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Leadership in Pasifika early childhood educa4on as a poli4cal act. 
This presenta,on will discuss the importance of cultural values, family and community 
contribu,on to sustain a collec,ve approach to educa,on, which in turn resonates with 
Pasifika ways of knowing, Pasifika theology and epistemology. Leadership in the spirit of 
the collec,ve fosters difference, and offers poten,ali,es in learning and collec,ve 
construc,ons of knowledge in leadership. Within the collec,ve, the early childhood 
leader is an agent of change, naviga,ng choices that require responsibility, ethics and 
care. For Pasifika early childhood educa,on communi,es, there must be an awareness of 
the complexity, mul,plicity and diversity of leadership, to strengthen culturally relevant 
prac,ces and resilience in traversing the shiDing poli,cal landscapes and global change. 
The neoliberal climate and impact of poli,cal reforms that govern the early childhood 
educa,on sector have generated further implica,ons for the sustainability of leadership 
within Pasifika early childhood educa,on seEngs, which require further inves,ga,on, 
dialogue and cri,que (Matapo & Leaupepe, 2016). Throughout the presenta,on I will 
draw upon my leadership reali,es and experiences as both programme leader of Pasifika 
early childhood educa,on as well as my role as associate dean Pasifika. Pasifika leadership 
praxis within educa,on must resonate with Pasifika ways of knowing, Pasifika theology 
and epistemology (Leaupepe & Sauni, 2014; Mara, 2005). This is inclusive of collec,vist 
cultural concepts, rather than individualis,c liberal ideals (Matapo, 2018). 
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Scene setting: Pasifika ECE 
and ECE political landscape
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(Mara, 2013; May, 2013).

History of Early Childhood Education in Aotearoa/New Zealand.

1889 – Kindergarten
Dunedin

1903 – Crèche 
Wellington

1982 – Te Kōhunga Reo

1941 – Playcentre
Wellington

1986 – home-
based project, 
Anau Ako
Pasifika

1916 – Citizens Day Nursery
Wellington

1985 – Pacific language
Early Childhood EducaQon
-Aoga Amata

1972 – First 
Playgroup 
established in 
Tokoroa. (Cook 
Islands women 
at St Lukes
Pacific Islands 
Presbyterian) 

1987 – SAASIA 
established in 
Wellington 

Matapo, 2019
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Colonisation vs Decolonisation

5

• New Zealand as a colonial state - Education as a efficient agent of 
Europeanisation and it's all in the promotion of economic and social 
progress

• Post world war two political changes were occurring globally, and 
world-wide process of decolonisation (not in the context of 
epistemology, rather in terms of the Colonial rule). 

• Current global politics and philosophy of education are shifting 
education research towards decolonsing epistemology.

Matapo, 2019

1998: Ministry of Education: Consolidation of Pasifika Team and organisation-
wide approach to increasing opportunities for Pasifika success in education.

Pacific Vision Conference (Ministry of Pacific Islands Affairs).

1999-2001: Sector-wide approach (‘Closing the Gaps’) to improved Pasifika 
outcomes: Some improvement in education performance for Pasifika; range 
of new policy/practice initiatives; research initiatives.

2001: First Pasifika Education Plan (Ministry of Education) published, with 
the aim of providing a coherent and integrated approach to coordinating all 
policies which aim to improve education outcomes for Pasifika peoples.

Pasifika education research and policy from 
1998–2018

6 Matapo, 2019
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2001: Publication of Pasifika Education Research Guidelines 
(Anae et al).

2006: Pasifika Education Plan 2006-2010 published.

2009: Pasifika Education Plan 2008-2012 launched.

2010: Teu le va — Relationships across research and policy in 
Pasifika Education: A collective approach to knowledge generation and 
policy development for action towards Pasifika education success 
launched.

2013-2017 Pasifika Education Plan launched

2018 – The first Pacific cultural competency framework -
Tapasa

Pasifika education 
research and policy from 
1998–2018

7 Matapo, 2019

Understanding ancient ancestral relationships between tangata
whenua and tagata o le moana, and the colonial and post colonial 
hegemonic systems that positioned Moana peoples as colonised 

and marginalised, underpins a continued systemic commitment to 
Pasifika Education that goes beyond notions of Pasifika 

underachievement, marginalisation and equity considerations. 
(Si’ilata, 2019)

Enabling transformative 
Pasifika/Pacific Education futures 

8
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Indigenous Pacific epistemology: challenges in 
education and research 

• Lack for resources (human & material) to assist potential 
researchers

• Politics of education and continuing dependence on foreign 
intellectual and financial resources.

• Cautious acknowledgement by both Pacific and non-Pacific 
scholars of the validity of Pacific Research and Pacific research 
frameworks.

• Continued marginalisation of Pacific ways of thinking, living, 
doing in formal education – especially higher education

• Epistemological silencing and continuing appropriation of Pacific 
knowledge and products

• Over-emphasis of global knowledge over local and indigenous 
knowledge and life ways (individual vs collective)

• General fear of taking risks. (Thaman, 2016).

The political landscape of ECE in Aotearoa
In ECE, a number of compe5ng ideologies are present. The global rise of neo-
liberal reform has had a significant impact on ECE policy since the 1980s, and
sits in contradic9on to other important early childhood policy developments,
such as the development of Te Whāriki – He whariki matauranga a nga
mokopuna o Aotearoa: Early Childhood Curriculum (Ministry of Educa9on, 1996).
Early childhood policy ini9a9ves intersect with other state agendas. These
include a focus on increasing the par9cipa9on of women in the workforce,
targe9ng ‘at-risk' children and families, and preparing children for school, and for
their future roles as par5cipants in the global economy (Ball & Vincent, 2005;
Mitchell, 2005, Farquar & Gibbons, 2010). The neo-liberal tenets of capitalism,
free markets, choice, compe55on, individual freedom and the emphasis on
economically produc9ve ci9zens, alongside generous government subsidies in
the sector have resulted in a rapid expansion of the sector. In par9cular, the rise
of for-profit providers and the entrance of corporate providers that have
‘reshaped the poli9cal landscape of early childhood poli9cs' (May, 2009, p. 276).

Matapo, 2019
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Complexities of leadership to consider in Pasifika ECE…
Mara (2013) has identified key issues that impact the current and future 
directions of Pasifika early childhood education. These are; 
• the need for comprehensive overview of the direction of Pasifika

education in terms of societal and community outcomes, 
• perception of Pasifika culture and languages including hybrid Pasifika 

identity, 
• the need for an increase in the number of qualified Pasifika teachers, 
• critical and culturally responsive review of quality indicators and 

dimensions, 
• and quality teaching and learning in conjunction with organizational 

sustainability. 
From the recommendations given by a range of literature, there is little to no 
mention of the importance of culturally responsive leadership or 
connections made to leadership in promoting culturally responsive 
pedagogy which is fundamental to the purpose of Pasifika education 

(Chu, Glasgow, Rimoni, Hodis, & Meyer, 2013; Cooper & Hedges, 2014; Leaupepe & Sauni, 2014; Mara, 2013; Meade, PuhiPuhi, 
& Foster-Cohen, 2003; Tagoilelangi-Leota, 2010; ).

Pacific languages 
spoken in ECE services: 
(MoE, 2018)

12

Pacific  Language 1-11% 12-20% 21-50% 51-80% 81-100%
Grand 
Total

Cook Islands Māori 44 7 8 6 0 65

Fijian 25 2 2 0 0 29

Niuean 17 3 4 1 2 27

Samoan 402 45 31 26 21 525

Tongan 151 15 13 26 26 231

Percentage of teaching time that a language is spoken.

The type of ECE service: Education & care services, kindergarten, home-
based services, playcentre, Kōhanga reo, etc. 

English 80 63 170 1174 2592 4079

Matapo, 2019
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Pacific Values – embedding within leadership
Pasifika pedagogy within education has drawn increasing attention in 

current research. Approaches in Pasifika pedagogy integrate wider Pasifika 
values, in addition to specific Pacific Island cultural values. Issues identified 
within the literature, articulate the importance of cultural knowledge for 
children and Pasifika learners, above all how this impacts upon the learner 

engaged in education. 
(Airini, & Rubie-Davies, 2011; Afamasaga, 2007; Cooper & Hedges, 2014; Devine, Teisina & Pau’uvale, 2012; Sauni, 2011; Leaupepe

& Sauni, 2014; Te Ava, Airini, & Rubie-Davies, 2011; Toso, 2011; Mara, 2013; Wednt-Samu, 2006). 

Values of service, spirituality, respect, love and relationships, 
are mentioned in the majority of the literature that engage with Pasifika 

pedagogy…..

So what does this mean for leadership in 
your ECE setting?

Jacoba M atapo, SAASIA conference, 2017

Matapo, 2019
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Toso (2011) discusses spirituality as a 
philosophy of pedagogical practice from a 
Samoan perspective. The significance of 

the spiritual self is vital as this supports a 
sense of identity from birth, progressing 

through life within a spiritual process. 
Spiritual identities are established and 
fashioned via relationships within the 

learning environment.

Spirituality

(Leaupepe, Matapo & Ravlich, 2017)
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From a Samoan perspective, 
faasinomaga (relationships) 

connect at a deeper level than 
everyday reality and notions of self 
are in-depth and render visible the 

concept of spirituality. Ancestry 
ideas associated with the concept 

of the vā encapsulate the 
relationships, languages, values, 
beliefs, heritages, and cultures.

(Leaupepe, Matapo & Ravlich, 2017)

COSMOS
Cosmogony

Fanua / Fonua
Whenua

Ocean / Seas

Pacific Indigenous knowledge

Matapo, 2019
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Te Whāriki a mat for “all” to stand and the weaving 
of Pasifika voices

That of our ancestors, our stories, our histories, 
our languages, our cultures, our identities 

Hear my voice, the Pasifika child 
I am unique, a child of my forebears, 

A spiritual being, a dynamic multiplicity 
Connected to my past, present and future 

The fibres of our Whāriki the weaving of Pasifika 
voices, yet to come

Te Whāriki a mat for “all” to stand 

Matapo, 2019

The art of wayfinding and 
Pasifika ECE leadership

10/1/1918
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How can the metaphor of Polynesian naviga5on and the art
of way-finding, help us explore understandings of leadership
as a collec2ve responsibility. Engaging in tradi5onal way-
finding methods we invite a reconceptualising of leadership
to explore leadership capaci2es of visioning, perseverance,
resilience and care.

Matapo, 2019

What do we know about the Pacific Ocean?

(Lewis, 1994)
Matapo, 2019
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History of Pacific migration, dispersal 
timeline

• Australia and New Guinea –
50,000 years ago

• Fiji, Samoa, Tonga – 1,600 – 1,200 
B.C.

• Cook Islands, Tahiti-nui, 
Taumotus, and Hiva – 300 B.C.

• Easter Island - 300 A.D.
• Hawaii – 400 A.D.

(Lewis, 1994)

• “Successful wayfinding depends on everybody in the waka having 
alertness of the mind, wakefulness in the heart, being attuned in the 
spirit, and grounded in the belly. It involves a responsive, detailed and 
disciplined engagement with an unfolding and continuously changing 
environment” (Spiller, Barclay-Kerr, & Panoho, 2015, p. 17). 
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“Research in early childhood educational leadership continues to 
focus attention on the relationships of the individual leader within 

their particular organisation, rather than the contextual 
characteristics of communities and societies in which early 

childhood services are located (Fasoli, Scrivens & Woodrow, 2007; 
Waniganayake, 2011). This suggests that the leader within the early 
childhood organisation, may operate in disconnect to wider political, 
cultural and societal influences that are impacting upon the lives of 
children, families, teachers and community” (Matapo, 2017, p. 43). 

In the spirit of the collective.
Collective: What is it? 
A state or situation in which people or things are 

together or work together to form a whole. 

In the spirit of the collective 
“Communal purpose for Pacific 

communities includes the desire for 
peaceful living, adequate shelter, 
strong familial relationships, cultural 
survival, and satisfied spiritual 
needs…we are not individuals, we do 
not make choices in isolation from our 
families, because we are tofi 
(inheritance) with our families, our 
villages and our nation” (Tui Atua, 
2006, p. 316). The individual grows within the collective. 

Matapo, 2019



10/1/19

j.matapo@auckland.ac.nz 13

Polynesian navigation 
methods – star gazing

(Lewis, 1994, p. 96).

Matapo, 2019

• “ Central to Polynesian navigation is the discipline 
of reading the signs, such as swell patterns, cloud 
lore, streaks of phosphorescence that indicate land 
mass, and homing birds. These signs provide 
valuable information for the master navigators to 
draw the destination to them and make landfall “ 
(Spiller, Barclay-Kerr, & Panoho, 2015, p 17). 

What are the signs in the political 
landscape that Pasifika ECE 

leaders must navigate?
Matapo, 2019
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Leadership and the art of wayfinding 
1. Leaders need to understand how to read the signs. Signs include: stars, seasons, 

cloud formations and colour, currents, flight path of birds. 
2. Leaders need to know how to make course corrections (resilience, 

perseverance)
3. The leader must recognise and cultivate the potential of the people in the waka 

(Care).  
4. The leader must develop the ability to continuously refresh her or his thinking 

and be emotionally self-aware to recognise their own reactions to situations to 
be free of clouded judgement.

5. Leaders must seek to ‘recognise the invisible’ – to reveal what might remain 
hidden – by being in a state of readiness and response-ability, being able to 
respond with wisdom and discernment and not merely being reactive.  
(Adapted from Spiller, Barclay-Kerr, & Panoho, 2015, p 24). 

Matapo, 2019
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We have boldly gone into new territories and crossed frontiers 
we never thought we could, or would, in the relatively short 

history of our place within the wider early childhood sector in 
this country. 

Yet we still have some frontiers that challenge us on the journey 
towards quality provision, and towards a clear demarcation of our 
place within the galaxy of other early childhood services. In effect, 
I believe there is still work to do to achieve a full assertion of our 
Pacific cultural and linguistic identities in our society at large, and 

in particular within the early childhood education sector. 
(Mara, 2005)

Pasifika leadership in ECE - a political act
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