren’t interested …

Rethinking the reasons behind common situations offers teachers opportunities to acknowledge past 

experiences as relevant to the present. Acknowledgement of the past also places responsibility on educators 

to find pathways towards positive change. As one teacher put it:

We need to address the pain Pacific people feel in education—through relationships— to support healing …

These examples that are centred on time show how the dual process of Pacific voice-driven challenge and 

teacher-originated change can encourage an understanding of Pacific education that stretches beyond 

the here and now. The result is that responsibility for mediating the effect of the past can be accepted by 

teachers.
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Success 

Pacific success as Pacific (Alkema, 2014; Reynolds, 2017; Toumu’a, 2014) in the literature refers to success 

defined by Pacific people by and for themselves. In education, this includes cultural, social, and academic 

forms of success. Success framed as academic achievement is a staple in education. However, ideas of 

success in education that move beyond achievement featured in Pacific parent voice from the fono talanoa. 

For example: “Success is when the child is present, and they are proud to be themselves.” 

Pacific ideas of success challenged teachers to rethink their previous ideas and embrace success as a 

culturally informed matter. For example:

We have quite set ideas I think on what success is. It can be that you live in a big house, got a good job … 
and if that’s what we’re measuring, I think the government [was] measuring success in National Standards … If 
[Pacific people are] representing their family and their church, that is success for them.

There is evidence in the PLD talanoa of teachers challenging individually centred ideas of success in favour 

of relationally held success, appreciating the significance of collectivity to the Pacific parents: 

It’s a communal sense, it’s not your success, it belongs to everyone, to the ‘village’ ...

Given the prevalence of diverse notions of success, teachers also recognised the role of Pacific people to 

support them to understand what matters to communities in education, and teachers’ responsibilities to 

change practice so as to deliver a range of valued outcomes:

[We need to be] asking what parents and children see as success and changing our practice to achieve this. 

[What] the parents want us to take away is all our families don’t have the same values, and don’t have the 
same desires, don’t see success as being the same thing. So, it’s important that we have conversations that 
you can get to know us, and what’s important to us and our family because it is so different.

One teacher encapsulated their new philosophy for producing the conditions for Pacific success as Pacific 

in a short mantra. This shows how consultation with Pacific parents as a result of involvement in the research 

has developed new guiding principles for her: 

I filtered it down for me to make it really intentional, into three words that have changed my interactions 
… making them more explicit. So, I came up with, this is just for me, ‘understanding, co-instruction and 
intention’.

These discussions of success do not revolve around the replacement of one form of success with another. 

It makes no sense to reduce “Pacific success” to a check list because Pacific communities are diverse. In 

the research, teachers negotiated with the idea that shared success is informed by relationships, and that 

relationships are grown through shared time.

RQ2—Focus: How are the benefits of Pacific-informed teacher learning 
shared with students? 

Much of the challenge offered to teachers in the PLD talanoa involved them rethinking relationships and, as 

a consequence, their role as a teacher. This includes reconsidering how time is viewed and used, and what 

matters in education. In this section, examples are given of specific changes in individual teachers’ practices 

and the benefits the teachers observed for their students. The examples, which deal with the benefits of 

sharing time, moving space, and sharing power, illustrate the way teacher learning and deliberate action can 

enhance the conditions for Pacific student learning.

The benefits of sharing time

Time is a valuable resource in education—there never seems to be enough. In this example, one teacher 

describes their action to provide extra time in their secondary classroom. However, the dynamics of the 

classroom have been shifted.  The seed for this change was sown in the PLD talanoa by Pacific parental 
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aspirations for their children such as: “Make them feel loved at school like they are at home. Even if they aren’t 

getting it at home, show them love at school …” 

This teacher organised time for work-focused relational activity after school because of their dissatisfaction 

with previous outcomes. The primary aim was to deepen relationships in order to encourage achievement:

I think that came down to stopping what wasn’t working in class. And for me, it was setting up that time 
outside of class to really have that connection with the students who academically needed it … I started 
doing after school Friday sessions … Now people know about it they come around because we have biscuits, 
but we really have some good chats as well … they are starting to achieve because they have that connection 
whatever is happening in class. I haven’t figured out how to change that in-class relationship yet. 

This account shows that, although the additional time is spent in the same place as timetabled time, different 

relationships can be indicated by changing aspects of the physical environment. Here, a shift is signalled 

through food (which cannot be consumed during school-defined time) and the sanctioning of informal 

dialogue (a contrast to the “normal” expectation of staying “on task”). The benefits the teacher claims for the 

students include deeper connection between student and teacher, opportunities to further connect with 

other students, and enhanced achievement. The teacher is aware of a need to explore reshaping school-

defined time so that the gains for students available from the Friday afternoon extra sessions over which the 

teacher has direct agency can be extended within institutionally defined structures. 

A second example comes from primary education and shows how Pacific students benefit when teachers 

share decisions about how class time should be spent. In this narrative, the teacher facilitates the teaching of 

a Pacific language, Tongan, in their classroom: 

So, another thing that I thought of … that’s kind of about honouring who you are … We have two hours I said to 
the kids ‘You can choose whatever you like to focus on’… Anyway, one girl said, ‘I’d like to learn some Tongan’ 
so she can speak to her grandmother … So, we organized for [a senior student] to come down and spend half 
an hour, twice a week working with this one student, which has been awesome … 

The teacher explains their deliberate act as “honouring”—a matter of identity that feeds the kind of cultural 

pride that Pacific parents in both fono talanoa included in Pacific success.  The elements of the situation 

are freeing up time for student choice; respecting the student’s aspirations—to talk to her grandparent; and 

providing leadership opportunities for a Tongan-speaking student. As facilitator, the teacher has sourced 

expertise from the community, relinquishing the habitual teaching role as expert. Benefits to the Pacific 

student in the class focus on cultural wellbeing, increased ability to communicate with family, exercise of 

agency, and language learning. Benefits for the Tongan tutor, also a student, include leadership, relationship 

building, and the validation of language fluency as a skill valued in school. 

The varied experiences of success in these examples are both contingent on the teachers deliberately 

sharing power and creating a partnership. Through partnership, because the strengths of all are valued, 

teachers can more easily care for the relationships between Pacific students and their language(s) (Kennedy, 

2019) as well as peer relationships and relationships and those between students and teachers.

The benefits of rethinking space

The PLD research data showed how understanding information from community talanoa by considering 

relationships as va or relational space can lead to changes in physical and relational space which benefit 

students. These benefits can be direct and indirect. A direct benefit of teachers learning to rethink their use of 

space is the effect change has on specific students. 

When teachers act deliberately and consistently to increase proximity with Pacific students, changes in the 

student–teacher relationship can produce positive benefits in students’ behaviour. For example:

So, one of my things was … getting alongside our students. So, one child in particular is quite quiet and I never 
really heard his voice, his strong voice. Getting alongside him is really effective. So, I’ve been doing it a lot, and 
he’s become a bit more brave in class to give me his opinion and his thoughts. So that’s been really good.
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Here, the teacher seems to have responded to Pacific parental comments from the fono talanoa such as 

“Take notice that [students] have a voice that they may be scared to show” by shaping their own actions in the 

classroom. The benefit to the student is visible in terms of enhanced participation and engagement, summed 

up by the teacher as bravery. 

A second example shows a similar benefit of a teacher’s deliberate action:

We talked [in the PLD] about getting alongside your children, you’re talking to them rather than putting them 
on the spot on the mat and I’ve been trying to do a lot more of that. And that’s been working really well, 
especially with this one wee girl I’ve got who, she won’t answer so much on the mat but if you have a wee 
chat to her … then she’s just been putting her head on my shoulder …

In this example, the benefit to the Pacific student from the teacher’s deliberate re-use of space is a sense of 

comfort and trust made visible through their reciprocal desire for closeness with the teacher. 

Indirect benefits to Pacific student can acrue when teachers act to curate closer relationships with Pacific 

parents. Teachers’ desires to care for relational space can be signalled when they reconfigure physical space 

and challenge norms that reinforce a view of professionalism that is expressed as distance. 

The next example shows how reciprocity can be developed by rethinking space:

I think if I had that conversation [about a student’s issue] behind the chair, it would’ve been quite cold. 
Whereas because we get to sit side by side on the little kids’ couch … we were really close, we were kind of 
knee to knee, she had her mask on and … it felt like I was talking to a friend—or it changed the relationship I 
feel. And then as things have come up, it’s opened up that conversation … I can actually flick her a wee email 
and tell her about things that have happened. Whereas before … I think it would’ve been very defensive back. 
Whereas now it’s like, ‘Oh yes, we’ve noticed that happening too, have you tried this? Because this works at 
home when he does that.’

The benefit to the Pacific student comes from the way reciprocation feeds increased alignment between 

home and school. The teacher’s concern has been heard in an environment shaped by them to reduce threat 

and enhance connection. In the teacher’s view, a result is the sharing of successful strategies practised in 

the home by the parent. The student is likely to benefit from closeness between home and school that can 

channel feedback and feedforward and if the teacher uses specific strategies in school that are effective at 

home.

RQ 3—Focus: What are the impacts of Pacific-informed changes in 
teachers’ practice on Pacific students’ educational experiences?

Beyond benefits to individuals described above, analysis of the PLD talanoa reveals three main impacts 

on Pacific students’ educational experiences of new deliberate practices by teachers. These are steps 

towards the normalisation of being Pacific in the classroom; greater inclusiveness leading to heightened 

representation of Pacific people in school contexts; and the development of an agenda of consultation.

Normalisation

Education in New Zealand has a European origin and, despite policy movement towards biculturalism 

(Lourie, 2016), generally offers monocultural educational experiences. Where non-dominant cultures such 

as those of Pacific origins are present, there is a tendency towards exoticisation of minority cultures.  An 

example is the calendar of Pacific language weeks which, while worthwhile and important, are limited in their 

influence on education as a whole. Normalisation, where something becomes part of everyday educational 

experiences, is a process that takes time and effort. In normalisation, consistency indicates value so that no 

one is surprised when what was new is now frequently experienced. 

During the PLD talanoa, teachers described many ways they were working at a small scale to make sustainable 

changes—the kinds of changes that can lead to normalisation. Examples include creating Pacific language 

ink stamps to sit with English and Māori stamps as a means of celebrating good work. In this case, the teacher 
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described giving students the choice of stamp. Award certificates in Pacific languages were developed across 

one school, and spelling strategies were augmented to include Pacific words such as the Samoan fale so that 

comparison (with whare) became a way of paying attention to language as an entity. The teacher concerned 

reported children enthusiastically contributing words from other heritage languages to lessons. 

Another example of normalisation can be seen when children’s interests are recognised in the classroom 

as valuable learning experiences for everybody. An example of this process concerns one child’s interest in 

drumming:

[The student] wanted to show his drumming, so he got up, and he’s got a bit of a difficulty with speech, but 
I’ve never seen him so articulate, such great diction, such great clarity as when he was explaining how the 
drums worked, and when you push on a different beat, and the kids were just fizzing …

Student agency can lead to the normalisation of being Pacific when Pacific students have the confidence in 

learning environments to bring their skills, knowledge, and experience to the table. 

Inclusiveness

Normalisation is linked to inclusiveness. Examples of teachers acting to change Pacific students’ educational 

experiences by encouraging participation have been offered above. Two other forms of inclusiveness, both 

involving family members, suggest the range of possibilities teachers investigated during the research. 

Firstly, a teacher reported researching Pacific family members’ names for use in mathematics lessons in the 

primary sector: 

I did some little bit of investigating of some names of relatives, in our maths we sort of put [name], ‘Oh that’s 
my grandma’, and ‘Oh that’s my little brother’, and that was just wasn’t anything much different, just made a 
conscious effort of using all of the children’s names, not just the Pasifika kids … they became more invested, it 
was just like an extra 10% of that without extra work. 

The family became “included” in the mathematics work, eliciting positive responses from the students. The 

strategy seems to have shifted the learning from being potentially abstract or disconnected to a known, 

domestic normality, enhancing engagement. The value of this kind of inclusion has been noted elsewhere 

(Hill et al., 2019). 

A second family-centred example involves teachers creating opportunities for Pacific parents or family 

members to be physically included in the class for their expertise and commitment. The example shows that 

teachers can develop inclusive partnerships with Pacific parents when they learn to behave in invitational ways:

I had one of my parents come up ... she said ‘Oh I’ve got a little wee YouTube about … making tivaevae (quilts) 
with the flowers ... and my daughter—could she share it in class?’  I said, ‘Look, if you’d like to come and join 
us … it would be wonderful … Don’t tell me now, just go and have a think about it and let me know when that 
would suit you.’ … And she came in full Cook Island dress … and she brought this beautiful tivaevae that was 
off her bed and showed the kids how to make it …

Although the first move was made by the mother offering a video, the teacher sought an opportunity for the 

parent to be personally involved. Her learning about time and the time commitments of cultural business 

meant that the teacher did not deliberately suggest a time slot for the parent’s contribution, but constructed 

a “pause” so that control of time sat with the parent. As a result, the parent’s involvement was much more 

extensive than the teacher had imagined, and the educational experience of the class was transformed as a 

result.

Consultation 

A further impact of Pacific-informed changes in teachers’ practice of benefit to Pacific students involves 

consultation. The development of a consultative agenda implies a culture of asking and the deliberate 

creation of opportunities through which this becomes possible. During Year 2 research at Site 2, an 

opportunity was created through prayer. Pacific students were offered the chance to open a PLD session—

which they knew was intended to benefit them—by offering prayers for the kinds of teachers and education 
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they needed to learn best. This provided learning for the teachers about what was significant to those Pacific 

students and the kinds of language teachers might use to mirror the children’s concerns when discussing 

teaching and learning with them.

Another example involves teachers constructing partnerships with Pacific parents in curricular and 

extracurricular matters. The teacher explained:

A result of the work we have been doing here, over time, is that we have the relationship now where I was 
able to say, ‘I would still like us to do a Pasifika cultural group [despite COVID] and would you help me?’, and 
she [a Tongan parent] said, ‘Yes.’ And when we got together—she was part of the whānau group that helped 
here [with the fono] and that relationship has grown—her as part of a link to the community as well, she 
made a video of bread making and used the Tongan values and we used that in school …

According to the teacher, as well as the performance group and bread making, the dynamics involved in this 

encounter stretched over a long period of time and into the wider Tongan community.

A final example of an agenda of consultation is of a school leader using what she had learnt through the 

research talanoa process to be more inclusive, fostering the comfort of Pacific community members, and 

thus encouraging their active participation as consultants:

We had … a strategic board meeting last night and all our different cultural groups introduced themselves 
with pride in who they were. They introduced and they said, one said their name and that ‘I’m a Cook 
Islander’ … So, there’s those things that, because we’re talking about it [Pacific involvement in education] 
all the time that’s showing that it’s valued, and we’ve got that idea and it’s made me think in terms of our … 
cultural community strategic goal. We had that strategic meeting on what that’ll look like next year. So, that’s 
been my learning …

The active participation of Pacific people at board of trustee level is essential if Pacific community voice is to 

reshape the educational experiences schools provide. 

RQ4—Focus: What are the dynamics that support the translation of 
improved Pacific students’ educational experiences to other valued 
outcomes? 

The first three RQs have been answered by indicating the range of what was learnt from Pacific people 

during the research by teachers, the benefits of that learning to Pacific students, and by taking a wide lens 

to the way Pacific students’ educational experiences were impacted. RQ4 is now answered by identifying the 

dynamics that support outcomes valued by Pacific people that stretch beyond educational experiences. 

Two valued outcomes are sustainable change—that which is likely to last and potentially multiply; and 

learning of the “heart and mind”—that which is deep and transferable as contexts change. The dynamics that 

support these valued outcomes include teachers’ enhanced confidence to be positive, well-informed actors 

in Pacific education; attention to the small scale and every day; reflective, experiential learning; and time.

Confidence

Confidence to navigate cultural matters is important for the achievement of sustainable change because 

confidence sits at the heart of partnership between educators and Pacific people. At the start of the PLD 

process, some teachers expressed concern at saying or asking “the wrong thing” of Pacific contacts and 

they were also worried about being judged as “tokenistic” by teaching colleagues. Moving away from this 

fear-centred double bind was made possible by teachers’ increased confidence in themselves as learners 

and sense-makers. Their confidence was fostered by the safe space of talanoa, expressed by one teacher as 

follows:

I immediately think is this is being a really safe space … and I think when we have stupid questions … that it’s 
okay to not shame us when we ask.
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However, confidence also grew through spending time with Pacific people, itself supported by confidence 

from the talanoa process. A clear example of is a teacher who attended a Pacific-focused workshop for 

Pacific parents in her local area. She told the talanoa group:

I put myself [out] on Sunday and I went to the Talanoa Ako … it was about the workshop with parents, 
caregivers of Pasifika students. And I was really nervous, ‘Am I going to be the only person there? Will they 
all be speaking in Samoan? Will I be welcome?’ It was the most invigorating thing I’ve done for a long time. 
Lots of kai, lots of supportive engagement and … Yeah it was great to find something like that out there … 

This example illustrates how the research process encouraged relational confidence, and how the risks that 

this permitted produced a reward likely to inspire further action.

Scale

At times, it can be attractive to seek a silver bullet, a big development to solve complex problems such as 

how to improve education for Pacific students (Smith & Wolfgramm-Foliaki, 2021). Silver bullet thinking can 

lead to deficit theorisation when simplicity leads to a situation where responsibility for complex issues is 

avoided by those who benefit from the status quo. 

As a result of silver bullet thinking, some teachers’ confidence was tested when they had to withstand 

the expectations of their school leaders for a “special programme”, a simple, shallow, quick gain to justify 

involvement in the research PLD. At one juncture, this led to the doubt-ridden question, “Am I missing 

the point?” from a teacher whose changes in everyday practice appeared effective in the classroom, but 

inadequate as a silver bullet. After reflection and talanoa on the issue, another teacher highlighted the value 

of the small scale thus:

Learning little things like sitting beside has made a really big difference to the Pasifika students in my class, 
and not only them actually; it’s been quite helpful for other students. I feel like it’s taken so long to kind of get 
there butm… now I’ve gotta pass that information on …

Small-scale changes to classrooms and schools that are aligned with a relational understanding of the world, 

embrace and value Pacific cultures, and express progressive steps towards authentic partnership with Pacific 

communities and parents are significant. Together, small changes provide a “big” challenge to education as a 

system to rethink how to better serve Pacific students.  

Experiential learning

Experiential learning supports the sustainability of valued outcomes from the research. This is because the 

learning undertaken by the teachers in the PLD talanoa does not address a quick generic fix but is localised 

and demands that the teachers involved performed contextualisation themselves. Learning from local 

parents has its own value for teachers:

Hearing these things from Auckland ... is interesting. But hearing from our own Pacific parents is powerful. 
We fit it immediately into our setting. We think ‘Oh, what can we do about that?’ ... it helps us imagine what it’s 
like here. 

This claim points to the value of the mediated dialogue process which made available to teachers the voices 

of Pacific people from their local communities. These voices included the parents of Pacific students being 

taught now in the KAs. The PLD was structured to encourage the teachers to learn about their own students:

We weren’t learning about a programme, we were learning about who our students are, what our students 
and parents want, and about what we have to do to make learning a better experience for them.

Teachers-as-learners who have experienced the value of engaging with the Pacific communities served by 

their school are on a path to sustainable change because the process is iterative and dynamic.

Sustainability is also supported through the discursive nature of the talanoa process experienced by teachers 

in Learning From Each Other. Through the talanoa process, teachers learnt to value and explore their own 
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expertise as a helpful way of appreciating the lives of their Pacific informants. This included reflection on 

cultural matters, such as this example which formed a backdrop to discussion a Pacific culture:

I would say I don’t have a culture. I’m kiwi so. But my son’s best friend broke his ankle, … So, I did what I 
always did, and I put treats in there … put all these things in a bag … And they were like ‘Here goes the Irish 
Catholics … she goes, that’s what the Irish Catholics do’. And I didn’t realise but that was how my mom had 
brought me up, my nana, and it would be Irish Catholic, but she said it stood out to them because she said 
the Scottish don’t do that … I was like ‘Oh that might be my culture but hadn’t thought about that’.

Because the talanoa process legitimises everyone’s expertise, teachers placed ideas of their own culture 

beside expressions of culture from Pacific people so that neither was denigrated or exoticised. Instead, an 

appreciation of difference and space for the viewpoints of others became possible. Where difference is 

valued, a one-size-fits-all understanding of life becomes untenable. This thinking is valuable in all contexts:

I think for me it was realising last week when I was having to be with people who were talking about the 
COVID immunisation rates and commenting about Māori and Pasifika, and [saying] ‘What do you mean they 
want it done differently?’ etc. … and I was able to say ‘Hold on!’, and I just felt … a lightbulb moment for me 
actually of putting myself in someone else’s shoes.

Time

Many aspects of the framework derived from Learning From Each Other are visible in The New Zealand 

Curriculum (NZC) (Ministry of Education, 2007) which states “while there is no formula that will guarantee 

learning … in every context, there is extensive, well-documented evidence about the kinds of … approaches 

that consistently have a positive impact”. Among these are elements central to the talanoa PLD approach 

we employed, including “create a supportive learning environment; encourage reflective thought and 

action; enhance the relevance of new learning; facilitate shared learning; make connections to prior learning 

and experience; and inquire into the teaching–learning relationship” (Ministry of Education, 2007, p. 34, 

punctuation altered). These elements were consistent across Site 1 and Site 2. Leaning on this consistency, 

capitalising on similar thinking across sites, and because the aim of this report has been to demonstrate 

the range of responses, much of the narrative has woven data from both sites of the PLD talanoa. However, 

NZC also advocates for “sufficient opportunities to learn” (p. 30). Given the difference in structure in Year 2 of 

the initiative discussed in the Research activities section above, a contextual approach to sufficiency when 

considering the dynamic of time is helpful.

It appears that those groups in Site 1 who spent Year 1 or Year 2 in the research programme had sufficient 

opportunities to learn from Pacific parents through information contained in the fono talanoa and to apply 

this in interactions with Pacific students and parents. That is, they learnt and contextualised in their immediate 

environments. 

However, while this was also true in Year 1 of the group in Site 2, the additional year this cohort spent 

engaged in the research demonstrated learning that extended into wider contexts, primarily focused on 

relationship enhancement with Pacific people in their communities. Examples include visiting a Pacific ECE 

centre, hearing the journey of a Pacific artist, and talanoa with Pacific students. The growth of participants’ 

confidence through experiential learning over an extended period of time appeared to contribute to 

increased ownership over the programme.

In relational research that values community engagement as a way of enhancing Pacific students’ education, 

this additional level of learning points to extended time as a key factor in research and PLD that seeks 

sustained and deep change in Pacific education. Experience suggests that, too often, PLD providers and 

schools expect deep change from short (and sometimes one-off) PLD commitments. However, it seems 

obvious that since the learning of students and teachers shares many similarities, the data-driven advice of 

NZC should be heeded so that time is extended as needed. Especially in contexts such as Pacific education 

where the issues are intergenerational, solutions do not resemble a silver bullet because deep change 

is required. As a consequence of the dynamics visible in Learning From Each Other, we developed the 

following model of the learning process to support deep and sustainable change.
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FIGURE 10: The Learning From Each Other learning model
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Conclusion: Implications for practice
#1 Schools can leverage the potential of local Pacific voice

Learning From Each Other points to the potential of local Pacific voice collected in culturally appropriate  

ways to:

•	 motivate teachers to devise changes that meet the aspirations of their local Pacific communities

•	 provide navigation as they devise new aspects of practice

•	 frame accountability related to the nature and effects of changes that are made.

Every school in Aotearoa New Zealand connected to a Pacific community has this opportunity.

#2 Schools can value small-scale but lasting changes

The research shows the catalytic potential of valuing a wide range of deliberate small-scale changes 

in practice achieved by teachers who learn from the powerful resources of Pacific voice and concepts, 

supported by navigators such as researchers. These include changes to:

•	 time allocation

•	 student agency

•	 the use and understanding of space

•	 curriculum content

•	 values

•	 relationships.
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Together, such changes embody developments in school culture connected through Pacific-informed logic. 

This implies the value of providing opportunities for teachers to achieve and then reflect on the value to 

Pacific students and parents of any small-scale changes they make. This is because scale and significance 

are relative and positional matters. Effective change need not revolve around a grand new initiative.

#3 Schools can shift valued outcomes by thinking deeply

The research shows the significance to relational and learning outcomes of shifts in logic achieved by 

teachers when supported by Pacific voice. Outcomes valued by parents and therefore by the research 

process include:

•	 Pacific students feeling supported in educational spaces

•	 the enhancement of Pacific students’ participation in education

•	 relationships between home and school that are moving towards authentic, power-sharing partnership

•	 peer support as a way of learning

•	 the increased visibility of Pacific people and Pacific cultures in educational spaces

•	 recognition of the expertise held in Pacific communities and ways for teachers to access this in order to 

enhance the education of Pacific students.

Implications that stem from this key learning centre on the significance of changing the logic used by 

schools and education more generally. This involves rethinking what is valued, how it is measured, and 

how accountability is constructed and justified as aspects of school (and educational) culture. Learning that 

disturbs the habitual gives creative, catalytic opportunities.

#4 Schools need support to link policy and practice to benefit their 
Pacific learners

Learning From Each Other exists in a field of Pacific community-informed policy and practice developments.  

For instance, the research supports teachers to achieve attributes ascribed to effective teachers of Pacific 

students outlined in Tapasā (Ministry of Education, 2018).  Examples include:

•	 Confidence developed through the talanoa process produced teacher behaviour that “Demonstrates a 

strengths-based practice and builds on the cultural and linguistic capital Pacific learners, their parents, 

families and communities bring” (p. 11)

•	 Experience of talanoa and learning about va encourages thinking that “Uses … different Pacific conceptual 

models and frameworks as a reference and guide for planning, [and] teaching” (p. 15). 

The research, therefore, provides a framework to support effective locally relevant delivery of PLD that can 

lead to the kinds of sustainable change valued in policy. The implication of this is that Pacific-focused PLD 

should consider the framework and dynamics identified in Learning From Each Other in order to maximise 

the change-making potential of precious resources such as time, teacher attention, and community-based 

expertise in PLD.

#5 PLD providers should appreciate the significance of context when 
supporting Pacific education

The research was deliberately sited in two different contexts. Although common themes emerged from 

the fono data collected in the two sites, there were relevant aspects of community contexts present in the 

way these themes were expressed as exemplified above. However, a more significant aspect of difference 

to the process and outcomes of the research centres on the educational contexts involved. As discussed, 

the dynamic of time varied between Site 1 and Site 2 because the participants in Site 1 wanted to continue 
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in the research. Explanations for this include the coherence of the KA as a faith-based structure set 

amongst a community of common religious practice in which many relationships such as those between 

teacher participants and between school leaders/Pacific community members existed before the research 

commenced. The implication of this for the development of effective Pacific education is that relational 

groundwork within school and KA structures has great potential. This is because trust—especially when 

taking risks—benefits from relational closeness. 
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