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Abstract 
 
 
 
 
Both in New Zealand and the Cook Islands, the decline of the Cook Islands Māori language 

has been a topic of major concern. In New Zealand alone, the number of Cook Islands 

speakers has had a steady decrease, which has affected Cook Islands youth in terms of 

language preservation, cultural and ethnic identity, and wellbeing. Language initiatives, 

whether it be at a government level or community level, have been put in place to address 

these concerns but despite this, from 2001 to 2018, the Cook Islands Māori language has 

declined from 9,732 to 7,833 (Statistics New Zealand, 2018). The purpose of this study was to 

examine the Cook Islands Māori language in New Zealand by exploring Cook Islands 

communities and identifying the role they play in the development of language learning for 

Cook Islands youth. In addition, the aim was to gather youth perceptions on the language and 

their thoughts on the role of community groups in language maintenance within the Cook 

Islands community in New Zealand. This qualitative study consisted of an online 

questionnaire that attracted 37 participants and four community focus groups consisting of 20 

participants. The focus groups were separated into youth focus groups (16 – 24 years) and 

community focus groups (25 years and over). In the focus groups, youth participants 

discussed the significance of the Cook Islands Māori language in terms of strong family 

connections and relationships with parents and grandparents. They claimed that the language 

also connected them to their Cook Islands heritage and supported them in terms of their 

cultural and ethnic identity. Community group participants acknowledged their role, stating 

that although they understood their responsibility in the language learning space, they needed 

support to develop the language leaders that Cook Islands youth need to guide them with 

their language learning. Recommendations from this research provides strategies for 

supporting Cook Islands youth and Cook Islands communities regarding the language and will 

benefit other Pacific and indigenous groups that may be facing the same concerns. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 

 

This chapter discusses the focus and rationale of this research thesis. It outlines the rationale 

of a research project concentrated on the role of Cook Islands communities in Cook Islands 

Māori language promotion and maintenance, in particular with Cook Islands youth in 

Aotearoa New Zealand. This chapter also establishes the aims and objectives of the 

research and provides an outline of the thesis. 

 

 

Rationale 
This thesis topic was selected to explore and analyse the concerning issue of Cook Islands 

Māori language development amongst Cook Islands youth in Aotearoa New Zealand. From 

2001 to 2018, Cook Islands Māori speakers in Aotearoa New Zealand dropped from 9,372 to 

7,833 (Statistics New Zealand, 2018). Being that the Cook Islands community in Aotearoa 

New Zealand is now the third largest Pacific population, this continuous decrease in Cook 

Islands Māori speakers is concerning. While language proficiency is in decline (7,833 Cook 

Islands Māori speakers), there is simultaneously an increase of the Cook Islands population 

in Aotearoa New Zealand (80,532 Cook Islands people in New Zealand) (Statistics New 

Zealand, 2018). This decrease in Cook Island Māori proficiency in an increasing population is 

a particularly worrying development that will significantly affect the cultural identity of Cook 

Islands youth in Aotearoa New Zealand. 

 

Davis and Starks (2005) conducted an investigation focusing on four social factors that may 

“exert an influence of language proficiency” on the Cook Islands Māori language which 

focused on inter-marriages and how this impacts the continuation of the language, the length 

of time spent in the Cook Islands and again, how this affects language learning, family 

dynamics and whether the language is being used in the home, and lastly the type of 

exposure the learning that is provided within school. However, this study also showed that 

the use of these same social factors could potentially prevent the success of language 

maintenance and the will of the individual is paramount in order to achieve a successful 

outcome (Davis & Starks, 2005). Glasgow (2010), on the other hand, focused on the 

innovation Cook Islands communities demonstrate when embracing the English language 

and culture to help strengthen traditional Cook Islands Māori language. This research 

determined that indigenous language and cultural maintenance must be developed by 
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societies with a focus on enhancing traditional practices, knowledge, and values (Glasgow, 

2010). 

 

In relation to previous research, this thesis will add to the discourse by focusing on Cook 

Islands youth and Cook Islands community organisations in New Zealand. While previous 

literature is rich with data regarding the Cook Islands Māori language, there is a gap in the 

academic discourse here that needs to be addressed in order to find a solution to the steady 

decline in language proficiency we are now facing. It is necessary to focus on the community 

for the benefit of Cook Islands youth in New Zealand in order to provide further development 

and promotion of the Cook Islands Māori language alongside potential solutions for language 

acquisition and promotion to ensure the survival and prosperity of the language. 

 

 

Cook Islands Māori language, youth, and communities 
Current academic literature traces the decline of Cook Islands Māori language proficiency in 

New Zealand (McCaffery & McFall-McCaffery, 2010; Glasgow, 2010; Taumoefolau, Starks, 

Davis, Bell, 2004). Internationally, Cook Islands Māori is on the endangered list of languages. 

On the United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) 

endangered languages list, there is a classification system showing each language at a 

specific level of distress. This classification system is based on multiple levels of language 

vulnerability: vulnerable, definitely endangered, severely endangered, critically endangered 

and extinct (Moseley, 2010). On this list, there are four languages belonging to the Cook 

Islands and at this current moment, they are at different levels of distress. According to 

UNESCO’s endangered list, the Rarotongan language is ‘vulnerable’, the Penryhn language 

is ‘severely endangered’ and both the Pukapuka and Manihiki languages are ‘definitely 

endangered’. This may or may not reflect the situation in New Zealand, but it does indicate 

the overall seriousness of the loss the Cook Islands Māori language is facing and the need 

for urgent support. 

 

Cook Islands community groups play a large role in maintaining not only the culture of the 

Cook Islands and a sense of familiarity for those now living in the diaspora, but they also play 

a significant role in the preservation of the language for Cook Islands youth living in New 

Zealand. This research is unique in that it focuses on these communities at the ground level 

who actively promote the maintenance of Cook Islands culture and language in the diaspora 

daily. Concentrating on community groups - small, large, cultural, religious, sporting allows 

the research to uncover how these groups are dealing with language development for their 

young people. This research also explores the perspectives of Cook Island youth in 



3 

 

 

New Zealand, whether they are in a community group or not, in order to understand the type of 

support they may need or want in terms of their heritage language. 

 

 

Aims and objectives 
The main objective of this research is to understand the role of Cook Islands community 

groups in Auckland and how they engage their youth concerning the Cook Islands Māori 

language. It focuses on how Cook Islands communities promote the significance of the Cook 

Islands Māori language in their community activities and events. This thesis also examines 

youth responses and perspectives regarding the efforts of these community groups to promote 

and maintain the language, alongside their views on the future of the Cook Islands Māori 

language. By understanding these elements, this research will add to the ongoing 

understanding of Cook Islands youth in New Zealand and provide recommendations to 

support the development and promotion of their heritage language with the guidance of local 

Cook Islands community groups. 

 

The key objectives of this research are to: 

 

1) Understand how Cook Islands communities promote the significance of the 

Cook Islands Māori language in their community activities and events; 

2) Identify how Cook Islands communities in Auckland target their youth when 

understanding or learning the language; 

3) Examine the response of Cook Islands youth to these community efforts 

and their perspectives of the language; 

4) Analyse how youth see the future of the Cook Islands Māori language. 

 

 

Thesis outline 
Chapter 1 of this thesis, entitled ‘Introduction’ outlines the rationale for this study and the 

significance of the decline of Cook Islands Māori language proficiency in New Zealand. It 

establishes the premise for this research and the focus on Cook Islands communities in 

Auckland and Cook Island youth, and their responses to the serious issues faced by the Cook 

Islands Māori language. It also summarises the aims and objectives of the research, and the 

outline of the thesis. 

 

Chapter 2 comprises the literature review, which examines available and relevant literature 
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concerning the Cook Islands Māori language in New Zealand. This chapter provides an 

overview of Pacific peoples and their Pacific languages in New Zealand and goes on to focus 

on the Cook Islands people and the Cook Islands Māori language. From there, it reviews the 

language learning spaces which includes the impact it has within the family, the wider Cook 

Islands community groups as well as smaller community groups, and government initiatives 

supported by the Ministry of Pacific Peoples. Next, this chapter discusses the implications of 

the lack of language proficiency within the Cook Islands community in New Zealand, and the 

causes behind this, such as intergenerational issues within families, the different experiences 

that occur as well as how it impacts the mental health and wellbeing of Cook Islands Māori 

people. Lastly, this chapter examines the current gaps in the literature, which includes the 

need for more support for Cook Islands communities in the diaspora. 

 

The methodology section featured in chapter 3 discusses the methods that were used to 

undertake the research. It gives an overview of the aims and objectives, as well as how the 

literature was collected and a brief discussion on the qualitative research approach. The 

chapter also provides the positionality of the researcher and discusses the connection to this 

study. It discussed the theories and methods used to recruit the 37 online questionnaire 

participants and the 20 focus group participants. Lastly, ethics approval is presented along 

with the data collection and analysis. 

 

Chapter 4 discusses the findings of the data collected in this research project and is 

dissected into two sections. The first section displays the findings from the 37 online 

questionnaire and the second section presents the findings from the four community focus 

groups. Two community groups were interviewed, and each community was split in two 

groups, a youth group and community group to reflect the different perspectives from each 

group. Both sections share similar themes and cover both youth and community 

perspectives. 

 

Lastly, this thesis will end with a discussion and recommendations based on the research 

gathered, and finally conclude with directions for future research in chapter 5 and in the 

conclusion. It examines the findings and discusses whether it aligns with the literature or not, 

and the implications of this in regard to the aims and objectives of this thesis. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
 

 

Introduction 
This chapter reviews literature regarding the Cook Islands Māori language in New Zealand. 

This will focus particularly on how Cook Islands’ communities contribute to the language 

learning process and how their youth respond to this development. This chapter includes an 

overview of Pacific peoples in New Zealand and the status of their languages, with more 

emphasis on Cook Islands people and their language. Subsequently, there is an analysis of 

the literature concerning the lack of language proficiency and how it impacts mental health 

and wellbeing of Pacific people. Lastly, this chapter will identify the significant gaps in the 

literature regarding the Cook Islands Māori language in New Zealand and how it impacts 

Cook Islands youth today. 

 

 

Pacific peoples in New Zealand 
 

History of the Pacific population in New Zealand 
In the 1945 Census of Population and Dwellings, over 2,000 Pacific people were living in 

New Zealand (Statistics New Zealand, 2013). During the 1960s, this number increased 

rapidly due to the expanding manufacturing and services sector of the post-war New Zealand 

economy (Macpherson, Spoonley & Anae, 2001). By the time the 1967 New Zealand Census 

took place, the Pacific population had risen to 65,700, making up 2.1 percent of the New 

Zealand population (Statistics New Zealand, 2013). A large number of Pacific people from 

the islands of Samoa, Cook Islands, Tonga, Niue, Fiji, and Tokelau migrated to New Zealand 

to take on the demand of the expanding secondary industries (Statistics New Zealand, 2013; 

Macpherson, Spoonley & Anae, 2001). As these Pacific groups found employment and made 

a living in New Zealand, they also settled in homes and communities that were part of the 

major urban centres ’in which industrial growth was occurring’ (Macpherson, Spoonley & 

Anae, 2001). Considering this data, historically there has been a steady growth of the Pacific 

population in New Zealand. 
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The Pacific population today 
In 2018, Pacific people in New Zealand made up 8.1 percent of the overall population 

(381,642). This number has increased from 7.4 percent in 2013 (Statistics New Zealand, 

2018). As indicated in Table 1 and based on the 2018 New Zealand statistics, the largest 

Pacific group in New Zealand is Samoan (48.7 percent), followed by Tonga (20.9 percent) 

and then Cook Islands (20.4 percent) (Statistics New Zealand, 2018). Between 2001 and 

2018, these numbers continued to increase. The Pacific population is young with their 

median age being 23.4 years in comparison to the wider New Zealand population, which sits 

at 38 years (Contemporary Pacific Status Report, 2016; Statistics New Zealand, 2018). This 

youthful population makes up most of the workforce and illustrates a great contribution to the 

growing New Zealand economy (Salesa, 2017). According to the 2018 New Zealand Census, 

35.7 percent of Pacific people are aged between 0 -14 years, which serves as a further 

reminder that Pacific communities are still in the process of reaching their full potential and 

evolving as people in the diaspora (Contemporary Pacific Status Report, 2016; Hassall, 

2019; Statistics New Zealand, 2018). Based on the 2018 New Zealand Census, 91.9 percent 

of Pacific people live in the North Island, with 63.9 percent of this population living in 

Auckland. Whereas only 8.3 percent of the Pacific population live in the South Island 

(Contemporary Pacific Status Report, 2016; Statistics New Zealand, 2018). 

 

Table 1: Pacific Population in New Zealand (Statistics New Zealand, 2018) 

 
Pacific Groups 2001 2006 2013 2018 

Samoa 
 
 

115,017 131,103 144,138 182,721 

Cook Islands 
 
 

51,486 56,895 61,077 80,532 

Tonga 
 
 

40,716 50,481 60,333 82,389 

Niue 
 
 

20,148 22,476 23,883 30,867 

Fiji 
 
 

7,041 9,864 14,445 19,722 

Tokelau 
 
 

6,204 6,819 7,173 8,676 

Tuvalu 
 
 

1,968 2,625 3,537 4,653 
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Pacific makeup 

Ethnic makeup 
The Pacific population in New Zealand is vast and diverse, consisting of 13 distinct 

languages and ethnic groups. The Pacific population also includes Pacific people born in 

New Zealand, as well as those born in their Pacific homeland. 59.4 percent of the Pacific 

population identifies with one ethnicity while 25.6 percent identify with more than one 

(Statistics New Zealand, 2018). Statistics New Zealand also shows, in comparison, to the 

total Pacific population in New Zealand, 58.2 percent identified with being Samoan, 42.7 

percent identified with being Cook Islands, and percent identified with being Tongan 

(Statistics New Zealand, 2018). 

 

Understanding the ethnic makeup of Pacific people in New Zealand provides insight into the 

diversity of the Pacific community. The Contemporary Pacific Status Report (2016) captures 

a present-day snapshot of Pacific people’s populations, based on the data collected from the 

2013 New Zealand Census. The purpose of this report is not only to show significant data on 

the Pacific population in New Zealand, but it also helps to understand how much the Pacific 

community has grown from the numbers captured in the 1945 New Zealand Census. Another 

reason for this data is for statistical purposes, so that all ethnic groups are tracked and 

identified concerning population size. 

 

Ethnic identity 

As ethnic data deals with statistical information, ethnic identity focuses on understanding a 

sense of belonging and the importance of how people identify with specific ethnic groups 

(Phinney, 1990; Agee, Culberston, Makasiale & McIntosh, 2013). In this case, 

acknowledging ethnic identity is significant because the number of New Zealand-born Pacific 

peoples is great, currently sitting at 66.4 percent of the Pacific population. This statistic is 

significant and understanding this may help recognise the struggles of moving in and 

between two, or multiple, worlds and the difficulty in constructing an identity for Pacific 

peoples born in New Zealand (Contemporary Pacific Status Report, 2016; Statistics New 

Zealand, 2018). Manuela and Anae (2017) state that New Zealand-born Pacific people 

“might be very orientated to New Zealand culture in terms of the customs and traditions he or 

she practices, but might not explicitly identify with being a New Zealander” (Manuela & Anae, 

2017, p.129). Therefore, ethnic identity remains significant in terms of wellbeing and identity 

construction for New Zealand-born Pacific people. 
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New Zealand-born Pacific people 
The New Zealand-born Pacific population is 66.4 percent of the Pacific population of New 

Zealand. Whereas, the overseas-born Pacific population only makes up 33.6 percent of the 

population. According to the Contemporary Pacific Status Report (2016) and based on the 

comparison made across the seven main Pacific groups, it is evident the majority of those 

who are New Zealand-born Pacific are youth aged 15 years or younger (2016). Again, 

reinforcing the youthful age of the Pacific population in New Zealand. Compared to the main 

Pacific groups in New Zealand, those who belonged to the Niuean, Cook Islands or 

Tokelauan populations were most likely to be New Zealand-born (Pasifika Proud, 2016). 

 

Within the Pacific population, there is a noticeable divide between the New Zealand-born 

Pacific people and the Island-born Pacific people, due to the concept of cultural authenticity 

and judgement whether or not a person is ‘good enough’ to be Pacific (Samu, Barnes, 

Asiasiga & McCreanor, 2019). This divide normally takes expression through specific values 

such as language proficiency and whether an individual can speak their ‘mother tongue’, or 

in terms of priority regarding education, work, Church, and extended family obligations 

(Tiatia, 1998). Although Tiatia’s (1998) analysis is specifically Church-based, it is still very 

much relevant to the challenges and struggles New Zealand-born Pacific face in any setting 

or context. 

 

Anae (1997) defines the emergence of New Zealand-born Samoan as those who are part 

palagi (Pakeha) while also part of the ‘aiga (family) (Anae, 1997; Anae, 2010). Those who 

are New Zealand-born speak English, are not fluent in their Pacific language but can 

sometimes understand and are at risk of losing their Pacific culture because they are so 

rooted in New Zealand and western ways of living (Anae, 1997). Macpherson (2004) states 

that the worldviews of New Zealand-born Pacific differ from their island-born counterparts. 

With a focus on their island-born parents and grandparents, some New Zealand-born Pacific 

feel that their worlds are disparate and because of this, there is an intergenerational strain 

between both groups (Macpherson, 2004). Taumoefolau (2013) says New Zealand-born 

Pacific, in comparison to island-born, live a life of ‘in-betweenness’, where they continuously 

shift from the Pacific world to the New Zealand mainstream Western world. These aspects of 

New Zealand-born Pacific speaking English, or feeling that they struggle with similarities with 

their parents or grandparents, and feeling stuck between two worlds, contribute to the cause 

of why there is a lack of proficiency in their Pacific languages (Taumoefolau, 2013; Helu- 

Thaman, 2019). 
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Pacific Languages in New Zealand 
As the Pacific population in New Zealand continues to rise, so do the number of Pacific 

heritage language speakers. However, as indicated in Table 2, it seems that three of the 

Pacific groups listed have faced a steady decrease in the language. Cook Islands Māori 

language, Vagahau Niue and Tokelau speakers have decreased significantly from 2001 to 

2013 (Kalauni, Pocock, Otto, O’Halloran, Lafu, Drysdale, & Viliko, 2010). This data may be a 

reflection on the increase of New Zealand-born people in these populations who have not 

been born in their Pacific homelands and, therefore, have not learnt their heritage languages. 

Yet, this has not impacted other Pacific groups such as the Tongan and Samoan 

populations, whose heritage language speakers have increased in this same period. 

 

 

Table 2: Number of Pacific language speakers in New Zealand (Statistics New 
Zealand, 2018) 
 

Languages 2001 2006 2013 2018 
 

Samoa 
 
 

81,036 85,428 86,403 101,937 

Cook Islands 
 
 

9,372 9,702 8,121 7,833 

Tonga 
 
 

23,046 29,499 31,839 35,820 

Niue 
 
 

5,478 5,481 4,545 4,182 

Fiji 
 
 

3,588 4,977 6,273 7,143 

Tokelau 
 
 

2,808 2,796 2,469 2,406 

Tuvalu 
 
 

1,398 1,872 2,349 2,898 

 

Samoan is the third most spoken language in New Zealand following English and Te Reo 

Māori (Statistics New Zealand, 2018). 95.3 percent of New Zealand’s population stated they 

speak English, while 3.9 percent indicated they speak Te Reo Māori and 2.1 percent 

declared they speak Samoan, which illustrates the strength of the Samoan language within 

New Zealand and among the other Pacific languages (Contemporary Pacific Status Report, 

2016; Statistics New Zealand, 2018). In comparison to the other Pacific languages active in 
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New Zealand, Samoan has continued to grow reflecting the increase of the Samoan 

population in the country (Amituanai-Toloa, 2010). 

 

The difference between the decrease and increase of Pacific language speakers between 

Pacific groups in New Zealand is influenced by the length of time Pacific communities have 

had access and exposure to western society, as well as a lack of exposure to Pacific society 

(McCaffery & McFall-McCaffery, 2010; Albury, 2018). Another contributing factor is the type 

of citizenship Pacific groups have had with New Zealand. For example, the Cook Islands, 

Niue, and Tokelau are the only Pacific groups that hold New Zealand citizenship because of 

their distinctive relationship of free association with New Zealand and the type of accessibility 

they have to the country, compared to other Pacific groups (Townend, 2003). Another 

contributing factor seems to be that Pacific nations such as Samoa, Tonga and Fiji have a 

different level of connection and accessibility, as they would have arrived in New Zealand 

using temporary permits, family reunification policies or quota schemes (Statistics New 

Zealand, 2018). 

 

To combat the decline of Pacific speakers in New Zealand, the Ministry of Pacific Peoples, a 

public service department of New Zealand who are the principle advisors on policies and 

interventions that improve the outcomes for Pacific peoples, has developed a plan to 

prioritise Pacific languages in the country. Their ‘Strategic Intentions 2017 - 2020’ report has 

established three areas of priority. Their third priority is strengthening Pacific languages, 

culture, and identity. By promoting the significance of Pacific values, specifically in language, 

the Ministry of Pacific Peoples has developed three sections to highlight their approach to the 

situation. These three sections are Rationale, Indicators and How they will achieve these 

results. The first indicates a shared understanding of Pacific values, the second discusses 

understanding how Pacific people are connected through their language, culture, and 

identity, and the third states that, by working with communities, public and private sectors 

trial initiatives (MPP Strategic Intentions Report 2017-2020). Also in 2019, the New Zealand 

government announced a boost for Pacific languages stating that “Pacific languages in New 

Zealand are struggling and without risk we lose an incredible repository of wisdom and 

culture, and a sense of belonging for our Pacific peoples” (New Zealand Government 

Wellbeing Budget, 2019). They have announced that $20 million will be provided as part of 

their Wellbeing Budget over a period of four years with the Ministry of Pacific Peoples so they 

can establish “a new Pacific Languages Unit, with a set of language support function to help 

ensure the survival of Pacific languages” (New Zealand Government Wellbeing Budget, 

2019). 
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Cook Islands Māori in New Zealand 

The Cook Islands 

The Cook Islands are a group of 15 islands (see Figure 1) spread over 2 million km2 of the 

Pacific Ocean and located in the centre of the Polynesian Triangle. This triangle consists of 

Samoa and Tonga to the west, French Polynesia to the east, Aotearoa/New Zealand to the 

south, the Hawaiian archipelago to the north, and Rapanui at the eastern corner of the 

triangle (see Figure 2). The total population of the Cook Islands is 17,700, and from March 

2018 to March 2019 there has been an estimated decrease by 4.84 percent and a minimal 

increase of the residential population of 1.94 percent (Cook Islands – Ministry of Finance and 

Economic Management, 2020). The geographical placement of the Cook Islands shows that 

there are two clusters of islands (see Figure 3); a northern group of seven coral atolls, and a 

southern group of eight islands, which includes Rarotonga where it is estimated that half of 

the population lives (Cook Islands – Ministry of Finance and Economic Management, 2020; 

Davis & Starks, 2005). These declining population numbers in the Cook Islands indicate that 

there is a large population of Cook Islanders in the diaspora, with New Zealand having the 

largest diasporic population number of Cook Islanders (Nicholas, 2018). 

 

 
 

Figure 1: The Cook Islands (CartoGIS Services, 2020) 
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Figure 2: The Cook Islands location in the Pacific (CartoGIS Services, 2020) 

 

 

Migration 
Migrating and moving between the Cook Islands and New Zealand is a much easier process 

for Cook Islanders than it is for other Pacific peoples. The unique status of free association 

the Cook Islands has with New Zealand means that Cook Islanders hold citizenship in both 

countries and have direct access to all services as well as the freedom to work in New 

Zealand (Davis & Starks, 2005; Connell, 2005). This agreement was made in 1965 and 

prompted large-scale migration from the Cook Islands, but migration also occurred earlier at 

different times (Davis & Starks, 2005). Early migration to New Zealand saw Cook Islands 

people arrive just after the First World War (Walrond, 2015). During the Second World War 

numbers continued to increase when young Cook Islands women arrived on the ships Matua 

and Maui Pomare for work purposes, with many young Cook Islanders deciding to settle. 

New Zealand attracted more Cook Islands people as the number increased again throughout 

the 1950s and into the 1970s due to better job opportunities and families in New Zealand 

paying for their relatives to migrate (Walrond, 2015). In addition, in the 1970s the opening of 

the Rarotongan airport made travel overseas much easier for the Cook Islands (Connell, 

2005). Later in 1996, the redundancy of 1,600 public servants in the Cook Islands saw surge 
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of skilled workers migrate to New Zealand seeking employment that offered better 

employment opportunities (Connell, 2005). 

 

 

Population today 
According to the 2018 New Zealand Census, the Cook Island population is comprised of 

80,532 people (Statistics New Zealand, 2018). Data shows that between 2006 and 2018, the 

Cook Islands population increased by 38.8 percent. Comparatively with the 2001 to 2006 

data, there was a surge of 10.4 percent in the population (see Figure 3) (Statistics New 

Zealand, 2013 & 2018). The Census also identified the most concentrated areas where Cook 

Islands people resided in New Zealand. There is a large number who live in the North Island 

which is 92.4 percent (74,403) in comparison to the number that lives in the South Island 

which is 7.5 percent (6,039) (Statistics New Zealand, 2018). The top three regions the Cook 

Islands people live in is Auckland with the highest number (58 percent or 46,703), next is the 

Wellington region (10.8 percent or 8,696), and last is the Waikato region (8.3 percent or 

6,683) (Statistics New Zealand, 2018). In the Auckland region, the majority of the Cook 

Islands population lives in the local board areas of Mangere and Otahuhu, Otara and 

Papatoetoe, and Manurewa. What this data reveals are that there is a high concentration of 

exposure to the Cook Islands culture and communities in Auckland in comparison to other 

regions where the culture is seen to be inaccessible. 

 

 

 2006 (count) 2013 (count) 2018 (count) 
 
Cook Islands Māori 
 

 
58,008 
 

 
61,839 

 
80,532 

 
Pacific Peoples 
 

 
265,974 

 
295,941 

 
381,642 

Figure 3: Cook Islands Māori ethnic group in New Zealand 2006, 2013, and 2018 Censuses 
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Relationship with New Zealand 
In the early 1900s, the Cook Islands came under New Zealand’s colonial rule. However, in 

1965 the Cook Islands formally became self-governed but remained in free association with 

New Zealand (Davis & Starks, 2005). This means that, although the Cook Islands were a 

self-governing nation, the Cook Islands Legislative Assembly decided to hold on to New 

Zealand citizenship rights for Cook Islanders. In exchange, New Zealand would continue to 

help financially with any type of progress for the islands and control external affairs. This also 

meant Cook Islanders would still hold onto their New Zealand passports and retain the New 

Zealand dollar as their currency (Davis & Starks, 2005). 

 

Today, the Cook Islands is a self-governing state in free association with New Zealand. The 

Cook Islands, along with Niue and Tokelau, are recognised as the ‘Realm of New Zealand’, a 

small group of Pacific nations that fall under the monarch of New Zealand who functions as 

Head of State (Townend, 2003; Bertram & Watters, 1984). Along with this, they share similar 

citizenship rights with New Zealand and also have freedom to access healthcare, education 

and the welfare system (Dumienski, 2019; Mead, 2014). Understanding the political history 

the Cook Islands share with New Zealand highlights the length of exposure they have had 

under New Zealand sovereignty and the impact it has made on the Cook Islands people on 

the homeland indicating that their access to New Zealand has contributed to the rapid 

decline of the Cook Islands Māori language (McCaffery & McFall-McCaffery, 2010). 

 

 

Family 
According to the 2013 New Zealand Census, 85 percent of Cook Islands families lived as 

members of a family and of those people, 52.4 percent stated that most lived as a couple 

with children. The number of those who lived in an extended family was 35.4 percent, and 

lastly, there was 26,826 dependent children, under the age of 18 years and not employed full 

time, who lived within those families (Statistics New Zealand, 2013). 

 

The family is greatly valued and respected within the Cook Islands community. Whether the 

family is large or small, there is a great understanding that family is where connections are 

built and knowledge is shared. It does not matter if one is living in a nuclear family or 

extended family, the family is the first time one is exposed to traditional practices, cultural 

identities as well as language (Contemporary Pacific Status Report, 2016). Living under one 

roof reflects the idea of living as one and taking care of each other. This living experience is 

also significant as it reflects the family generations, on both sides of the family, and the 
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understanding that genealogy is the Cook Islands community is important (Contemporary 

Pacific Status Report, 2016). 

 

 

Community 
Cook Islands communities or community groups in New Zealand exist in different spaces and 

for various reasons. The Cook Islands Development Agency New Zealand (CIDANZ) 

supports the wider Cook Islands community by increasing social and local economic 

development and “actively participating in initiatives that help in generating financial 

wellness” (Cook Islands Development Agency New Zealand, 2017). CIDANZ is seen to 

support Cook Islands communities throughout New Zealand and is involved in national 

projects. For instance, they partner with the Ministry of Pacific Peoples on the annual Cook 

Islands Māori Language Week, the oneCHILD Project which encourages full immersion Cook 

Islands Early Learning Centres, Social House which works towards becoming housing 

providers for families in need, and the Akirata Ou Project which is a festival that celebrates 

all aspects of the Cook Islands culture (Cook Islands Development Agency New Zealand, 

2017). 

 

In addition, there are Cook Islands community groups that are much more niche and gather 

for a specific purpose. For example, in Mangere, Auckland, the Enuamanu Atiu Nui 

Maruarua Society is a Cook Islands society that represents the Ngā Pū Toru island of Atiu. 

They have existed and thrived in Auckland for over 30 years, catering to their members to 

provide cultural familiarity and a sense of connection back to their island (Karora, Seve- 

Williams, Mokoroa-Karora & Kaiaruna, 2007). 

 

The Auckland Enuamanu group have contributed to the general Cook Islands community by 

continuing traditional Atiuen or Cook Islands practices such as the practice of Vaine-tini 

(traditional patchwork quilting) or the rare practice of acquiring a new name later in life, 

whether this is given on a wedding day to the bride or groom, or during death which is 

normally shortly after the funeral (OBE, 1995). 

 
 
1 Vaine-tini is a gathering of Cook Islands women, normally older women who are mothers or 

grandmothers, who come together to hand and stich-craft a Tivaevae; a needlework art form that is 

unique to the Cook Islands culture that involves patchwork quilting. Some Vaine-tini groups put on 

showcases to display their work. Otherwise, Tivaevae is used at traditional and cultural ceremonies 

such as a Cook Islands haircutting, or weddings. 
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The Auckland Enuamanu community group is one of many groups, whether it is a religious 

community such as the Pacific Island Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New Zealand, a 

sporting community such as the Auckland Cook Islands Sports Association, or if it is cultural 

group such as the ‘Anuanua Dance Troupe who perform at celebrations or formal occasions, 

that accommodate Cook Islands people in the diaspora in hopes that they continue to build 

and develop healthy and positive communities (Block, 2008) 

 

 

Youth 
In 2018, 44.4 percent of Cook Islanders in New Zealand were under the age of 15 years, 

whereas 29.6 percent were between the ages of 15 and 29 years (Statistics New Zealand, 

2018). The Cook Islands population in New Zealand is a youthful population with a median of 

20 years and the majority are New Zealand-born (Contemporary Pacific Status Report, 

2016). The Cook Islands youth in New Zealand make up most of the New Zealand-born 

Cook Island population and are very aware of their surroundings as well as vocal on Cook 

Islands issues. 

 

A study reviewing the mental wellbeing of New Zealand-born Cook Islands youth identified 

how conscious youth are to their environment, and how confident they are in acknowledging 

issues and sharing their opinions (Puna & Tiatia-Seath, 2018). This included discussions 

regarding social support and what is needed in this space, as well as pinpointing the 

significance of ethnic identity, cultural connections, the Cook Islands Māori language, and the 

importance of family and relationships (2018; Herman, 2013). According to this research, it 

seems that New Zealand-born Cook Islands youth are open, positive thinking and optimistic 

about the Cook Islands Māori language as they believe the language is a positive tool for 

connecting and establishing a deeper intergenerational understanding, and so they also 

believe that understanding the significance of this helps in securing their own identity (2018). 

 

 

Cook Islands Māori Language 
Te reo Māori Kūkī ‘Āirani - the Cook Islands Māori language is one of the official languages 

of the Cook Islands, along with English (Contemporary Pacific Status Report, 2016; Nicholas, 

2018). Some refer to the Cook Islands Māori language as Rarotongan, however, there are 

many Cook Islands people who are not Rarotongan and speak another dialect of the Cook 

Islands. Considering this, referring to the Cook Islands Māori language as Rarotongan can 

be offensive (Nicholas, 2018; Crocombe & Crocombe, 2003b, p. 108). 
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The most common name used to describe the language is Cook Islands Māori, but what can 

also be used is Māori or Te Reo Māori (Nicholas, 2018). Nicholas (2018) explains that these 

names are commonly used by members of the Cook Islands community as well as “other 

East Polynesian languages of the Cook Islands such as Manihiki/Rakahanga, and 

Mangarongaro (Penrhynese or Tongareva) as it refers to all East Polynesian varieties of the 

Cook Islands” (Nicholas, 2018, p. 39). 

 

There are several language dialects in the Cook Islands. From the southern groups of the 

Cook Islands, there is Rarotongan, which is commonly used throughout the southern groups, 

and then there is the Atitutaki dialect, Mangaia and Ngā Pū Toru, which are used in a 

collective group of islands: Atiu, Ma’uke and Miti’aro (Nicholas, 2018). The northern groups 

are quite unique with language and dialects. First, you have the Penrhynese dialect, unique 

to the northern island of, Penryhn, which is also called Tongareva or Mangarongaro 

(Glasgow, 2010). There is also the language that was developed on Palmerston Island, or 

Avarau, which consists of mainly English and some Māori words (Glasgow, 2010). Then 

there is the Pukapuka language, which is similar to the Samoan language, due to 

geographical placement as Pukapuka is closest to the Samoan Islands (Glasgow, 2010). 

Last is Rakahanga-Manahiki, a dialect that is spoken by the residents of both these atolls, 

which are also geographically close (Glasgow, 2010; Cook Islands Statistics). 

 

Out of all the dialects, the Pukapukan dialect, which belongs to the northern group, is 

complex and complicates the language maintenance because it is closely related to the 

Samoan language (McCaffery & McFall-McCaffery, 2010; Glasgow, 2010). When 

acknowledging the Pukapukan language, the Te Rēo Māori Act (Government of the Cook 

Islands, 2003) states that the use of Māori also includes Pukapukan, whether it is spoken or 

written in the language. Although the Pukapuka language is included in the Act, it does not 

necessarily reflect the views of the language community in the Cook Islands (Nicholas, 

2018). 

 

In New Zealand, Te reo Māori Kūkī ‘Āirani - the Cook Islands Māori language is commonly 

used among the general Cook Islands communities. If a community group is specific to a 

northern or southern group they use their own dialect. Based on the 2018 New Zealand 

Census, English was the most widely spoken language amongst the Cook Islands people. 

Over 76,000 (94.8 percent) Cook Islands people stated they spoke English, whereas the 

Cook Islands Māori language was the second-most common language spoken (Statistics 

New Zealand, 2018). Although the Cook Islands are the third largest Pacific group in New 

Zealand, they have one of the lowest retention rates for language speakers, and from 2001 

to 2018, the number of Cook Islands Māori language speakers has decreased significantly 
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(Statistics New Zealand, 2018). Table 3 provides a comparison between the Cook Islands 

population in New Zealand and the number of Cook Islands Māori language speakers, which 

clearly reflects the issues the Cook Islands community face concerning the continued use of 

their language. 

 

 

Table 3: Cook Islands Māori population and number of speakers in New Zealand 
(Statistics New Zealand, 2018) 
 

 

Cook Islands 
 

2018 

 

Population in New Zealand 
 

80,523 

 

Speakers in New Zealand 
 

7,833 

 

 

Speaking Cook Islands Māori language and English 
For the Cook Islands community, preserving the language is important. What is special, 

however, is that as the second-largest Pacific group in New Zealand, the Cook Islands 

people in New Zealand should not only be focusing on full immersion into the language but 

also the opportunity of supporting bilingualism or code-switching - Maroro Māori (Crocombe 

& Crocombe, 2003; Glasgow, 2010). The English language is already an official language of 

the Cook Islands, so it only seems reasonable that communities in the diaspora, should be 

supporting bilingualism in language learning spaces (Nicholas, 2018). Although code-

switching is frowned upon as it is “generally associated with the ‘bastardization’ of Māori 

language, it is still an innovative way and a viable option in tackling the issue of language 

retention” (Balawa, cited in Mugler & Lynch, 1996, p. 7). The history of Pacific migration runs 

deep and therefore has impacted the insecurities of the current generation in their journey to 

hold onto their ancestral language and cultures (Samu et al., 2019). By acknowledging the 

significance of bilingualism and code-switching, language learners may seem more confident 

in speaking their second language. 
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Learning the Language 

Language Learning Spaces 
Language learning spaces are places where language learning can take place. This 

indicates that learning the Cook Islands Māori language can be in multiple places and it can 

be in a place that is more comfortable for the learner. These places include learning in the 

home with family, learning in community groups such as within the church or cultural spaces, 

as well as learning in school. The New Zealand government also provides more formal 

events and initiatives that help in the development of a heritage language (Contemporary 

Pacific Status Report, 2016). 

 

 

Second language acquisition 
Second language acquisition (SLA) is the process of learning a second language that does 

not require grammatical rules or language learning drills (Krashen, 1982). Krashen and 

Terrell state that it is a natural way of learning and developing a linguistic ability (1982). SLA 

is a way of learning a language subconsciously, for example, a child would not be aware that 

they are acquiring a language, they would only know that they are communicating (Krashen 

& Terrell, 1982; Taumoefolau, Starks, Bell & Davis, 2004). However, rich input is needed in 

order for SLA to be exercised. Based on the language learning spaces about to be 

discussed, it seems that second language acquisition would naturally be practiced within 

these spaces, with individuals, such as family members or community members, who are 

able to provide the rich input that is needed (2004; Fishman, 2001). 

 

 

Family 
Language learning within the home is seen as vital because it is the first-place learners will 

experience their heritage language. This immersion in the language and culture is ideally 

facilitated and delivered by parents or grandparents who speak the Cook Islands Māori 

language fluently (King & Fogle, 2008). They are the ones who organically provide the rich 

input needed to acquire the language and have the understanding that they are obligated to 

teach the language to their children (Taumoefolau et al., 2004; Fogle & King, 2013). In a 

recent study, Cook Islands youth acknowledged the importance of the relationship with their 

parents and grandparents concerning the Cook Islands Māori language because it makes 

them “understand and appreciate their ethnic identities and customs” and links them back to 

their homeland (Puna & Tiatia-Seath, 2018, p.102). 
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Although in some cases there are some intergenerational issues and acquiring the language 

within the home can feel like the language is being forced or it seems like a language 

learning drill, the home is also a place of natural language immersion. So whether or not a 

child wants to learn the language, the language and culture are already part of the home 

environment (Samu et al., 2019; Fulgini & Oh, 2010). 

 

 

Community 
There are various ways in which communities can provide a space of learning for language 

learners. This includes attending community classes that are specifically designed to teach 

the Cook Islands Māori language, or it could be becoming involved and immersed into local 

Cook Islands community groups that put on cultural events or church services, or just sitting 

in a general community meeting and being immersed in the Cook Islands Māori language 

(Tongia, 2003; Makhubele, 2008). 

 

Within the wider community, language learning classes are offered to adults in universities 

and tertiary institutions such as the University of Auckland or Manukau Institute of 

Technology. The most popular program for Pacific language learning in Auckland is the 

Pasifika Education Centre (P.E.C). P.E.C has been running for over 40 years and they offer 

Pacific language classes for Cook Islands Māori language, Fijian, Vagahau Niue, Gagana 

Samoa, and Tongan (Pasifika Education Centre, 2018). Although this type of learning is in a 

classroom setting and the acquisition of the language may be difficult to uphold in an 

everyday environment, it offers an opportunity for adults that are not normally exposed to 

their own Pacific culture and language. 

 

Local community groups, such as church groups or cultural groups, offer a different language 

learning experience. If involved in a Cook Islands community group, the exposure to culture 

and language will be rich. As previously mentioned, Cook Islands community groups in 

Auckland, such as the Enuamanu Atiu Nui Maruarua Society, hold many events involving 

cultural customs and traditional practices in which, the Cook Islands Māori language is 

always being used (Tongia, 2003; Loomis, 1983). Thus, becoming involved in local 

community groups can be beneficial to people who are wanting to learn not only about the 

language but the culture as well. 

 

 

Schools 
Learning a heritage or indigenous language within a school or education setting is important 
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because education should be a source of support for language maintenance and 

revitalisation. For the Cook Islands Māori language, this is not the case. Although, the Cook 

Islands population is the second-largest Pacific group in New Zealand and there as a unique 

relationship between the Cook Islands and New Zealand, the advocacy for the language to 

be implemented into the education curriculum, alongside the Samoan and Tongan language, 

is seriously lacking. In 2019, three schools in New Zealand, whether it was a primary 

orsecondary school, taught the Cook Islands Māori language as a separate subject 

(Education Counts, Ministry of Education, 2020). This is a drop from eight schools in 2017, 

with a high of 12 schools who taught the Cook Islands Māori language 2011 (Education 

Counts, Ministry of Education, 2020; Hynds & McDonald, 2010). The numbers provided in 

Table 4 indicate the lack of support the Cook Islands Māori language faces by the education 

system in New Zealand, alongside the neglect of both the Niuean and Tokelauan languages 

as well (Bres, 2015). 

 

Due to the lack of Pacific languages being taught in schools, there was a great response to 

change this and more support for maintaining and fostering the languages (Coxon, Anae, 

Mara, Wendt-Samu & Finau, 2002). In the Final Literature Review on Pacific Education 

Issues Report (2002), languages and literacy were covered in all three education levels: 

early childhood, primary and secondary school (Coxon et al., 2002). A key finding of this 

report was the concern that immersion early childhood schools would not be able to meet the 

needs of students transitioning into English dominant primary schools where their Pacific 

language is systematically pushed aside for English teaching classes (Coxon et al., 2002; 

Benton, 2015). In connection with this situation, the need for bilingual education, and the 

issue of language loss across the generations are significant areas of focus. In comparison 

to early childhood and primary school, more focus is needed on secondary education to 

increase the number of schools teaching their respective Pacific languages as a separate 

subject (Coxon et al., 2002). 
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Table 4: Number of schools a Pacific Language is taught as a separate subject 
(Education Counts, Ministry of Education, 2020). 

Pacific Language taught as a 
separate subject 

Number of Schools in 
New Zealand 

Samoan 41 

Cook Islands Māori language 3 

Tongan 11 

Niuean 2 

Tokelauan 0 

 

 

Ministry of Pacific Peoples 
The biggest initiative that the Ministry of Pacific Peoples run is the annual Pacific Language 

Weeks. To combat the decline of Pacific language speakers, the Ministry of Pacific peoples 

developed Pacific Language Weeks in New Zealand that not only encourages people to 

speak in their heritage language, but also celebrates Pacific cultures (Ministry of Pacific 

Peoples, 2019). In an interview, Minister of Pacific Peoples, Aupito William Sio (2019), said 

that language weeks encompass shared knowledge, cultural awareness, and bring attention 

to the consequences of indigenous language endangerment. For the Cook Islands 

communities and their language, this means an opportunity to promote their language 

throughout New Zealand by putting on workshops or events, which are normally held by 

small community groups, schools or even workplaces. On the Ministry of Pacific People’s 

website for the Cook Islands Māori language, they showcase the theme for that year as well 

as provide language resources in the form of posters or factsheets. They also show video 

messages from high profile Cook Islanders, such as the Cook Islands High Commissioner to 

New Zealand, Her Excellency Elizabeth Wright-Koteka (Ministry of Pacific Peoples, 2020). 

The Ministry of Pacific Peoples also hold the annual Pasifika Festival, which helps to 

strengthen Pacific languages and culture, and they have introduced a Language Innovation 

Fund that encourages the wider Pacific community to put on Pacific language-focused 

events (Ministry of Pacific Peoples, 2020). 
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Language attrition 

Causes 
In general, Pacific languages have faced many challenges since migrating to New Zealand 

(Samu et al., 2019). Unfortunately, one of these struggles have been maintaining languages 

and now, the challenges have been inherited by New Zealand-born Pacific, including New 

Zealand-born Cook Islanders (2019). 

 

 

Intergenerational Issues 
The literature surrounding intergenerational issues focused more on the wider Pacific 

community than it did on the Cook Islands group itself. Nevertheless, this does not mean that 

the points made do not also apply to Cook Islands people in New Zealand. Studies show that 

youth connect their heritage language with their parents or their grandparents as this helps 

establish their ethnic and cultural identity (Puna & Tiatia-Seath, 2017). Being that 

establishing these identities is significant and vital, the connection or relationship between 

young and old is needed to strengthen and enrich the heritage language (Kennedy, 2019). 

However, for the parents or grandparents of the current generation, there are various 

contributing factors that have added to their decisions and ability to teach the language. 

 

After the mass Pacific migration in to New Zealand, Pacific people adapted to a western 

economic environment. Speaking English was associated with a good education, and for 

Pacific people, it was a way to advance in school and at work (McCaffery & McFall- 

McCaffery, 2010). McCaffery and McFall-McCaffery state that for some, speaking a heritage 

language was forbidden during their school days and therefore those in the previous 

generations would have had experiences that would rub off on the current generation (2010). 

Samu et al., (2019) interviewed young Pacific participants who openly stated that their 

parents made the decision not to teach their children their heritage language. Making that 

type of decision restricts the ability of young Pacific people to connect with their homeland 

and establish a strong identity (Samu et al., 2019). During the 2019 Vagahau Niue  

Language Week in New Zealand, Fisa Pihigia, the Niue High Commissioner states the 

importance of parents teaching their language to their children at home as it builds and 

strengthens the Niue language (Tagata Pasifika Plus, 2019). 

 

Samu, Barnes, Asiasiga, and McCreanor also identify the intergenerational strain placed on 

teaching the language as it is forced rather than it being naturally acquired in the home 

(Samu et al., 2019). This is because the teaching comes with criticisms, which creates a 
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stressful environment for both young and old within the home (Samu et al., 2019). For youth, 

a positive environment at home is crucial to connect and have a “deeper intergenerational 

understanding” in order to maintain effective language maintenance (Puna & Tiatia-Seath, 

2017, p.103). 

 

 

Negative experiences 
For New Zealand-born Cook Islanders who do not have language proficiency, for some, 

there may be a feeling of disconnect and judgment. Although some people may have basic 

language skills such as understanding their language or, being able to speak basic words in 

their language, it is not enough and it does not make them feel authentic (Samu et al., 

2019).In the study done by Starks (2008), the report states a participant describing 

themselves as ‘somewhat’ Niuean when asked to identify if their family was very Niuean, 

somewhat Niuean or not at all Niuean (Starks, 2008, p. 383). When the participant was 

asked why they felt this way, the participant stated it was because of their lack of proficiency 

in the language (Starks, 2008). This reflects the way in which New Zealand-born Pacific 

people feel in relation to their cultural identity and reinforces the idea that they are not 

authentic enough to be Niuean, Cook Islands or any other Pacific group without being 

proficient in the language and culture. Feeling judged, not good enough, inauthentic, or 

mocked are some of the experiences young Pacific people have faced because of their 

inability to speak the language (Samu et al., 2019). When the key marker of culture and 

identity is lost the disconnection from community and family contributes to the choice or 

willingness young Pacific people make to stay away from their heritage language (Durie, 

2006). 

 

 

Wellbeing and identity 
The impact of language attrition has been considered detrimental to an individual’s mental 

wellbeing and identity. The strength of cultural and ethnic identity is seen as important 

elements that contribute to mental wellbeing, but when this is under distress, the impact can 

be overwhelming and an individual may find it difficult to cope (Mental Health Foundation 

New Zealand, 2020; Te Mana Ora, 2019). 

 

In regard to the Cook Islands people and their language, cultural identity is significant, not 

only for adults, but for youth as well. It is not surprising that holding on to one’s cultural and 

ethnic identity is important considering that there is a large number of Cook Islands people 

who are New Zealand-born and living in New Zealand in comparison to the low numbers 
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back in the homeland. As a protective factor, cultural identity has the ability to enhance an 

individuals’ sense of belonging and wellbeing (Puna & Tiatia-Seath, 2018; Mila-Schaaf, 2010; 

Ministry of Social Development, 2016). Cultural identity can also act as a motivating factor 

when individuals want to learn the language, be immersed in their community and become 

closer to their family (Samu et al., 2019). 

 

The inability to speak the Cook Islands Māori language is one of the main reasons why an 

individual may question their cultural and ethnic identity (Biddle & Swee, 2012). In a recent 

study that focused on Pacific young adults and their deep concerns about the decline of their 

ancestral/heritage languages in Aotearoa New Zealand), participants expressed even if they 

can understand their language or are able to speak basic phrases, it still does not make them 

authentic enough (Samu et al., 2019). Samu et al (2019) also highlighted an experience with 

a participant who had some fluency in their language, but when they would go back to the 

island, they would only speak English out of fear that they would be mocked and laughed at. 

These experiences are shared throughout the Pacific and are more relatable to New 

Zealand-born Pacific people.  

 

 

Gaps in the literature 
In undertaking an extensive review of the literature, it is clear that there is a lack of 

comprehensive and current research on the Cook Islands people and their language in New 

Zealand. Research that was relevant to Cook Islands people and their language in New 

Zealand was scarce. The literature that did mention Cook Islands Māori language only 

mentioned it alongside the general Pacific population without focusing on the specific Pacific 

groups. McCaffery and McFall-McCaffery (2010) and the Pasifika Languages in Manukau 

research project (2002) provided an extensive section on the Cook Islands Māori language, 

however, it was part of a larger Pacific research piece (McCaffery & McFall-McCaffery, 2010; 

Taumoefolau, Starks, Davis and Bell, 2002). Puna & Tiatia-Seath (2018) discussed the 

language specifically as an important protective factor in their research on positive mental 

wellbeing for New Zealand-born Cook Islands youth (Puna & Tiatia-Seath, 2018). Glasgow 

(2010) and Nicholas (2018) were the only pieces of literature that focused on the Cook Island 

Māori language. Although Glasgow’s work focused more on Early-childhood education 

models and Nicholas emphasised the importance of the Cook Islands Māori language in 

terms of a linguistic approach, both these pieces contributed to providing an academic 

background for this research project. 
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Literature Review Summary 

In summary, the literature review has provided the necessary information to ensure a steady 

alignment and connection between the literature and this research. It has discussed key 

themes regarding the Cook Islands Māori language in New Zealand and has made essential 

comparisons to other Pacific languages to identify the issues that the Cook Islands people 

are facing concerning their language. This chapter has also provided an analysis and 

outlined the significance of Pacific people in New Zealand. This study also discussed the 

Cook Islands Māori language and highlighted the status of the language in a variety of 

spaces such as within a family setting and the community. It has also analysed the impact of 

language connection on Cook Islands youth and the significance of the lack of Cook Islands 

Māori language within the education system. This chapter also gives an overview of the 

causes plaguing the decline of the Cook Islands Māori language, which includes discussing 

the intergenerational relationships within the family, the impact of negative experiences and 

how it affects the mental wellbeing of individuals. Lastly, this chapter focused in on the gaps 

within the literature. This included the lack of consistent and current research on Cook 

Islands Māori language. Although acknowledging Pacific groups is significant, creating space 

for specific Pacific groups allows the research to delve deeper into important issues.
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Chapter Three: Methodology 
 

 

Introduction 
This chapter describes the methodology used to design and undertake this research. First, a 

clear overview of the aims and objectives of this project is provided. A summary of the 

literature review is then described, followed by the frameworks used in the research and a 

section on the positionality of the researcher. This chapter also includes a discussion of 

sampling, recruiting, data collection, and data analysis. 

 

 

Research aims and objectives 
The aim of this research was to investigate the roles of Cook Islands communities and how 

they encourage their youth to learn Cook Islands Māori in Auckland, New Zealand. It focused 

on how they engage with their youth to understand the importance of the Cook Islands Māori 

language and how Cook Islands youth responded or reacted to this engagement. This 

research will contribute to the ongoing understanding and acknowledgement of Cook Islands 

youth development amongst the communities in Auckland and shed light on youth 

perspectives of the Cook Islands Māori language. 

 

The key objectives of this study were to: 

 

1. Understand how Cook Islands communities promote the significance of 

the Cook Islands Māori language in their community activities. 

2. Identify how Cook Islands communities in Auckland target their youth 

when understanding or learning the language. 

3. Examine the responses of Cook Islands youth to these community 

efforts, and their perspectives of the language. 

4. Analyse how youth see the future of the Cook Islands Māori language. 

 

 

Review of the literature 
The researcher undertook a literature review to explore the current status of Cook Islands 

Māori languages and communities in New Zealand. Search engine databases within the 

University of Auckland’s library were used to access relevant sources. Published journal 
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articles, government reports, theses, news articles and websites, along with other relevant 

and documented studies were used to inform the literature. Although published sources 

between 2009 and 2019 were examined to review relevant and up to date material, the lack 

of current literature surrounding the study allowed for earlier documents to also be explored. 

A study from 1998 was included in this project due to its relevance to the research. 

 

The primary search engines used in this study were the University of Auckland Library 

catalogue and Google Scholar. In order to capture all key studies and articles, citations from 

current literature was also explored. The keywords used in the University’s catalogue search 

engine comprised of the following: Cook Islands Communities OR Cook Islands 

Communities in New Zealand OR Cook Islands Māori language OR indigenous community 

activities OR western community activities OR indigenous community teaching and learning 

OR western community teaching and learning OR Cook Islands Māori youth OR indigenous 

youth OR indigenous youth perspectives. These key terms were used as combinations, as 

well as independently, to cast a wider net over other relevant sources. 

 

The review of the literature identified key themes and subthemes as well as gaps within the 

current scholarly research. This review helped to structure this thesis and address the gaps 

found in the existing research. 

 

 

Research Design 
In order to bring meaning to the research, a qualitative research approach was the most 

appropriate. Just as in the ‘akapapa stage of the tivaevae research model (discussed further 

in this chapter), conceptualising and planning the study allows the researcher to collect the 

required materials and gain a clear understanding of the project (Futter-Puati & Maua- 

Hodges, 2018). Qualitative researchers approach social or human problems in a setting that 

is most natural to the places and people being studied, and where the analysis of the data is 

both inductive and deductive establishing patterns and themes (Creswell, 2013). 

 

A researcher using qualitative methods must also be able to ask meaningful questions, 

examine social practices and processes, as well as identify barriers and facilitate change 

throughout the process to obtain rich and authentic data (Starks & Trinidad, 2007). This also 

aligns with the ‘akapapa stage of the Tivaevae model where the participants would 

congregate and discuss or experience the issues being studied (Creswell, 2013). The 

researcher used these qualitative methods and approaches within community focus groups, 

and because qualitative research is subjective, the researcher was able to draw on her own 
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positionality and have an open and meaningful dialogue with the participants of the focus 

group (Bourke, 2014). In order to take on this qualitative approach, the researcher prepared 

two ways to collect data. First, an online questionnaire for Cook Islands youth in Auckland, 

New Zealand aged between 16 to 24 years was planned. During the planning stages for the 

questionnaire, the researcher prepared the questions by taking into consideration the target 

audience and anticipating any barriers that may conflict in obtaining data. This involved 

establishing what online platforms would be used to share the questionnaire, as well as 

identifying the length of the questionnaire as potential participants may be discouraged by 

this. At the end of it all, 55 participants answered the questionnaire with only 37 participants 

fitting the actual criteria.  

 

Second, the researcher organised focus groups by reaching out to community groups 

established in Auckland, New Zealand. Two community groups took part in the research and 

four focus groups were undertaken. For each community group, two focus groups were 

established. The first focus group was for the youth members of the community, and the 

second focus group was for older community members aged 25 years and up. Not only were 

the questions prepared for each focus group (youth members and community members), the 

setting and venue of where the focus groups took place were considered to ensure 

communities felt comfortable in the space, and food and a gift voucher was provided for each 

individual involved. In this specific environment, the ‘akapapa stage was in motion as 

participants were able to talk about their own opinions and thoughts concerning the Cook 

Islands Māori language within their community. 

 

 

Grounded Theory 
Grounded theory is a research method designed to capture, collect and analyse data to 

generate theories. In grounded theory, data is analysed as soon as it is collected, which is 

necessary in order to direct the next interviews and observations. Depending on the 

generated questions, data is only collected based on its relevance to the research (Corbin & 

Strauss, 1990). 

 

Due to the qualitative approach to this research, grounded theory provided flexibility when 

amending and adapting questions during focus groups and interviews (Hussein, Hirst, 

Salyers, & Osuji, 2014). It also allows data collection of other sources, including the 

observation of discussions amongst people within focus groups and the inclusion of 

government documents, newspaper articles, and other documented sources (Corbin & 

Strauss, 1990). Grounded theory breaks free from the formal processes of research and 
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allows the researcher to capture every aspect of the investigation, but also maintains its level 

of academic persistence (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). In order to understand the social 

processes within the community groups, the researcher undertook focus groups to generate 

grounded data that has been utilised in this thesis (Noble & Mitchell, 2016). 

 

 

Tivaevae Methodology 
To move away from Eurocentric assumptions of research, Pan-Pacific research 

methodologies were developed to respond to the need to have research that reflects the 

values of the researched community (Naepi, 2015). The tivaevae research model was 

chosen and utilised throughout this study to highlight the importance of viewing research 

through the eyes of the researcher and the community, as well as ensuring Pacific 

worldviews were upheld (Ponton, 2018). 

 

A tivaevae is a traditional Cook Islands quilt made by a group of women or a vaine tini. It is 

unique to the people of the Cook Islands and a collaborative piece created by Cook Islands 

women with images that evoke the culture, such as floral leaves, flowers, symbols or pieces 

that tell a story. The colours are bold and bright and the patchwork varies, depending on the 

type of tivaevae being made. Futter-Puati and Maua-Hodges (2019) explain what a tivaevae 

is: 

 

“a tivaevae is unique to the Kuki Airani, is a handmade, bedspread-size 

quilt made by a group of people, usually women, who are led by a ta’unga 

tivaevae (expert in quilt making) who work collaboratively together to 

produce a quilt that will be coming the property of one the group sewers” 

(Futter-Puati & Maua-Hodges, 2019, p. 140). 

 

In this study, the tivaevae is used as a metaphor. The tivaevae methodology is a research 

model used to guide various components of research within a holistic approach towards 

culturally responsive ways of researching (Te Ava & Page, 2018). It is framed by the Cook 

Islands tradition of quilt making and was created to centralise Cook Islands people and Cook 

Islands values within research (Wilson, 2001, cited in Te Ava & Page 2018). 

 

The use of Pacific methods in a Pacific research context is crucial when establishing 

relationships between the researcher and the Pacific people or communities the researcher 

is reaching out too (Ponton, 2019). It is also significant when maintaining that relationship 

throughout the research process (Ponton, 2018). The tivaevae model was utilised specifically 
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for this study as it connected with current social issues the Cook Islands communities are 

facing. The researcher used the tivaevae model as a metaphor as well as a guide to facilitate 

the stages of data collection. Maua-Hodges, the creator of this model, built four stages to 

represent this method. This includes: ‘akapapa - to conceptualise and plan the research 

activities; ‘akaruru - to collect the data; pakoti - to cut, analyse and interpret the data and 

o’ora te tivaevae - presenting the report or findings (Maua-Hodges, 2016). Within these four 

stages is five key concepts that were designed to be stitched or implemented into the four 

stages. These concepts are: taokotai - to collaborate; tu akangateitei - to respect; urirui kite - 

to reciprocate; tu inangaro – relationships; and akaari kite - a shared vision (Te Ava, 2011). 

 

Although the model seems to have a fixed structure, a key feature to this methodology is its 

ability to adapt to any type of indigenous research being conducted. Through these stages 

and concepts the collected data and the analysis of the data occurred simultaneously to 

inform the data allowing the researcher to collect rich and authentic data (Charmaz & 

Belgrave, 2012; Hussein et al., 2014). 

 

 

Researcher Positionality 
To add context to the study, the positionality of the researcher should be reflected upon and 

shared. Bourke (2014) identifies the importance of this with both the researcher and 

participants as they can both impact the study as well as the research. The identity of the 

researcher may possibly shape the way in which the audience reacts or responds to the 

research, and although there is potential bias, it is an important insight to be explored 

(Bourke, 2014). 

 

I am a New Zealand-born Cook Islander raised in South Auckland. Both my parents are from 

the Cook Islands and migrated to New Zealand in the early 1970s. My Dad is from 

Rarotonga and Mauke and was raised in Tupapa and Takuvaine. My Mum is from Atiu, from 

the village of Mapumai. 

 

As someone born and raised in New Zealand with strong roots in the Cook Islands, I 

understand that I have the privilege of moving between two worlds. I am deeply rooted in my 

Cook Islands community and because my family have been involved in the Enuamanu Atiu- 

nui Maruarua Society in Mangere, Auckland, I believe the exposure to my community has 

contributed to who I am today. Although I do not speak the Cook Islands Māori language and 

I sometimes struggle with understanding it, I do not feel discouraged and because of that, I 

feel my own identity as a Cook Islander, is strong. Acknowledging that I may not fit the ideal 
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check box to be a Cook Islander because I lack the language proficiency, I believe it only 

strengthens my identity as a Cook Islands woman and allows me to feel comfortable to talk 

on issues that are relevant to the Cook Islands people. 

 

Although I see myself as an insider because I have the ability to draw on my insider Cook 

Islands status to hold discussions with community groups and their youth, I also 

acknowledge my role as an outsider due to my position of being a researcher. Despite the 

strong connection to my heritage and my community, the drive to succeed in this study for 

my family and community only makes me understand how objective I must be in my 

research. Therefore, based on my positionality of this study I present an insider and outsider 

approach. 

 

 

Ethics 
Ethics approval for this research was approved and obtained through the University of 

Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee (UAHPEC). The approval letter is included 

in Appendix F. 

 

 

Sampling 
The researcher prepared two modes of data collection. The first approach was an online 

survey, which captured a total response of 50 participants. The criteria for participation in the 

online survey included: being between the ages of 16 and 24 years old, currently living in 

New Zealand, and of Cook Islands ethnicity. Sampling within the online survey allowed a 

decent representation of Cook Islands youth living in New Zealand with 50 participants. 

 

The second mode of data collection was focus groups. Originally four community groups 

were invited to be part of the research, but only two participated. The first community group 

recruited eight participants for the focus groups. The second community group recruited 15 

participants for the focus groups. Altogether 23 participants took part in the focus groups. 

The criteria for the focus groups included: being an established community group in 

Auckland that represented the Cook Islands community whether it was cultural, religious or in 

sports, and had a youth group or youth members in their society. As Auckland has the 

largest concentration of Cook Islands people living in New Zealand, sampling Cook Islands 

community groups in Auckland provided an adequate representation for this study. 
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Recruitment 
To recruit for the online questionnaire, an advertisement was circulated among the 

researcher’s personal networks through Facebook. The advertisement was then shared by 

personal networks of the researcher as well as relevant online Cook Islands group pages. 

This included community groups such as the Cook Islands Development Agency (CIDNZ) 

and the University of Auckland Cook Islands Students Association (AUCISA). Being able to 

have this advertisement shared directly from the researcher’s Facebook page assisted in 

reaching out to a wide range of people in the Cook Islands community. Using an online 

platform for this questionnaire was the most effective way to reach out to participants within 

the age group, since social media is a central point of interaction for youth in the targeted 

age range. 

 

The recruitment process for the focus groups consisted of reaching out to community group 

leaders through an email approved by the University of Auckland Human Ethics Participants 

Ethics Committee (UAHPEC). This email highlighted the researcher’s positionality within the 

wider Cook Islands community, which provided a sense of understanding and a connection 

for community group leaders. Once community group leaders expressed their interest in the 

project or wished for further information, the researcher sent back a Participant Information 

Sheet via email as well as an expressed opportunity for the community leader to sit with the 

researcher to discuss the study further before consulting with the rest of the community. 

Although community group leaders may have expressed their interest via email, it did not 

necessarily mean they wanted to be part of the research. The community group leaders that 

took the opportunity to meet with the researcher to discuss the research were the community 

groups that opted to be part of the study. This was also the start of relationship building 

between the researcher and community groups or tu inangaro (Futter-Puati & Maua-Hodges, 

2019). 

 

The next step in the recruitment process was for the community group leader to share details 

of the research to community members via their gatherings or meetings. Once numbers were 

confirmed for the focus groups, a date and time would be set up at a venue suitable for the 

community group; normally the group’s community hall. The researcher provided food and 

drinks along with a $30 Westfield voucher for each participant as an expression of thanks for 

their time and knowledge sharing. 
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Data Collection 
As mentioned, an online questionnaire and community focus groups were used to collect 

data. ‘Akaruru, the second concept of the tivaevae model, indicates that this stage requires 

specialised knowledge of the research in order to draw authentic data (Futter-Puati & Maua- 

Hodges, 2019). Although the two forms of data collection differ, they still draw on the five key 

values from the tivaevae model (Futter-Puati & Maua-Hodges, 2019). 

 

The online questionnaire was created using the University of Auckland’s Qualtrics software 

and consisted of 10 questions. These questions were designed to obtain demographic data 

as well as capture the current experiences of the participants in relation to the objectives for 

the study. The demographic information collected from the online questionnaire included 

age, ethnicity, city the participant is currently living in and the city the participant was raised 

in. Before participants could begin the questionnaire, they had to read and accept the 

consent form. The duration of the questionnaire varied from 15 - 20 minutes and it remained 

open for six weeks. The data collected in the questionnaire helped to identify a general 

image of participant perspectives. It also helped to understand the meaning of uriuri kite or 

reciprocation from those that shared the questionnaire or participated in it, and their wanting 

to be part of this study and share their own experiences. Understanding uriuri kite also 

showed in the focus groups along with tu inangaro, taokotai and tu akangateitei. 

 

Establishing relationships with community groups and collaborating with them in the highest 

respect is significant to the research process. There were two types of participants in 

different focus groups, so there were two unique sets of questions. The first set of questions 

was for the focus groups with the community members and the second set was for focus 

groups to capture youth perspectives. To prepare for the talanoa, each set of questions were 

semi-structured and included 10 main questions followed by two or three prompt questions. 

These questions were semi-structured because flexibility was required in the focus group 

discussions. To attain an authentic response from participants, the questions were designed 

to encourage conversation between focus group participants. Questions were also 

constructed to allow the flow of discussion to develop naturally, rather than relying on listing 

questions sequentially. The questions were not numbered and therefore the researcher was 

able to flow through questions, depending on the movement of the focus group discussions 

(Appendix E and Appendix F). 

 

All focus groups were audio recorded with permission from each participant and transcribed 

immediately afterwards. The researcher also kept a notebook to record their experiences 

throughout the process so they would be able to reflect on the engagement between the 
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researcher and the participants. 

 

 

Online Questionnaire 
The online questionnaire focused on capturing demographic data as well as the experiences 

participants faced regarding the key questions of this study. To begin the online 

questionnaire process, the audience and criteria of the participants were established. As this 

was an online process, the researcher aimed to target participants who fit the questionnaire 

criteria. This meant participants had to be between the ages of 16 and 24 years old, and 

reside in Auckland, New Zealand. 

 

Once participant criteria were settled, the researcher looked into designing questions that 

would collect the analytical information as well the personal reality of each participant. For 

example, participants were asked if they spoke Cook Islands Māori languages followed by 

how important they thought their languages were. This structure was consistent throughout 

the questionnaire. 

 

The questions were separated into four categories; ‘Details’; which collected the main criteria 

requested before participants began the questionnaire such as their age and where they 

lived. The second category was Family; these questions were designed to acquire and 

understand how one's family influences their reasons behind speaking or not speaking the 

Cook Islands Māori languages. The next category was Cook Islands Māori languages; the 

questions were aimed at understanding the level of spoken Cook Islands Māori language. 

 

The category that followed was the Cook Islands community; these questions gave insight 

into how involved or not involved youth were in their local or wider Cook Islands community. 

The final category was Your Thoughts; consisting of five open-ended questions formed to 

obtain the thoughts and opinions of each participant regarding the research. Together there 

were 10 main questions along with 11 sub-questions. The sub-questions were used to 

capture yes or no questions. For example, when a participant asked if they were involved in 

their community group they would respond with a yes or no. If yes, a sub-question would 

appear asking them more details about their community group. If a participant responded by 

saying no, a sub-question would appear asking them why not (Appendix D). 

 

As an incentive for participating in the online questionnaire, participants were offered the 

chance to go into a draw to win a $100 Westfield voucher. This option was presented at the 

end of the questionnaire and participants had the choice to go into the draw or not. If a 
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participant decided to engage in the questionnaire but did not want to take part in the draw, 

they would leave the last question blank which was to provide an email address for the 

researcher to reach out to if they won the prize. 

 

By using The University of Auckland’s Qualtrics software, the researcher was able to transfer 

the questions into the program. This program allowed the researcher to create the 

questionnaire, including the sub-questions, and be able to preview questions through the eye 

of the participant. It also included the University of Auckland’s logo. Before the questionnaire 

was published, the software analysed and processed each question to test its success with 

participants. This included analysing keywords, to see how participants would respond, as 

well as assessing how long a participant may take to answer the question. 

 

After the questionnaire was published, it stayed active for six weeks beginning from February 

8, 2019. From there, the researcher published the first advertisement on their Facebook 

page. This was then shared over 40 times from the researcher’s personal profile and likely 

shared by others across their own profiles. The post was shared with the personal network of 

the researcher as well as community group pages, student group pages, and the Pacific 

Studies department Facebook page. The number of it times it was shared does not include 

when other Facebook users were tagged to the post as well as tagged in shared posts. Over 

the six weeks, the researcher collected the data as it came through and prepared the 

information for analysis in the qualitative NVivo 11 software programme. Once the six weeks 

were complete, the online questionnaire was closed, and the data analysis began. Originally, 

the researcher wished to collect at least 50 participants with the questionnaire. The 

researcher instead collected 55 participants. 34 of those 55 participants took part in the $100 

Westfield voucher drawer. 

 

 

Focus Group 
To set up the focus groups, an email was sent to four Cook Islands community groups 

established in Auckland. The community groups represented the Cook Islands community 

either culturally, religiously or through sports. Once the community group expressed interest, 

a meeting was set up with the researcher and the community group leader or representative 

to discuss the research further, as well as build a rapport with the community group. The 

community group leader would then share the invitation out to their community members and 

once the community confirmed their willingness to take part, a date and time was set up. 

Building a relationship with the community group was significant because the community 

developed a sense of trust with the researcher allowing for an open talanoa session during 
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focus groups. 

 

Out of the four community groups that were contacted, only two groups showed interested in 

the study. Within one community group, two focus groups took part; one with their community 

youth members, and the other with community members over the age of 26 years old. Each 

focus group took between 90 and 150 minutes and the numbers in the focus groups varied. 

For example, there were a total of four focus groups; two focus groups per community group. 

In the first community, there were four participants in the youth group, and four participants in 

the community member or elder’s group. In the second community group, there were six 

participants in the youth focus group and 10 participants in the community member or elder’s 

group. Although the criteria asked for a maximum of four people per focus group, to remain 

respectful to the community and its members, the researcher had to adjust expectations on 

this aspect of the research design. Each focus group took place in a venue chosen by the 

community group and they were held at different times during that day. The youth focus 

group would take place in a separate and closed off space of the community hall to ensure 

privacy. Once the youth focus group was completed, the second focus group with the 

community members would take place in a separate and closed room also to ensure privacy. 

 

Before starting the focus group, the community representative introduced the researcher to 

the assembled community members. The researcher was then given time to give thanks to 

the community members for taking part in the study. This also allowed the researcher to 

present their own positionality within the wider Cook Islands community. By sharing this 

information and personal history, the transition into the focus groups was made easier and 

created a non-formal environment (Lillrank, 2012). 

 

After moving into the separate and closed off spaces of the community hall, the researcher 

introduced themselves to the smaller group once again and opened the floor for participants 

to introduce themselves as well. The researcher then went over the Participant Information 

Sheet and Consent form with the participants (Appendix C and Appendix G). Once the 

participants were satisfied with this information, they all signed the Consent form. Before 

proceeding with the focus group, all consent forms were signed and collected. At this point, 

the floor was open for participants to ask any questions they may have about the research or 

any part of the research or focus group process. In the Participant Information Sheet, the 

researcher pointed out their contact details as well as the contact details of the researcher’s 

supervisors in case they wished to ask further questions after the focus groups. Participants 

were also advised that their identities would remain private and any identifiable information 

would be made anonymous with this thesis. Participants were also advised that focus groups 

would be audio recorded and if they wished not to answer questions or walk away from the 
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focus group to avoid being recorded, they were allowed to do so. 

 

Once the focus groups were finished, all participants were given a $30 Westfield voucher 

and provided with food and refreshments. Although the food and refreshments were made 

available for participants during the focus groups, both community groups advised that they 

wished to have the food after the focus groups had ended. 

 

During the focus groups, the researcher recorded notes to describe the environment, 

atmosphere, and experience of the focus groups. This also allowed the researcher to reflect 

on what went well and what needed to be improved in the data collection process. 

 

All audio recordings of the focus groups, once transcribed, were stored on a University of 

Auckland password protected computer. All of the participant’s identifiable details, such as 

the names of the participants and their community groups, were omitted from the final 

analysis. During the transcribing process, all participants were differentiated through a 

numbering process. Transcripts were labelled as Participant 1, Participant 2 etc. followed by 

the initials of the community group and focus group. 

 

 

Talanoa 
To allow for a culturally sensitive and Pacific centred approach to the focus groups, the 

talanoa method was utilised. This method requires cultural competency in order to approach 

fluid discussions within an indigenous context (Fa’avae, 2016). It is a key component when 

creating an environment for participants to engage in, as well as share their opinions and 

knowledge on the subject matter (Vaioleti, 2006). 

 

Talanoa began as soon as the researcher and community group leader or representative 

met. This interaction continued when the researcher met the rest of the community group 

participants, and during the focus groups. Since this research was designed to separate two 

groups within one community group, the researcher took two different approaches when 

using the talanoa method. For instance, the youth focus groups created an informal talanoa 

where laughter was used to facilitate the discussion. In comparison, the older community 

members’ focus groups were much more formal and respectful, as the researcher 

understood her position in the discussion. Although these were two different approaches, the 

data itself was still rich and authentic for collection and analysis. Another key commonality 

was the aspect of reciprocity within the talanoa. The reciprocal engagement and interaction 

between, not only the researcher and participant, but between all the participants taking part 
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in the study allowed for mutual accountability. This added quality and trustworthiness of the 

overall study (Vaioleti, 2006). 

 

Analysis 
Within the Tivaevae methodology, the analysis stage is pakoti with cutting, analysing and 

interpreting the data (Futter-Puati & Maua-Hodges, 2019). Grounded theory was used to 

analyse the data that was collected from the online questionnaire and the community focus 

groups. The data collected from both the online questionnaire and the focus groups went 

through a thematic analysis process and involved the NVivo 11 software programme to help 

organise emerging and common themes. 

 

To begin, the data was analysed through open coding. This allowed the researcher to 

process key concepts and break it down to identify new sub-themes that ultimately provided 

new insights to the research (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). NVivo assisted with developing the 

new categories by loading the transcripts from both the online questionnaire and community 

focus groups into the programme. Any relevant data highlighted from the transcripts was 

grouped together under common themes. 

 

Axial coding was the second stage of analysis. In order to capture all levels of data analysis, 

core themes were broken down and critically analysed to understand what gave rise to the 

data, the context in which it was carried out, the interactions through which it occurred and its 

consequences (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). This process was undertaken in the study by 

utilising the NVivo 11 to highlight data from the online questionnaires and community focus 

groups into the relevant themes, which were then cross-referenced to understand the 

relationships between the core themes and sub-themes. 

 

Lastly, the selective coding stage analysed all categories within the study in order to create 

and develop a core category that would ultimately provide a consistent description and 

understanding of the study (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). To achieve this understanding, all 

categories were reviewed and cross-referenced. The categories that were mentioned often 

were addressed until no new concepts appeared in the data. 

 

 

Summary 

In summary, the methodology chapter discussed the methods used to undertake this 

research. It has also outlined the way in which literature was collected and how it was used 
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to identify key themes and gaps in the existing literature. To obtain rich and authentic data, a 

qualitative method was used and deemed most effective to explore the perspectives, 

experiences, and opinions of Cook Islands communities and their youth. It was vital that the 

researcher’s positionality was reflected to ensure participants’ views were collected truthfully 

and not influenced by the researchers’ bias. Both the grounded theory and tivaevae 

methodology were used to frame the research and along with the talanoa methodology, all 

three were discussed in detail. Sections on sampling, recruitment, and data collection were 

also outlined and lastly, this chapter discussed in detail the analysis of the research to 

expose findings that would allow the experiences and views of the Cook Islands communities 

and the Cook Islands youth. 
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Chapter Four: Findings 
 

 

Introduction 
This chapter presents the findings that emerged from the online questionnaire and 

community focus groups, as well as an overview of the participants involved. This chapter is 

organised thematically to address the aims and objectives of this study. It examines the 

participants’ experiences surrounding the Cook Islands Māori language in New Zealand and 

the type of role community groups’ play in language promotion and maintenance with Cook 

Island youth in New Zealand. Lastly, it presents the participants’ views and thoughts on the 

languages, especially what they envision the future is for Cook Islands Māori languages. 

 

 

Online Questionnaire Findings 
The online questionnaire focused on obtaining the opinions of participants surrounding 

speaking the Cook Islands Māori languages, the importance of the Cook Islands Māori 

languages, connection to cultural identity, connection to community, the responsibility of 

promoting the language, and the future of Cook Islands Māori languages. 

 

 

Participants 
A demographic overview of the online questionnaire participants is presented in Graph 1 and 

Table 5. The criteria for participants was to have Cook Islands ethnicity, to currently be 

residing in New Zealand, and be between the ages of 16 and 25 years old. 55 people 

completed the online questionnaire but only 37 participants were within the research 

parameters. Among those 37, five participants indicated that they were raised in Rarotonga 

in the Cook Islands before living in New Zealand. 
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Graph 1: Age of participants 
 

 
 

 

 

 

   
  
  
  
      
      
           
            
            

 

 

 
 
Table 5: Geographical location of participants 
 

City Number of Participants 

Auckland 27 

Hamilton 1 

Wellington 5 

Christchurch 3 

Dunedin 1 

 

 

Speaking Cook Islands Māori languages 
When participants were asked if they could speak the Cook Islands Māori languages, 27 out 

of the 37 answered yes. These participants said they learned to speak the reo while growing 

up with family members around them who spoke the reo every day. This included their own 

parents, grandparents, aunties and uncles. 10 participants indicated that they did not know 

N
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how to speak the Cook Islands Māori languages because they did not have family around 

them to speak the reo. Some stated they were not exposed to any of the Cook Islands 

culture or languages or, they were not interested in learning. 

 

 

Language proficiency of participants 
The length of time participants spoke the language and level of language proficiency differed 

between the 27 participants who identified themselves as Cook Islands speakers. Most 

participants had been speaking the language since they were young kids, but some indicated 

that they only started speaking in the last few years. Most speakers could speak, read and 

write in the Cook Islands Māori languages and only a few stated that they could not write in 

the language or they could only hold a casual conversation. 

 

“I have been immersed in the language from a young age but I really 

developed my vocabulary in the last 5 years so I am able to read, speak 

and write in the language at a conversational level.” (QP21) 

“I have been speaking for a few years and I speak depending on who I am 

communicating with for example if I’m communicating with elders or with 

relatives.” (QP31) 

 

 

Lack of language proficiency 
The 10 participants who indicated that they could not speak the language selected different 

reasons for this. The majority stated that their family did not speak the Cook Islands Māori 

languages to them or around them. Some said growing up they were not exposed to the 

culture or language or overall, they were not interested in learning the language. 

 

“My parents tried to teach me and my siblings growing up, but we didn’t 

take notice of it. Now, I feel like we should have paid attention so we can 

speak to the elders in our family who have poor English.” (QP21) 

“Although I was around my culture and language moderately, especially in 

family settings, I never picked up on the language or was taught it. In my 

household, we primarily speak English but occasionally my mother speaks 

Cook Islands Māori.” (QP9) 
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The influence of personal experiences 
Some participants chose ‘other’ as another option and shared more personal experiences as 

to why they did not speak the language or chose not to speak the language. 

 

“My skin is very fair, so growing up kids would make fun of me if I tried to 

speak the language because of my skin colour. It got to the point where I 

would come home crying and begged my family to stop teaching me. I wish 

there wasn’t that stigma of trying to embrace a culture you’re part of when 

you don’t look the part.” (QP19) 

“My grandparents on both sides of my family spoke to me in Māori until I 

started school at 5 years old. When I started at school, I was teased by 

other Cook Islands children at my school because I was a light-skinned girl 

who spoke Māori.” (QP26) 

 

 

Family influence on proficiency 
Whether participants spoke the language or not, all participants mentioned that their family 

played a role in their language journey. For those that indicated their proficiency in the 

language, they shared how they learned the language by growing up with family members 

who spoke the reo daily. 

 

“I learned the language by living with my grandparents when I was younger 

in Rarotonga.” (QP11) 

“Growing up, my mother would always speak the Manahiki dialect to me or 

around me. I learned the language because I could hear it often and around 

me.” (QP31) 

“It was customary in our household and being raised with grandparents to 

learn the language.” (QP35) 

 

 

Family influence on lack of language proficiency 
Family was also seen as an influence for those who lacked the ability to speak the Cook 

Islands Māori language. Most participants who did not speak the Cook Islands Māori 

language indicated that their parents, grandparents or other family members around them 

never spoke the reo to them. Speaking English in the house was also a common point 
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shared with participants. 

 

“I understand some of the language, but my family don’t have the patience 

to teach the language.” (QP20) 

“My Cook Islands father does not know the language very well.” (QP37) 

“Everyone just speaks English, unless it’s for formal occasions. Especially 

to the kids because we have half-caste mixed parents, so English is the 

main language used at home.” (QP36) 

 

 

Use of Cook Islands Māori languages in the home 
When participants were asked if anyone in their household spoke the Cook Islands Māori 

languages, 25 participants said yes. Out of those 25 participants, only two participants stated 

that those who speak the reo in their household consistently speak the reo. 

 

“I come from an Atiuan family that always speak the Cook Islands Māori 

language at home, so we pretty much had to speak and learn the language 

since we were little.” (QP28) 

 

Graph 2 presents the frequency of when family members spoke the Cook Islands Māori 

language to participants. 
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Graph 2: Frequency of family members speaking the Cook Islands Māori languages in 

the home 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
Connection to cultural identity 
When participants were asked to share their views on why the responsibility of learning the 

Cook Islands Māori language belonged to certain groups, they discussed the importance of 

their identity and language. 

“We should all take responsibility as Cook Islanders to try and preserve our 

identity. We need to ask ourselves the hard questions, ‘do I want to 

preserve my language and its identity?’” (QP35) 

“Our language is our culture and our identity.” (QP33) 

“Our identity is one of the things that sets us apart from the world. It's a way 

of living.” (QP34) 

 

 

Importance of the Cook Islands Māori language 
Nearly all participants indicated how significant the Cook Islands Māori language was to 

them. 

 

“Language is the heartbeat of the culture. No language means … no culture 

in my personal opinion.” (QP36) 

“It’s important because it will it means our culture will continue to exist and 
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it’s important for our future generations.” (QP9) 

 

Graph 3 shows an overview of how important the language was to participants in the 

questionnaire. 

 

 

Graph 3: How important is the Cook Islands Māori language to participants. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Community Connections 

Out of the 37 participants who took part in the questionnaire, 18 participants indicated that 

they were involved in their local Cook Islands community. Community groups may have 

different elements that may or may not make up their group; therefore, participants were able 

to select more than one type of element that described their community group. For example, 

a participant may be involved in a community group that has religious, cultural and/or 

sporting elements. 

 

The two participants that selected ‘other’ included educational groups, Pacific groups at 

University, and growing up with friends and cousins as a community group. Graph 4 shows 

the type of community groups these participants were involved with. 
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Graph 4: Types of community groups 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Community disconnection 
19 participants revealed that they were not involved in their local community group for 

various reasons. Some participants spoke about not having time to be part of a community 

group due to work commitments, and others spoke about there not being a local Cook 

Islands community or knowing any Cook Islanders where they live. 

 

“Because of my work commitments I can’t fully commit, and they want 

people who can commit.” (QP35) 

“I don’t [know] much about local Cook Islands community groups. I only 

know the few Cook Islands friends I have.” (QP37) 

 

Graph 5 displays why participants were not involved in their local Cook Islands community 

groups. Participants were able to select more than one option. 
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Why participants were not involved in their local community 
group 
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Graph 5: Why participants were not involved in their local Cook Islands community 
groups. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   
    
   
   
   
     
      
     
     

 
 

 

 

 

Language promotion within community groups 
The 18 participants who were involved with their communities were asked if and how their 

local community promoted the Cook Islands Māori language. Most of the participants advised 

that the language was promoted through cultural events, youth events, church services, and 

community meetings. Promotion during the annual Cook Islands Māori Language Week was 

also mentioned. 

 

“Singing songs, speaking in Māori at events and promoting during Cook 

Islands Language Week.” (QP22) 

“Cultural events such as Te Maeva Nui practice or when we have Manihiki 

community Day.” (QP20 

“Just language immersion and being surrounded by it as well as it being 

incorporated into programs and actively encouraged within the family unit.” 

(QP32) 

 

However, there were some participants who stated that they did not experience any type of 

language learning opportunities and they had no knowledge of their community promoting 
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any language learning events. One participant mentioned that there was no real focus of 

language promotion within their sports community group. 

 
“Within our social sports teams, we don’t really have a real focus on the 

language. Our purpose is more about bonding as a team.” (QP36) 

 

 

Encouraging youth to speak their language within communities 
Participants were asked if their local community groups had a youth group and if they were 

involved in that youth group. Nine participants stated that their local community group had a 

youth group and eight participants indicated that they were involved in their youth group. 

Participants were then asked how their community groups promoted the language or 

encouraged their youth to speak the language. Some said they were taught the language 

through songs, phrases, praying, showcase events or workshops. Other participants 

described their community group speaking directly to their youth in the reo, or even 

mentoring them. 

 

“Our community group would speak directly to our youth in the Cook 

Islands Māori language through events and language activities.” (QP16) 

“In our community group, we get our youth involved in community events 

and even mentor them in terms of language.” (QP19) 

 

The church was another place that was mentioned where the language was promoted. This 

was done through Cook Islands hymns, Sunday school, and reading the Bible. 

 

“The community would teach our youth the language by singing Cook 

Islands hymns, learning how to pray in the Cook Islands Māori language 

and reading the Cook Islands Māori bible” (QP20) 

“There is an emphasis in the church to teach children at least at a basic 

level of the language particularly knowing the Lord’s prayer, basic Sunday 

school hymns, being able to read the bible and pronounce the words 

correctly” (QP21) 

 

 

Responsibility for Language Promotion 

Participants were asked who they thought was responsible for language teaching or 
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language promotion. The main themes mentioned in the responses were school, family, the 

homelands of the Cook Islands and Cook Islands communities in New Zealand. 

 

 

School 
Out of the 37 participants, eight participants pointed out how the Cook Islands Māori 

language should be taught and encouraged in schools and that it should be offered as 

another language option. 

 

“The responsibility of teaching the language should lie with schools and 

educators.” (QP15) 

“It should start in the home, but schools also have a responsibility to offer 

the Cook Islands Māori language as an option.” (QP23) 

“It should start at home or at school. You can take some classes to help 

you develop your skills.” (QP4) 

 

 

Family 
Most participants stated that the responsibility should be with parents and language learning 

should ultimately start within the home. Other participants indicated how grandparents or 

elders who are our knowledge holders should be passing on the language by teaching the 

language to the younger generation. 

 

“I believe it should start in the home. Parents have an obligation to their 

child to teach them the most authentic piece of identity they can claim.” 

(QP16) 

“I think it should start at home. There are numerous cultures that have 

migrated to New Zealand but still uphold their culture and language due to 

their immediate family continuing that tradition on despite where they are. 

Even some Cook Islands families in New Zealand speak the language 

because their parents constantly speak it to them.” (QP9) 

“Learning the language should start from home because that is where the 

person learning will spend most of their lifetime.” (QP28) 
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Other participants, however, stated that the responsibility to teach language in the home has 

now changed. They believe there is a great responsibility at home, but they also realise that 

the current generation of Cook Islanders no longer have the appropriate knowledge or 

exposure to the language to be teaching it at home. 

 

“Some homes don’t have [the tools] to learn the language and it's not 

because of ignorance, but because they lack the knowledge.” (QP36) 

“It definitely should start at home, but I also realise that many are not 

surrounded by the language.” (QP22) 

“I think it should start at home, but it depends on how knowledgeable the 

parents are in the language.” (QP23) 

Some participants spoke about the different ethnic backgrounds some 

families come from and how that impacts the learning process. 

“It starts at home, but my fear is our generation won’t be able to learn 

unless we learn first. Especially for my kids growing up in mixed ethnic 

families, it may be hard.” (QP37) 

“It's difficult coming from a mixed ethnic home.” (QP18) 

 

 

The homeland, the Cook Islands 
Participants were asked to share their thoughts on whether the responsibility of teaching the 

Cook Islands Māori language should also be placed on the Cook Islands themselves. Most 

participants indicated that responsibility should lie with the people residing in the Cook 

Islands, however, some acknowledged that the responsibility of teaching the language is 

shared with all Cook Islanders around the world. 

 

“Those living in the Cook Islands share the same responsibility as those 

who speak the language in any part of the world. We all have a role for our 

country and that is to expose our language.” (QP25) 

“I think those back home should be making a means to preserving our 

culture and language and where it originated from, but we all should be 

held accountable for the future of our language.” (QP11) 
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New Zealand Cook Islands communities 
When participants were asked if they thought it was important for their local community to 

encourage and teach their youth to speak the Cook Islands Māori language, every participant 

said yes. Participants acknowledged the role of the community and understood that they are 

doing what they can however, participants indicated that it was about addressing the issue of 

language decline and how critical this time is for the Cook Islands communities in New 

Zealand. 

 

“Yes of course! And I believe they do. But I also believe that we need to do 

more as I think we’re in a critical situation where we face losing our 

language all together.” (QP21) 

“Yes! Our language is dying and we need to… bring it back to life. The 

whole Cook Islands community should be encouraging Cook Islanders to 

learn the language.” (QP27) 

“Yes. [Today] we witness many changes. If we do not do our part to 

preserve [our language] 

… [along with our language] we too will go.” (QP35) 

 

 

The future of Cook Islands Māori Language 
Lastly, the online questionnaire asked participants about their views on the future of the Cook 

Islands Māori language and their thoughts on potential solutions to encourage Cook Islands 

youth in New Zealand to speak the language. Some participants discussed positive 

outcomes for the Cook Islands Māori language. 

 

“In the future I see our language being used in everyday conversation for 

those who would like to use it in our current generation. I see it expanding 

out to different countries.” (QP25) 

“I see it growing and developing to continue to help our youth.” (QP10) 

“Our language will continue to be our link to the homeland and our 

ancestors. I believe it plays a part in our identity as Cook Islanders.” (QP21) 

 

While others expressed their views on the impact of language decline and acknowledged 

that work needs to be done for the language to survive. 
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“To be honest, I feel like it is dying. Most of the Cook Islanders living in New 

Zealand cannot speak fluently let alone understand others speaking the 

language.” (QP13) 

“I see it slowly being neglected by our own people. We are caught up in 

technology and how to modernize our lives that we lose sight of where we 

began.” (QP16) 

“In the distant future, I don’t see it existing. Within the next 10 to 15 years I 

see it still dying.” (QP27) 

“If we all work on keeping our language active, we could hear it being used 

every day like the Samoans and Tongans.” (QP31) 

 

 

Possible Solutions 

To get youth engaged in learning the Cook Islands Māori language, participants shared their 

thoughts on the type of solutions that would help. This included: creating online tools to make 

language learning accessible; creating opportunities in New Zealand schools to have the 

option to take the language as a subject; free night classes; more Cook Islands pre- schools; 

being exposed to the culture; music, dance and fun community activities. 

Participants also acknowledged the significance that family and church have in providing a 

solution for Cook Islands youth to learn the language. 

 

“An online YouTube channel with episodes that focus on words, [customs], 

and different dialects. An online tool is possibly the strongest way to reach 

the masses. This platform would be designed at promoting the language, 

culture, and customs.” (QP14) 

“Creating opportunities in schools or free classes in communities. 

Advertising programs and classes outside of work and school hours would 

help.” (QP23) 

“Cook Islands pre-schools are a great way to introduce the language to 

children because they’re still young. There should be more pre-schools 

throughout the different Auckland areas, and it should promote Cook 

Islands music, dancing, and storytelling.” (QP21) 

“Parents need to be more dedicated to teaching their children the language 

if they know the language themselves. It is important to start speaking the 
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language at home.” (QP13) 

“Youth should join youth groups, church groups to learn the language. They 

will be encouraged to learn the language through songs, hymns and being 

exposed to it all.” (QP6) 

 

 

Focus Group Findings 
The focus group findings focused on obtaining authentic opinions from participants 

concerning the Cook Islands Māori language, in regard to Cook Islands communities and 

their youth. This includes acquiring perspectives from both the youth participants and in a 

separate focus group, their community members. Discussions were held in terms of 

language proficiency, the role of the community and who is held responsible for teaching the 

language. 

 

 

Participants 
The focus groups were recruited from Cook Islands communities based in Auckland and two 

community groups took part in the focus groups. Within each community group, two focus 

groups took place; one for the community elders and one for the youth. 

 

The participants of the first focus group were community members over the age of 26 years 

old. The second focus group was community members between the ages of 16 and 25 years 

old. 20 participants identified as Cook Islanders residing in New Zealand. An overview of the 

number of focus group participants is presented in Table 6. 

 

 

Table 6: Number of Community Focus Group Participants 

Number of participants 

Youth (16 – 24 years) Community Members (25 
years +) 

6 14 
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Youth Perspective 
The youth perspective included the importance of the Cook Islands Māori language, culture 

and identity, as well as language proficiency in terms of confidence, encouragement and 

learning. Lastly, youth participants shared their opinions on the role of the community and a 

discussion around their perspectives on the future of the Cook Island Māori language. 

 

Importance of Cook Islands Māori 
All youth participants in the focus groups believed that the Cook Islands Māori language is 

important. They identified why the language is important, the influence of culture and identity 

in the language learning process, and their thoughts on the need for youth to learn their 

language. 

 

 

Language 

Youth participants expressed their views about the importance of the Cook Islands Māori 

language by discussing how the language represents their homeland, how it connects them 

back to their roots and overall, how it represents who they are as a Cook Islander. 

“It is important because it’s who you represent. So, I know I was born in 

New Zealand, but I see myself as a Cook Islands boy, not a New Zealand 

Kiwi boy.” (YFG5) 

“Our language is important because it’s like, your roots. And sometimes 

you’re going to go back there, back home. And you’re going to use it so you 

have to be familiar with it.” (YFG1) 

“It is who you are. We the people are Cook Islanders and we are the culture 

and the language.” (YGF4) 

 

 

Culture and Identity 
When participants in the youth focus groups discussed language, they also identified the 

importance of culture and identity. They spoke about how there is a significant link between 

culture, identity and language, and in order to represent their people and island, and know 

their identity, they need to understand their culture; and that is primarily through the 

language. They believed that you could not have one without the other, so you could not 
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learn the culture without learning the language. They also pointed out that being part of their 

community group meant they were naturally immersed in the Cook Islands culture. 

“I think our cultural identity is important because it belongs to us. It is our 

language and our culture.” (YGF4) 

“When you do a Cook Islands dance, you are learning the actions and you 

are learning the song. That’s the exact same way you learn the language. 

That is why it is important.” (YGF6) 

“Being a Cook Islander is who you are and that is our identity. We as a 

people learn this through culture and language.” (YGF2) 

“When I’m not at home or church, I’m not really immersed in the Cook 

Islands culture. But then I didn’t really notice it until talking about it today.” 

(YGF5) 

 

 

Speaking Cook Islands Māori language 
When participants conveyed their thoughts about speaking the Cook Islands Māori language, 

they spoke about finding the confidence to speak the reo, being in a safe and encouraging 

space to learn the reo, and the best place to learn and speak the language. 

 

 

Confidence 
Finding confidence to speak the language was mentioned by all youth participants. Most 

participants expressed their shyness to speak the language, while others discussed their 

want to speak the reo but lack of confidence to pronounce the words and feeling judged if 

they did not say them correctly. Being laughed at or feeling judged made them lose their 

confidence in wanting to learn. 

“As a Cook Islander, I am shy to speak the language because before I have 

been put down for not saying words properly. So now I feel too shy.” 

(YGF6) 

“Well I do feel kind of upset. I want to speak because it’s my culture and my 

language but I’m shy.” (YGF2) 

“I can’t pronounce words, so it makes me shy to speak so I lose my 

confidence.” Encouragement 
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Participants shared similar experiences when discussing language encouragement in the 

sense that there was no visible encouragement or push to learn. Participants believed that 

youth needed to receive positive encouragement to learn and speak the language. However, 

their own personal experiences demonstrate that active encouragement of language learning 

was not always the case. 

 

“I wasn’t really encouraged to speak the language. But I wasn’t forced not 

to speak the language either. I was free, in terms of language, just 

speaking English and so that's what I spoke. I mean, our youth should be 

encouraged to speak the language at home, just like Samoan families.” 

(YGF3) 

“It's not that we’re not encouraged to speak the language, it's just that we 

have no one teaching it. For me, it's the people around me. Not many of 

them speak the Cook Islands language.” (YGF6) 

 

 

Learning 
Most participants indicated their willingness to learn the Cook Islands Māori language. 

However, some participants revealed that they were unsure about learning and a few 

specified they believed it was too late to learn. 

 

“I would be very committed to learning the language because it is important 

for our culture even though it is hard to learn.” (YGF6) 

“Part of me wants to learn, but the other part feels like going out to have fun 

so there’s two sides. The thing with language is that I grew up learning 

English. I heard Cook Islands Māori words around me that but that’s it.” 

(YGF2) 

“I’m not committed to learning the language. I think it’s a bit too late in life to 

learn.” (YGF4) 

 

 

Role of the community 
All participants stated that they were associated with a wider Cook Islands community group; 

whether it was a sporting group, cultural group or a church group. While discussing the 

experience of learning the Cook Islands Māori language, participants spoke about the role of 
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their community and whether they should be part of the language learning process. As they 

spoke, they shared their personal experiences of community and youth engagement, as well 

as the role their community members play as language teachers. Youth participants 

identified the role of their community as indirect teachers of language. Within their 

communities, some youth were naturally involved in cultural practices whether it was creative 

or spiritual, and although they were not directly being taught the language, they understood 

that this was part of the language learning process. 

 

“Taking part in our community events mean that we are learning from our 

Mamas and Papas. They may not be teaching us like in a classroom, but 

they do teach us, and we learn from them.” (YFG5) 

“I mean during the times when we dance and sing in the cultural group, 

we’re learning the language, and the culture.” (YFG6) 

 

 

Community and Youth Engagement 
Participants also identified the type of language learning engagement they experienced with 

their community, specifically in the form of community events. Whether it was a sporting 

event, cultural event or spiritual event, these events focused on youth and the type of 

learning they received was dependent on the event itself. For instance, some participants 

described how these events were more than just bringing youth together but were also about 

bringing families together. Other participants spoke about how their events created a space 

not only to learn the language but speak the language as well. 

 

“Our community is really passionate about bringing our families together for 

our events. Not just young people, but old people and little kids as well.” 

(YGF2) 

“We also are involved in things like the uapou. We go to another ekalesia 

and run the service and do like a panel talk in Cook Islands Māori. That's 

just another way of learning the language.” (YGF3) 

 

 

Possible Solutions for the Future 

When participants were asked about the ways in which Cook Islands communities could help 
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to encourage the youth with learning and speaking the language or what they thought the 

future of the Cook Islands Māori language should look like, participants shared their ideas 

about using a classroom style of teaching. They also discussed the need for more cultural 

and traditional events where the language is naturally spoken, and the need for community 

groups to provide comfortable spaces so youth can participate in the events. Lastly, youth 

participants compared the success of Cook Islands Māori language prevalence to other 

Pacific nations such as Samoa, and their hopes that the Cook Islands Māori language would 

one day be on the same language learning level. 

 

“I would say, young people need to participate in what’s going on. Whether 

it is dancing or singing. And community groups need to make it safe and 

comfortable for the young people to want to learn so young people feel 

motivated to learn their culture and their language.” (YGP1) 

“I’d like our language to be on par with the Samoans. Samoan language is 

just, strong. They speak it at home, you even study it in some of the 

schools. And you think ‘oh why can’t we study our language in our schools’ 

stuff like that. So that’s something I would like to see in our near future.” 

(YGP3) 

 

 

Community Perspective 
The community perspective included the discussion surrounding the Cook Islands Māori 

language, personal experiences with the language and the impact the community group has 

on teaching the language. This also included a section concerning non-fluent speakers and 

fluent speakers of the language. Responsibility was another section added that discussed 

responsibility of the family to teach the language, as well as who language learners blame for 

the lack of language proficiency. Last, community members shared their thoughts on the 

future of the Cook Islands Māori language, which involved culture and identity, commitment, 

language initiatives, and church, government and educational support. 

 

 

The Cook Islands Māori language in New Zealand 
At the beginning of the community focus groups, the community members were asked to 

share their own understanding of the Cook Islands Māori language in New Zealand, and 

what it means or how it impacts their community. Community members not only shared and 

spoke about their own opinions of the language within their community, but they also spoke 
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about how language impacts their own family and shared personal experiences. 

 

 

Language and the community 
To gain an understanding of language within the community, community members focused 

on the history of the language in comparison to today, as well as the impact of the different 

dialects within the Cook Islands and how this has contributed to the difficulty of language 

learning in the wider community. 

 

“When my Dad and many of our family arrived from the Cook Islands the 

language was fresh amongst our community group. But keep in mind, this 

was back in the 1980’s. The language was heard everywhere. On the 

sports fields, off the sports field, when we use to get together and everyone 

will sing. That was when our language was the strongest. But as time went 

on, our parents grew old and unfortunately my generation did not pick up or 

learn the language and so this current generation did not get to experience 

what I experienced back in the 80’s. We either don’t speak the language or 

we find it hard to speak. Unless you’re over 50 years old in our community 

group, that’s the only time we get to hear it. Otherwise, it’s English.” 

(FGP13) 

“In our community we have different dialects. If you’re from the Northern or 

Southern groups of the Cook Islands, we speak with different dialects. But 

when we are together in the community, we speak Rarotongan. This can be 

confusing for our mapu because it’s hard to understand.” (FGP9) 

 

 

Language and personal experiences 
While the older group of community members discussed their understanding of the Cook 

Islands Māori language within the community, it was only natural for participants to merge 

and share their own personal experiences about the language. This specific discussion 

identified two groups; community members that could speak the reo, and the community 

members that could not speak the reo. 
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Non-fluent speakers 
Community members who do not speak the Cook Islands Māori language identified closely 

with the issue’s youth face regarding the reo, which is important to understand because 

whether they speak the language or not, they are able to shift between the two worlds. When 

the participants spoke about the Cook Islands Māori language and their personal 

experiences, they shared the impact of family on their language journey, the inaccessibility of 

learning the language within a classroom setting, and their views on Cook Islands Language 

Week. 

 

“I don’t really know the language. I mean, besides being able to say hello 

and goodbye. My parents didn’t really speak the language around me. But 

when I was around my Dad and his mates and they would speak the 

language, I would always say, what are they talking about? I tried picking 

up words, but I guess I’m really bad with the language. I don’t blame my 

parents or anything, but I think I should have tried. Right now, I’m just too 

lazy.” (FGP12) 

“The language classes they have does not fit my schedule because of 

work. To me, learning the language is not accessible. I know they have 

classes at Manukau Institute of Technology, but those times don’t work for 

me. And the night classes or online classes they have or videos they have, 

well it doesn’t really encourage me to want to learn the language.” (FGP13) 

“To me, the Cook Islands Language Week was not interesting. It isn’t aimed 

at people like me who are everyday people. I think it promotes the beauty of 

the Cook Islands, and I get that, but it does not do enough for the language. 

I don’t want to learn to make an ‘ei katu, I want the language to be pushed 

more.” (FGP14) 

 

 

Fluent speakers 
Community members who spoke the Cook Islands Māori language fluently provided a 

different perspective in comparison to the participants who did not speak the reo fluently. 

When participants spoke about their understanding of the language and their own personal 

experiences, they discussed generational issues, the impact of media and its influence on 

the language, and their roles as language teachers and knowledge holders. 

 

“Our young people really do not understand not only the language, but they 
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don’t understand how important the Cook Islands language is. Maybe some 

of them do, but most of them don’t.” (FGP2) 

“For me, the Cook Islands language is going down in New Zealand. Since 

our children have entered the schools, they lose the language because 

they have to speak English. But I speak English to them too because I want 

them to understand what I’m saying. Our Cook Islands language is going 

down even back in the Cook Islands. Many people speak English there 

because I’ve seen i.t” (FGP1) 

“I don’t understand how people want us to speak the Cook Islands Māori 

language when we have our people on the radio speaking English! Why 

can’t they speak Cook Islands?” (FGP8) 

“Teaching our children is the first step. We as parents and grandparents 

need to teach them. Even though there is English here, we know that, but 

we also need to know we need to speak to them in Māori.” (FGP4) 

“Back in the day and back at home, if you knew how to speak English you 

were proud. People were proud of you. But here, it’s different.” (FGP10) 

 

 

Role of the community 
Community participants discussed their roles as community language leaders. This involved 

community members being honest about their role and their thoughts on how youth should 

be learning the language. 

 

“As a community group, we don’t really focus on language teaching. Not 

because we don’t want to but because most of us don’t speak the 

language. And well, we’re a sporting community so we never think about 

our group as a platform to teach the language. But I think, as a 

steppingstone, maybe we could start introducing the language on the field 

or places where we engage more.” (FGP11) 

“I think the best way to learn the language is the bible. And even though 

we’re part of different types of community groups, we are all strong 

Christians and that is what we all have in common as language leaders in 

our community.” (FGP10) 

“We need to make an effort by changing our curriculum for Sunday School 



64 

 

 

to include more of the Cook Islands Māori language. Our Mamas can speak 

the reo instead of speaking English to our young people.” (FGP6) 

 

 

Responsibility 
When participants shared their thoughts about who should be responsible for teaching the 

language, they spoke about the role of the family and the role of community leaders. 

Throughout this discussion, some participants shared their own personal stories of language 

learning or language teaching and blamed their own lack of progress in learning or teaching 

on other family members and/or themselves. 

 

 

Family 
Participants who were parents or grandparents believed the language learning or language 

teaching process should start from the home and should be a natural progression for their 

children. For instance, some participants identified why it has become an issue to teach the 

reo at home. 

 

“It starts in the home. I think it all starts in the home. Even though in my 

home my children sometimes laugh at me when I speak Rarotongan 

because it sounds funny but when it comes to wanting to understand what 

we are saying they say ‘Mama, what does that mean?’ or ‘Mama, how do 

you say that? So, whether they laugh or not, we need to try our best to 

teach in the home.” (FGP7) 

 

For others, it was about the lack of communication and frustration. 

 

“To be honest, I think the family nowadays is too lazy to speak the 

language in the home. When we speak, we want our kids to understand 

right away but when they don’t, we turn to speaking English. That’s why I 

say we’re too lazy to speak the language to our kids. We 

don’t want to repeat ourselves again and if we do and our children don’t 

understand, we get angry.” (FGP3) 
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Blame 
During this discussion on why it has been difficult to teach the Cook Islands Māori language 

within the home, participants became more aware and expressive of the responsibility that 

lay with them as knowledge holders. For instance, there were two different perspectives 

when it came to identifying responsibility and blame. Some participants reflected on their own 

personal experiences as to who they blamed for not speaking the reo and others identified 

their own contribution to why their children do not speak the reo. 

 

“I blame my parents for not teaching me because they know how to speak 

the Cook Islands Māori language, but they did nothing to teach me and my 

siblings. And now look! None of us speak the reo fluently.” (FGP13) 

 

The following reflection was a shared view amongst the group. 

 

“It’s not my children’s fault that they don’t know how to speak, it is my fault. 

I wouldn’t blame anyone but myself. I was too lazy to speak the language 

when they were young and now, they can’t speak.” (FGP6) 

 

 

Possible Solutions for the Future 
Lastly, when the participants discussed the future of the Cook Islands Māori language, the 

discussion included the ways in which they could help their young people understand the 

significance of the language, and how they could, as language knowledge holders, teach 

their young people to learn and speak the language. This included understanding the impact 

of culture and identity and its strong ties to language learning, the push to encourage parents 

to speak the language within the home and understanding the significance of church and 

how language is used within this setting. They also discussed the importance of the wider 

community and government organisations that can help in supporting the Cook Islands Māori 

language within the community. 

 

 

Culture and identity 
Participants believed that the Cook Islands culture and identity needs to be understood and 

addressed because there is an assumption that it is all about dancing and singing. However, 

participants state that it is more than that because culture and identity are elements that 

contribute to a whole. 
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“There are some community groups that have cultural groups which is great 

for our youth to learn their culture. But we should also be speaking to our 

youth about why this stuff is important, not just get them to shake their hips 

and sing songs.” (FGP14) 

“Once our youth are able to identify with [who] they are, they will become 

stronger within themselves to understand their culture and learn their 

language.” (FGP7) 

 

 

Commitment 
Community members spoke about the importance of language learning and that it is not only 

about teaching the language or having patience to learn the language, but it is also about an 

individual’s willingness and commitment to the language. 

 

“If our parents are committed to bringing their children to sporting events 

and can show them that what they’re doing is important, then why not be 

committed to the language? A lot of our kids are involved in different groups 

and I’m sure learning the language can be the same.” (FGP11) 

“We as a community just need to stop being lazy and need to be more 

committed to teaching our children the language.” (FGP6) 

 

 

Language initiatives and technology 
Community members also spoke about implementing language learning programs into their 

existing programs and using technology to help attract mapu to learning about their 

language. 

 

“If we start off small in our community group, it will help in the long run. 

Even if it’s naming certain objects on the field, or saying hello or goodbye in 

the reo, it’s something and it’s better than what we’re doing now.” (FGP11) 

“I think we need to change the way [we] speak in our events. I mean, I 

know our youth speak English, but we have to find a way where they are 

learning the language but also understanding the language at the same 
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time. Not just learning the words. Before, we would just get them to sing the 

Cook Islands national anthem, but I don’t think they know exactly what it is 

saying. You know, stuff like that.” (FGP13) 

 

Some participants spoke about ideas that could help with learning the language within their 

own community group. 

 

“Technology is so important now. Now you see our kids on the iPad or on 

the phone. Maybe we can use that as a way to teach the language. I know 

there are some kind of apps where you can speak in English and it 

responds back in the language.” (FGP12) 

 

Church, Government and Education 
Lastly, the community groups discussed the significance of learning the language at church, 

as well as changing the way the government and education system supports language 

learning within the community. 

 

“What’s the solution you ask? Go to church. That is where we as a Cook 

Islands people gather and come together. That is where we ‘imene and 

purē!” (FGP10) 

“The government is not doing enough for our language. We are only a 

small group of people standing on the side, but we can’t wait for them to 

make the change, we as a community need to make that change.” (FGP5) 

“What about the schools? We need to get more people speaking the 

language at school. Look you have the Māori classes, the Samoan classes, 

the Tongan classes, but we don't have the Cook Islands classes! We need 

to see change in our education system.” (FGP9) 

 

 

Summary 

In summary, this chapter has examined findings from an online questionnaire with 37 

participants and community focus groups with 20 community members. It has provided a 

summary of all participants, and their perspectives on the Cook Islands Māori language and 
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the role that their community groups play in promoting and maintaining the reo. Participants 

discussed key themes including language proficiency, family influence, the significance of 

culture and identity, community connections and disconnections, and language responsibility. 

It was apparent that the role of the family was significant alongside the community, because 

language learning begins within the home and is then nurtured within the larger Cook Islands 

community. Lastly, participants discussed what the future looks like for the Cook Islands 

Māori language and the types of solutions that could be implemented not only within the 

home, but within the community as well. Overall, this chapter has identified key elements that 

could contribute to the development of the Cook Islands Māori language for Cook Islands 

youth in New Zealand. 



69 

 

 

Chapter Five: Discussion and 
Recommendations 

 

 

Introduction 
This chapter examines and discusses the research findings in relation to the literature review 

and the research objectives. It focuses on the key points found within the research and 

provides recommendations for Cook Islands communities within a language teaching space. 

This could potentially help to encourage Cook Islands youth to understand the language, 

learn and speak the language, and would contribute overall to their own mental wellbeing. 

Furthermore, this chapter will discuss future research opportunities in light of the findings of 

this research. 

 

 

The Cook Islands Māori language 
This study revealed the importance of the Cook Islands Māori language for Cook Islands 

communities in Auckland. Participants expressed how proud they were of their language and 

celebrated the language, culture, and traditions in the hope that they continue through to the 

next generation of Cook Islands families and communities. In order to understand the 

importance of the Cook Islands Māori language, the influence of family and the role of the 

community must be understood. Discussion with participants also involved acknowledging 

the impact of language retention alongside language maintenance within families, 

communities, and the education system. 

 

 

The family role 

The data from this research reveals that the role of the family is significant in the language 

learning process. The family can include parents, grandparents, aunties, uncles, cousins or 

even siblings. The family makes decisions that either influence the language learning 

process or it can hinder it. Whether these decisions go down one path or the other, 

participants in this research clearly expressed the importance of their families in their 

language learning journey. 
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Language acquisition 
Before other language learning tools are available, children are instinctively immersed into a 

language learning environment within their immediate and wider family unit. The younger 

participants who took part in this research and indicated their proficiency in the language, 

expressed their appreciation of acquiring the language within their family at a young age. For 

them, naturally acquiring the Cook Islands Māori language gives them a deeper 

understanding of the importance of their language. However, those that specified their lack of 

language proficiency stated their parents or family members never spoke the Cook Islands 

Māori language to them or around them. Some participants were never exposed to the 

language at all. Even the participants who pointed to a lack of access or exposure to their 

heritage language within the family, acknowledged that the family was still seen as a pivotal 

place for language teaching and learning (Samu, Barnes, Asiasiga & McCreanor, 2019). 

Whether or not participants were exposed to the Cook Islands Māori language, the role of the 

family was still seen as significant within a language learning space. The family’s role is to 

provide the first language learning experience, create a safe and nurturing space to learn, 

and to provide an input-rich environment (Taumoefolau, Starks, Bell, & Davis, 2004). 

Although this research primarily focuses on community, the significance of the family for 

language learning is undeniable and provides a central foundation for future generations. 

 

 

Relationships 
The role of the family is clearly established in this research as the most important aspect in 

language acquisition and maintenance, especially the significance of family relationships and 

how they impact the development of language. Without the relationship between a parent 

and a child in particular, the exposure towards the heritage language is at risk. Whereas a 

relationship between the parent(s)/caregiver(s) and child only strengthens the chance of the 

child acquiring their heritage language (Ka’ai, 2017). Especially if the child already 

acknowledges the significance of the relationship between the parent and child because, as 

a recent study has shown, the Cook Islands Māori language makes them “understand and 

appreciate their ethnic identities and customs” (Puna & Tiatia-Seath, 2018:102). The 

participants who were capable speakers of the Cook Islands Māori language, identified how 

their family influenced their proficiency. In addition, participants revealed how their 

relationship with their parents or grandparents helped in guiding their language learning 

journey because of the continuous interaction they had within the home. Regardless of 

whether the language was spoken directly to them or not, participants claimed that being 

around the language and listening helped with acquiring the language naturally. 
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Although experiences of learning the language can be different based on who is teaching the 

language and how it is being taught, the intergenerational role is still needed in order to 

develop the Cook Islands Māori language and produce a high level of input during language 

acquisition (Melo-Pfeifer, 2013). Therefore, the relationship between the teacher and learner 

is important because it not only maintains and builds a positive connection, but also 

promotes maintenance of the language throughout this process. Being able to nurture 

relationships within the family through the connection of language learning provides an 

opportunity to strengthen relationships amongst the community. In order for Cook Islands 

communities to promote the significance of language, the foundation of language learning 

must be acknowledged to start within the family, and this will show not only through the 

acquisition of the language but also through the positive relationships that have been built 

from this experience. 

 

 

The community role 
The findings in this research project not only uncovered the role of the family as significant 

regarding the language learning process, but also revealed the importance of the role of the 

community. The communities discussed in this research are both small and large Cook 

Islands groups based in Auckland formed for either religious reasons, athletic purposes, for 

cultural objectives or for a mixed purpose that involved all three. Participants recognised the 

function of community groups and their role as language holders or teachers, they discussed 

how the community and language work as one alongside their members, and the impact they 

have on culture and tradition, as well as identity. 

 

 

Language and community building 

Building a healthy community involves adding to the positive development of its community 

members (Block, 2008). In this research project, participants identified and expressed their 

perspectives on how their community operates regarding the promotion of the Cook Islands 

Māori language with its members. The findings show that most participants were already 

involved in community groups and therefore, were aware of the type of events their 

community offered. Often, the focus of these events would be about bringing not only the 

youth together but families as well. During these events, young community members would 

not only be given the opportunity to listen and learn about the Cook Islands Māori language, 
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but some would also be given the chance to speak the language. However, this was seen 

primarily in a church community setting. Those who were not involved in their local 

community group stated that they either did not have access to community groups or there 

were no groups that were active in their area. In this study, there were 19 participants who 

indicated that they were not involved in their local community group. 

 

The research findings revealed that community groups are attempting to engage with their 

community members through events. Most events would be conducted in the Cook Islands 

Māori language, although the exception here was for sporting events. Regardless of the 

purpose, these events were considered to be natural language learning activities for the 

participants in this research. Even though these events were not directed specifically at 

language learning, there was an expectation that the Cook Islands Māori language will be 

picked up naturally if people attend these events. With this in mind, it seems that community 

groups acknowledge their role within the wider Cook Islands community, with the exception 

of sporting groups who understand their role but have yet to address it, they are actively 

aiming to help their own young community members through promoting the acquisition of 

their heritage language. 

 

By taking advantage of the opportunity to build on their role and by taking on specific 

language learning roles, community groups will ultimately help with the development, 

successful growth and wellbeing of the overall community (Block, 2008). Contributing to the 

growth of language acquisition within the group, the community then becomes intuitively 

successful because they add to the positive health and wellbeing of the group as well as 

individual community members. By acknowledging that there is a successful way of 

strengthening a community through language development, communities are able to identify 

the significance of language. This allows them to confidently promote the positive impacts of 

the Cook Islands Māori language throughout their local community group and wider within 

the Cook Islands community. 

 

 

The link between culture, language and communities 
Within families and communities, cultural customs and beliefs are passed down to future 

generations. These customs are inherited as they are valuable and maintain key aspects of 

identifying the way people do things (Tongia, 2003). The Cook Islands communities in 

Auckland hold many cultural customs and traditions that exist alongside the Cook Islands 

Māori language. Participants within the research expressed their understanding that culture, 
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traditions, and the Cook Islands Māori language are significant, stating that being proud of 

your culture is also about knowing one’s language. The language exists in culture and 

traditions and in order for these customs or beliefs to be passed down to the next generation, 

the community must continue to preserve and maintain the language through their gatherings 

and events and the community supported at both local and national levels for it to remain 

sustainable. 

 

Cultural values and traditions are strong not only in the Cook Islands homeland, but in the 

diaspora for Cook Islands communities as well. These same cultural values and traditions 

are shared amongst the Cook Islands communities in Auckland. Participants discussed 

events where these values or traditions are distributed within their communities or they have 

experienced it in large gatherings. For example, at church, speaking and singing is in in the 

Cook Islands Māori language. Likewise, the annual ASB Polyfest, where high schools display 

their culture on stage through dance and song, is also a forum to share and be exposed to 

the Cook Islands Māori language. The songs performed in church and at the Polyfest 

express cultural stories that have been told and passed on through the generations, 

alongside specific indigenous instruments or costumes that were made to support these 

dances. 

 

The role of the community holds great strength in nurturing significant cultural values and 

traditions using the Cook Islands Māori language. The revival of traditions and language is 

held amongst community activities and projects as these groups are the most direct and 

valuable way of teaching and maintaining the language (Tongia, 2003). Although findings 

show there is a higher number of Cook Islands people living in New Zealand who speak 

English, communities also have the ability to create a space of natural language acquisition 

by code-switching. “Maroro Māori” is the term used by Crocombe and Crocombe (2003, p. 

102) to describe mixing both Cook Islands Māori and English (Crocombe & Crocombe, 2000; 

Glasgow, 2010). Therefore, through events, communities are able to promote the 

significance of the Cook Islands Māori language and continue to develop the importance of 

not only language but Cook Islands culture as well. 

 

 

Cultural and ethnic identity and community 
Participants who took part in this research recognised the significance of how connection to 

Cook Islands culture and language can impact one’s overall cultural and ethnic identity. Not 

only are culture and identity connected but they are also key elements in the preservation of 

ethnic or indigenous communities. All the young participants in the focus groups identified 



74 

 

 

themselves as New Zealand-born Cook Islanders or Cook Islanders in New Zealand. These 

descriptions identify participants as those with Cook Islands heritage who were born and 

raised in New Zealand (Macpherson, 2001; Mila-Schaaf, 2011). This also helped participants 

express the importance of their connection back to their Cook Islands homeland. 

Acknowledging the significance of this connection allowed participants to become more 

expressive when discussing the links between their cultural identity and their specific island 

of heritage within the Cook Islands, whether it was one island they connected to or multiple 

islands. 

 

Developing one’s identity is a complex matter and beyond the scope of this current research. 

However, in this case, cultural identity is not only about addressing multiple elements that 

contribute to identity, but it is also about acknowledging the role of the community and how 

they play their part in fostering and supporting connection to cultural identity and language. 

Participants described their experiences and perspectives on how communities contribute to 

establishing cultural and ethnic identity. Participants stated that being immersed in 

community events, such as witnessing the Vaine-tini gatherings or showcases1 or attending 

church services where many of the singing is in the Cook Islands Māori language, helps with 

the development and understanding of the Cook Islands culture in the diaspora (Herda, 

2011; Porio & Karati-Takairangi, 2007; Cowley, Paterson & Williams, 2004). As New 

Zealand-born Cook Islanders, recognising that their culture is still strong in the diaspora 

contributes to the development of their own cultural and ethnic identity. The development of 

cultural and ethnic identity, with the connection to language and the influence of community, 

allows for those who do not necessarily have access to these key aspects to be immersed in 

the Cook Islands culture to support their own cultural identity (Kennedy, 2019). 

 

 

Impact on language retention 
Although participants indicated that family and community groups contributed to their 

language maintenance or willingness to learn, they also expressed that these same 

elements, if not properly fostered, could add to a reluctance to learn language. This includes 

a lack of family guidance, community disconnection, and the absence of language learning 

tools within the education system, which ultimately affects one’s cultural identity and 

wellbeing. 
 

 

Lack of family influence 
Participants who stated they do not speak their Cook Islands Māori language described 
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different reasons as to why this was the case. First, participants stated that there was no one 

at home who spoke the language and, therefore, they were not given the opportunity to learn 

the language. Secondly, for some participants, even if they did have a relative who spoke the 

language, they themselves were never spoken to in the language nor was it spoken around 

them. Some participants found that speaking the language was unnecessary now that their 

children were living in a country that taught school in English not in Cook Islands Māori, so 

had consciously made the decision not to speak in the language to their children. Lastly, 

participants gave examples where even if they were spoken to in the language at home they 

would always respond in English and their parent or grandparent would then revert to 

speaking English in response because it was much easier to communicate, adding to the 

unwillingness to learn the language. 

 

 

No access at home 
When there is no access to the language within the household, the chance to learn is often 

diluted or at worst, lost. Participants who could not speak the Cook Islands Māori language 

pointed out that they do not have anyone in their household who speak the language. Unless 

parents or grandparents that lived in the home were from the first generation of Cook 

Islanders who migrated to New Zealand, it was highly likely that the household would not 

have a relative who speaks the language. According to participants, it is difficult to learn the 

language when there is no role model within the home to guide them, especially when they 

are living with parents who are second or third generation immigrants who do not speak the 

Cook Islands Māori language or if their partner is of another ethnic group whose language is 

much more dominant in the home. When this becomes the case, there is a lack of language 

learning opportunities within the home. 

 

The reality is that in some households, parents may not have the proficiency to speak the 

language or there is no one in the home that speaks the language. If this is the case, and 

there is no role model at home or even in the lives of young Cook Islands people, there is 

little or no motivation to learn the language at all (Glasgow, 2010). In this case, how can 

communities encourage their youth to speak the Cook Islands Māori language if there is no 

incentive in their own home? For communities, there should be a strong drive and leadership 

to promote themselves and provide a space for both parents and their children to be exposed 

to the language. Whether this is in the form of community group gatherings or events, any 

and every opportunity is needed in order to promote Cook Islands Māori language acquisition 

and maintenance and should be provided by local Cook Islands community groups. 

 



76 

 

 

Not a priority 
The participants in this study clearly established that there are some households that do not 

have strong role models who could potentially teach the Cook Islands Māori language to their 

younger family members. However, what about households who do have family members 

that speak the language but have made the decision not to prioritise language continuation? 

Some participants pointed out that they have a parent in the home who speaks the Cook 

Islands Māori language, but it seems that it is not of high priority for the language to be 

spoken in the house or to their children. Research shows that this may be the case for 

parents who were raised during a time where language policies restricted Cook Islands Māori 

language being used and this attitude has been retained, limiting language learning 

opportunities for their children (Glasgow, 2017; Taufe’ulungake, 1994). Although these 

results may be surprising, it is a reality for most Cook Islands households and there is a need 

to change mindsets and understanding before there can be a lifestyle change within the 

family. Alternatively, it is also an opportunity for Cook Islands communities to promote 

language learning spaces, and a chance to not only educate young people, but also their 

parents regarding the significance of the Cook Islands Māori language within the home as 

well as within the community. Parents must understand that the language is a gift and 

knowledge such as this must be passed on to their children in order to ensure the 

continuation of Cook Islands culture in the diaspora. 

 

 

Language learning hindrance 
The influence of family is powerful and can either encourage or hinder the ability to learn. 

Although participants shared their experience of parents not speaking the Cook Islands 

Māori language at home or directly to them due to reasons such as the belief that their 

children’s English language proficiency would be more promising educationally and 

economically, participants also shared that their parents or grandparents would almost 

always revert back to speaking the English language after attempting to communicate initially 

in the Cook Islands Māori language (Glasgow, 2017). Older participants in the research 

expressed how they would speak to their children or grandchildren in the Cook Islands Māori 

language but most of the time, they would revert to speaking English because it was much 

easier to communicate and keep up with the conversation. Younger participants who clearly 

pointed out their lack of language understanding also mentioned that their parents would 

speak to them in English instead of the Cook Islands Māori language. 

Despite the conclusion that these parents thought it more important to prioritise quick 

communication over language acquisition, it becomes a significant concern as time passes 

because it makes the Cook Islands Māori language seem insignificant due to the lack of 
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concern to speak the language within the home and discourages the willingness to learn the 

language. This may not be an issue that takes place instantly, and it is not about code 

switching as this happens at times out of frustration, but it contributes to the overall language 

deficit (Glasgow, 2017; Samu et al., 2019). Communities face similar struggles and it is about 

encouraging families to be more resilient with their language acquisition and encouraging 

them to create an open dialogue with their children, young or old, if we are to revitalise Cook 

Islands Māori language proficiency in the diaspora. This is also a call to action for the powers 

that be at the political coalface. 

 

In order to provide rich input for language learning processes to take effect, it is important to 

have a parent or grandparent, or any relative, speak the language openly and positively 

within the home environment and to their children (Taumoefolau et al., 2004). Without this 

guidance or the decision to utilise Cook Islands Māori language in the household daily, the 

learning process does not exist, adding to the decline of the Cook Islands Māori language 

within the diaspora. Thus, family must be made aware that the decisions they make with their 

language of communication within the household can make a huge impact on the future of 

not only the Cook Islands Māori language, but their children and their cultural identity as well. 

 

 

Community disconnect 
Along with family, community is seen as a great support system for not only learning the 

language but being connected and having a sense of belonging amongst their people and 

their culture. However, participants described that the connection to local community groups 

can be difficult because for some participants, they did not have a local community group 

they could connect with. Other participants expressed how their own family are not involved 

in their community group and therefore, this influenced their decision not to be involved. 

Lastly, some participants, both young and old, described their own experiences of being 

involved in previous community groups as negative, which has hindered their decision to 

take part in other community groups. This lack of community involvement prevents language 

learners from fully taking advantage of tools that could contribute to the experience of 

language learning and avoid the issue of cultural disconnection. 

 

Participants who revealed that they were unable to be involved in their local community 

groups because they were unaware of groups existing or there were no active Cook Islands 

groups in their area, showed interest in wanting to be involved but did not know what the next 

step would be in joining a community group. Whether the community group was a church 

group, sporting or cultural group, participants generally showed an interest in wanting to be 
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part of their community group. Community involvement can be difficult and complex, but it 

takes a number of small important steps to see the power of a community and their members 

(Block, 2008). One of these significant steps is the power of interest and curiosity, which 

clearly in light of participant responses exists amongst the wider community but the guidance 

of smaller community groups is needed. 

 

As seen through this research, the power of family can create change and influence 

decisions. Participants who were part of focus groups revealed that their families had always 

been involved in their community group. However, the data collected from the questionnaire 

showed that there was a lack of family involvement in community groups which again, 

reveals a disconnect of language learning possibilities in the form of community events such 

as church services, fundraisers, funeral services, cultural events, and other gatherings that 

form possible opportunities of language acquisition (Taumoefolau et al., 2004). 

 

Lastly, a common theme that was described by participants was community disconnect and 

the negative experiences that people had endured with previous or even current community 

groups. Community groups do have a positive purpose such as sharing a sense of 

belonging, and when people feel connected their wellbeing is taken care of (Block, 2008). 

 

However, to gather a group of people together who share similar interests also depends on 

whether these people trust those leading them, if they are fair as leaders, and if they all 

share the same objectives. Some participants advised that they had severed ties with 

community groups because of their negative experiences that were caused by a lack of trust 

and misguided direction. This means the chances of those same participants joining other 

community groups is slim, however, it is also about creating awareness of what existing 

community groups could offer for them and their children, despite the unfortunate 

experiences they went through. 

 

What the data has revealed is that whether participants have been exposed to their local 

community groups or not, if their families are involved or if people have had negative 

experiences in the past, Cook Islands community groups situated in Auckland do have a 

purpose and have something to offer. Involvement with Cook Islands community groups 

should be about looking beyond what has happened and understanding the overall benefits, 

not just for the current generation but also for future generations. Community groups must 

also understand the role they play within the wider Cook Islands community and how their 

decisions can impact potential or current members. This type of awareness allows a 
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community group to create a plan in order to encourage members to be more involved and 

demonstrate the benefits of such involvement. 

 

 

Lack of government support 

Along with the issue of family influence and community disconnect, the support within the 

school system also contributes to language retention because, based on the literature and 

the findings, there is a lack of support or no support found in the New Zealand education 

system for the Cook Islands Māori language. The reasons behind this include the need to 

speak English in order to be successful and the lack of government support for the Cook 

Islands people living in New Zealand. 

 

Parents who migrated from the Cook Islands to New Zealand seeking better employment 

opportunities, wanted the best for their children, so it is understandable that their focus for 

their children was to grow up and be successful in their new home. This included learning the 

English language and adapting to new surroundings. Having to adapt to a country that 

speaks English, and for most first generation Cook Islanders that was the only language you 

could speak in school, was believed for a long time as the only way to be successful 

(McCaffery & McFall-McCaffery, 2004). However, for the older participants, this new 

experience in New Zealand also shifted the way of living back in the islands with an 

emphasis on English language adoption even within the Cook Islands themselves, which 

impacted the ability to preserve the Cook Islands Māori language. Participants expressed the 

difficulty they face now that their children cannot speak their language because it shows in 

their grandchildren, and eventually it will continue until the language no longer exists. 

 

In New Zealand, the Cook Islands people are the third largest Pacific group and one of the 

oldest Pacific groups living in the country. The relationship New Zealand has with the Cook 

Islands is very unique as they are one of the few Pacific nations who have direct citizenship 

that includes access to healthcare, welfare, and education (Dumienski, 2019). When 

participants were asked to discuss a solution to maintaining the Cook Islands Māori language 

and increasing the number of speakers in the diaspora, there was a discussion around the 

need for the language to be implemented in the school curriculum and why, if other Pacific 

languages such as Samoan or Tongan are taught in schools. Cook Islands Māori language is 

not included considering the size of the population in New Zealand and the unique 

relationship they have with the New Zealand government. Considering the size of the Cook 

Islands community in New Zealand, there is a real problem with the way the New Zealand 
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government is handling the issue of Cook Island language retention because Cook Islands 

people do not have the same level of access to education regarding the support of their 

heritage language as other Pacific groups. This is especially significant since the Rarotongan 

language is now seen as ‘vulnerable’ on the United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural 

Organisation (UNESCO) endangered languages list with 43,000 Cook Islands speakers in 

the world (Moseley, 2010). 

 

Although there are great drives supporting Pacific languages within the community through 

the Ministry of Pacific Peoples, such as the Pacific Education Centre who hold free Pacific 

language classes in Auckland, the need for Cook Islands language to be taught in schools, 

and not only at preschool level, was met with hope and expectation in both the questionnaire 

and focus groups. Throughout the research, the emphasis on natural language acquisition or 

second language acquisition has proved that this is the ideal way of learning a language in 

comparison to a classroom environment. However, the need for the Cook Islands Māori 

language to be taught in schools should not be discouraged because of this reason. In fact, it 

should be encouraged as all language learning avenues and opportunities should be taken 

advantage of, including the classroom. If multiple areas of language learning opportunities 

are used - within the home, the community, and the classroom - the number of Cook Islands 

Māori language speakers will increase. 

 

 

Mocking 
What was disheartening to listen to were the stories and experiences shared by the 

participants when it came to learn the Cook Islands Māori language or even when it came to 

teach the language to their children or grandchildren. Some participants shared stories of 

growing up in the Cook Islands and going to school, and because they looked European, 

they were teased or judged because they were speaking the language. Whereas participants 

who were raised in New Zealand who did not speak the language felt disconnected because 

they were told, or they always heard, if you cannot speak the Cook Islands Māori language 

you are not considered a real Cook Islander. 

 

Young participants stated that when they tried or attempted to speak the Cook Islands Māori 

language, they experienced people laughing because they did not pronounce the words 

correctly. If they were not being laughed at or mocked because they did not pronounce the 

word correctly, they were instead being ridiculed and humiliated, and sometimes it would be 

by adults. Participants spoke about how this would normally happen at family gatherings and 

it would be cousins laughing most of the time, or aunties and uncles ridiculing them, 
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discouraging them from attempting to speak the language and ultimately from learning the 

language. 

 

When older participants shared their own experiences about speaking their language or 

teaching it, they spoke of getting mixed reactions. For instance, some participants said their 

children would laugh at them because they thought the language sounded ‘funny’ or their 

children would ignore them as they did not know what they were saying. Older participants 

expressed how hurt they were during these moments and instead of telling their children how 

they were feeling, they would get frustrated and either respond back in English or yell at 

them. It seems that regardless of whether a person could speak the Cook Islands Māori 

language or not, there was a sense of defeat on both sides. Young people wanting to learn 

the language or put in a position to speak the language felt unsupported by their peers and 

adults, whereas older people felt belittled or humiliated. 

 

 

Loss of confidence 
Participants who did not speak the Cook Islands Māori language endured the negative ordeal 

of feeling humiliated or judged because they may not have pronounced a word correctly, 

which impacted their self-confidence. Participants explained that due to these incidents, they 

now feel too shy to attempt even a word of it and have lost the willingness to learn the 

language. This loss of confidence was also felt by those who speak the Cook Islands Māori 

language because they are unable to properly guide those who do not speak the language. 

This directly contributed to the reason why most parents or grandparents, who feel frustrated 

when trying to teach their children or grandchildren the Cook Islands Māori language, revert 

to speaking English. 

 

Participants, both old and young, explained that the ability to communicate using the Cook 

Islands Māori language can be difficult and frustrating when both parties do not speak the 

language. For the older participants in the focus groups, they expressed how much easier it 

was to speak English with their children because it was faster to receive a response and they 

would also avoid the negative reaction that some of their children would give. For example, 

children would either ignore their parents if spoken to in the Cook Islands Māori language 

because they do not understand what they said, or they would ask ‘what did you say? I don’t 

understand?’. Some older participants also stated that their children would sometimes laugh 

at them because the language sounded ‘funny’. To avoid this response, it is understandable 

why parents or grandparents Māori give into speaking English and not even attempt to 

communicate in Cook Islands Māori. 
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Impact on cultural identity and wellbeing 
The loss of confidence can stunt, not only the willingness to learn the language, but also 

impact various factors that are detrimental to one's wellbeing (Puna & Tiatia-Seath, 2017). 

This includes a breakdown in relationships, being disconnected from family or community 

gatherings, a loss of cultural understanding and overall, a loss of cultural identity. For New 

Zealand-born, they move between two worlds in which Taumoefolau (2013) labels, ‘in- 

betweenness’, which is defined as “being full members neither of their traditional society or 

culture, nor of their New Zealand mainstream society”, which can often be the cause of their 

language proficiency (Taumoefolau, 2013). 

 

Participants discussed the importance of language and how learning the language or having 

some proficiency or understanding can provide a positive impact on relationships with their 

parents and grandparents, alongside solidifying a connection back to the islands as well as 

support their own cultural identity and wellbeing. The reality is that if there is a lack of 

language learning being done within language learning spaces such as within the home, 

community spaces, and schools, those affected feel a less sense of belonging and feel 

alienated by their community, impacting their cultural identity and wellbeing (Mila, 2012). 

 

 

Language maintenance 
Maintaining the Cook Islands Māori language is important. However, what the findings show 

is that there is a lack of language maintenance currently within the home as well as the 

community that hinders the language learning experience and opportunity. Nevertheless, 

participants have indicated their willingness to learn the Cook Islands Māori language, which 

indicates the power of the language even amongst the struggles it faces. 

 

 

At home 
It seems that there is little to no language maintenance within the home. Participants who 

indicated they did not speak the Cook Islands Māori language emphasised it was because 

they did not have anyone at home who could speak the language or if they did, it was not 

seen as a big deal if they spoke it or not. However, studies have shown that parents or 

grandparents who have younger children at home who do not speak the Cook Islands Māori 

language, should be speaking the language to them every day as it reinforces the 

importance of the language and it helps with building confidence to speak the language, 

encouraging a positive relationship and connection (Taumoefolau et al., 2004; Puna & Tiatia- 
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Seath, 2017). Although this research was intended to focus more on the relationship 

between community and youth, it also identifies the significance of the family role and how 

the family helps to encourage the language within the home and provide a safe space to 

teach and to learn. In saying this, it seems the most important aspect of understanding 

language maintenance at home is that support needs to be provided within the home to 

encourage language use, and parents and grandparents need to speak the language not 

only around their children but to them as well. 

 

 

Community 
The Cook Islands community groups are proud of their community and believe that serving 

their purpose, whether it be religion or sports, is enough to contribute to the success of the 

wider Cook Islands community. They contribute to maintaining the language through the 

events they hold such as church events, fundraiser events, social gatherings or even general 

meetings. It seems that community groups are always willing to teach their young people the 

language. The role of the community is empowering and as a group, they can make positive 

change for all their members (Block, 2008). However, the Cook Island community groups in 

this study do not necessarily teach the Cook Islands Māori language directly and do not hold 

events that target their youth in order to learn the language. It seems the expectation is that if 

youth are involved in their community events, this should be enough to acquire the language. 

All in all, community members are not official teachers of the language themselves and do 

not see youth as possible or potential successors for their community groups, but rather they 

are a group of people who share a common interest and provide comfort to those that seek 

familiarity. If, throughout their community group journey, their youth can learn or contribute to 

the overall society, that is a success. However, if language is to be acquired and maintained 

through the community, this mindset needs to change within the community and a more 

conscious effort needs to be directed towards language teaching and maintenance. 

 

 

Willingness to learn 
A willingness to learn the Cook Islands Māori language was highlighted within the research 

results. Participants shared how important the language was for them and their wellbeing, so 

wanting to learn the language became a positive point in the research. Learning the 

language as well as maintaining the language was important and participants showed their 

enthusiasm. It is understandable that learning the language is seen as difficult and all types 

of challenges will be faced, however, the eagerness to learn and to move past these 

challenges is real (Puna & Tiatia-Seath, 2017). Therefore, the youth participants that took 
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part in the research understood the importance of community events and how learning the 

language acquired through attending these events or being involved in the organisation 

process is significant, which indicates positive awareness of the language learning 

processes. Overall, families and communities should be taking advantage of their young 

people who are eager to learn the Cook Islands Māori language by creating opportunities of 

learning. Whether it is in the home or a community space, young people should be given a 

chance to learn and those who speak the language should provide opportunities for them to 

do so. 

 

 

Responsibility 
In order to understand the issue of language proficiency regarding the Cook Islands Māori 

language, participants spoke about four main themes that they say contribute to the lack of 

language proficiency. They believe these themes should take on the responsibility of 

teaching the language. These themes were school, family, the homeland of the Cook Islands 

and New Zealand Cook Islands communities. 

 

The eight participants who pointed out that the Cook Islands Māori language should be part 

of schools stated that the responsibility of the language should also lie with schools and 

educators while others indicated that the language should be offered as an optional language 

to speak. This indicates that people are concerned about the Cook Islands Māori language 

and that every option to maintain the language should be explored. 

 

The family was the second theme that was discussed, where participants believed that it was 

the responsibility of the parents to teach their children the language because other cultures 

are doing it, so why not the Cook Islands people? As for those participants that believed that 

responsibility of the language lies with the Cook Islands themselves described it is not about 

supporting the language in the diaspora, but it is about making sure the Cook Islands are 

doing their part in preserving the culture and language on the island. Some participants 

believed that overall, everyone has a role to play in order to promote the language. Lastly, 

participants expressed that the New Zealand Cook Islands communities should be doing 

their part to encourage the language. They believe the language is dying; therefore, 

communities need to do more to bring the language back to life. 
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Recommendation for supporting Cook Islands youth in the 
development of the Cook Islands Māori language 
The following are based on the perspectives of participants in what can be achieved to better 

encourage Cook Islands youth to willingly learn, understand and speak their language. 

 

 

Parent dedication 
Participants believed parents and family members who speak the language, should show 

more dedication within the home to teach the language. Participants acknowledged how 

important the Cook Islands Māori language is and yet this is not reflected within their own 

homes. Only a few participants showed resentment and blame but the majority of 

participants expressed their understanding that their parents may not have had the 

opportunity to teach the language due to economic purposes and not understanding the full 

extent of what could happen in the future. The lack of dedication or the decision not to speak 

the language within the home has not only impacted young people, but it has also affected 

the older generation as some are now showing regret for not passing on the language (Samu 

et al., 2019). Therefore, participants indicated the need for parents to be more engaged and 

understand that speaking every day in the language would be beneficial for their children. 

 

 

A place to learn 
Participants discussed the need for the Cook Islands Māori language to be implemented 

within the school system. Some participants did not understand why it was not a language 

option at their school, but they could choose from the Samoan or Tongan language, which 

they expressed as being disheartening for Cook Islands youth. Participants also discussed 

the space in which the language should be taught. This space should be a safe space, free 

from judgment and criticism. Participants believed a space such as this would help with 

encouraging young people to develop their language. Another theme participants discussed 

was teaching the language through social platforms such as YouTube or Facebook. 

 

Participants spoke about how fast technology is growing and therefore the Cook Islands 

Māori language should be taught in this space as well. Participants had ideas of how this 

could work as some spoke about online classes, a YouTube channel that focused on specific 

words or Cook Islands dialects. Another participant discussed the possibility of creating an 

application for mobile devices seeing that younger children are now frequently exposed to 

this type of technology. Overall, participants said learning the language has to be fun and 
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interactive through music and dance if they are wanting young people to be interested and 

willing to learn. 

 

 

Community events 
Finally, participants discussed the need for more community youth events to be organised. 

This included events such as Cook Islands cultural events or church events that are youth 

focused. Participants advised that current community events are not necessarily directed at 

the youth and more tailored for the wider community. However, if there are events that are 

focused on youth and youth interest, this may provide greater coverage of the language 

among youth. Community events should not only be focused on youth that are already 

members of the community, but these events should be promoted and advertised to attract 

more youth members. Participants believed that young people should be connected to Cook 

Islands communities in order to experience the culture as well as be exposed to the 

language. Participants advised community events are important, but again they are not as 

frequent as they should be. 

 

 

Study limitations 
A study limitation found in this research is that the findings cannot be generalised to all Cook 

Islands youth and Cook Islands communities in New Zealand given the small sample size. 

Also, recruitment for this research was restricted to the Auckland region only. Extending this 

research to the wider New Zealand region could possibly result in different findings. 

Furthermore, recruiting a greater number of community groups with different focuses would 

address this. 

 

Despite language retention for Pacific groups being a great issue, literature on the support 

for Cook Islands Māori language maintenance with the help of community groups is scarce. 

Most of the literature that was sourced focused on general Pacific languages in New Zealand 

and in some instances, there were sections within the data dedicated to the Cook Islands 

Māori language. Otherwise, the literature used within this research was based on general 

data with relation to Pacific languages in New Zealand. 
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Recommendations 
The following recommendations have emerged from the findings of this study. These 

recommendations provide useful information to contribute towards supporting Cook Islands 

youth in their development of the Cook Islands Māori language, as well as support families 

and communities to guide their youth through their language learning journey. 

 

• Parents need to be more proactive, dedicated but more importantly, 

supported in efforts to speak the Cook Islands Māori language within the 

home and to their children. Children should also be exposed more to the 

language outside of the home by being actively involved with their 

community group. 

• For parents that do not speak the Cook Islands Māori language, they 

need to be just as proactive and support put in place to facilitate learning 

the language for themselves and their children. Parents should also think 

about exposing their children to the Cook Islands culture through 

community groups. 

• There needs to be more political push, particularly as the Ministry of 

Pacific Peoples have shown a clear commitment to retaining Pacific 

languages and was announced as part of the government’s 2019 Wellbeing 

budget, 

• There needs to be a shift in mindset that the Cook Islands Māori language 

does not guarantee success in life. Parents and elders should understand 

that they are knowledge holders and this knowledge is valuable so it should 

be passed down to their children in order to maintain their cultural 

connection. 

• Both families and communities should be creating a safe space to learn 

the language. This includes a space free of any negative responses and 

more positive support. 

• Communities must understand that they have a larger role than just 

running their group. They also have the ability to provide a space for 

language learning and giving people the opportunity to develop their 

cultural capacity. 

• Community groups must be more inclusive, supportive and understanding 

when providing a safe space to learn the language. 

• Communities should be frequently putting on youth focused events or 

activities to help with learning and profiling the language. These events 
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could be cultural, or they could be in the form of language workshops. 

Providing opportunities for language development within their community 

group will help with making the language more accessible to those who are 

not exposed to the language often. 

• Youth participants indicated their interest in learning the language and 

so, young people should be more open to learning the language as well as 

learning about their Cook Islands culture. 

• Although this research is youth-focused, there are older generations who 

also fall into the same category of not being able to speak the language or 

be exposed to the culture. With a clearer understanding of why the 

language is so important, they should be active in joining free language 

classes as well as being involved in their local community group. 

• People should avoid feeling discouraged if they do not know the 

language. Understand that you are not alone on this journey and that there 

are many that are walking the same path. Once people, young or old, 

understand this, they should be more willing to learn. 

• There is great power within community groups, therefore, more research 

should be undertaken to explore this space and gain a better understanding 

of their impact on the wider Cook Islands community. 

• The Cook Islands people deserve more support from the New Zealand 

government regarding their language. The push for the language to be 

implemented in schools should be a priority. 

• Normalising bilingualism and changing the narrative on the use of it. With 

many Cook Islands people being monolingual, there should be support in 

that space encouraging the use of the English language and the Cook 

Islands Māori language. 

 

 

Future research 
The thesis has revealed many areas that are in need for further investigation in order to better support Cook 

Islands youth and Cook Islands communities and understand the significance of the Cook Islands Māori 

language within the New Zealand diaspora. The findings and discussions sections in this study have helped 

to highlight the areas in need of future research. These include: 

 

• Conducting a larger study with a larger sample size that includes Cook 

Islands communities from other New Zealand regions that have a high 
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concentration of the Cook Islands population. 

• Conducting a larger study with a specific number of community groups 
per region. 

• Expand youth focus groups to include non-community members to 

explore their perspectives on their language learning journey. 

• Exploring a third focus group type which includes different types of 

generations (second generation, third generation etc.) as their experiences 

regarding the Cook Islands Māori language would differ. 

• Further investigation into cultural and ethnic identity from a Cook Islands 
perspective. 

• Explore the impact of the language on the Cook Islands homeland, and 

their approach regarding local communities. 

• Provide a more extensive online questionnaire and have it available from 

3 to 6 months. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

 

To conclude, this thesis has shared the views, perceptions, experiences and knowledge of 

the 37 online questionnaire participants and the 20 focus group participants concerning the 

decline of the Cook Islands Māori language in New Zealand. The participants discussed how 

aware they are of the issue at hand and expressed the need for the language to be 

encouraged and developed among the Cook Islands youth in New Zealand. In addition, they 

addressed the importance of family and community and the role they both play in the 

language learning process. Participants also expressed the significance of the language to 

the cultural and ethnic identity, and wellbeing of Cook Islands youth in the diaspora. 

 

Both community and youth participants expressed positive attitudes toward the Cook Islands 

Māori language and the Cook Islands culture. They stated how proud they were to be a Cook 

Islander and celebrate the language, culture and traditions, hoping that this knowledge would 

be passed down to future generations. Additionally, participants revealed the role of the 

family and the influence they have in terms of creating a positive language learning 

environment and encouraging development throughout their language learning journey. 

Family provide natural language learning spaces and an input-rich environment for language 

learners. Participants also indicated the importance of family relationships in terms of 

language learning, as they recognised that being immersed in the language and listening 
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helped with the natural acquisition of language learning. 

 

Participants also revealed that the role of the community is just as significant as the role of 

the family. Participants expressed positivity towards communities in the language learning 

space as they contribute exposure not only to the Cook Islands Māori language, but also to 

cultural and traditional practices as well. Participants recognised that in addition to the 

language learning support within the home, community groups are able to contribute to the 

language learning process through community events, social gatherings and even general 

community meetings. Community groups provide a different but valuable type of exposure to 

the Cook Islands Māori language, culture and traditions in comparison to the exposure 

achieved within the home. 

 

However, participants also shared their concern about the lack of exposure within the home, 

their local community group, and within the New Zealand education system to Cook Islands 

Māori language. Participants who indicated a lack of language proficiency pointed out that 

they did not have family who were fluent in the Cook Islands Māori language nor did they 

have any exposure to the language growing up. Others stated that they did not have access 

to an active community group in their region who could have offered language support and 

lastly, participants highlighted the absence of the Cook Islands Māori language within their 

school curriculum. 

 

The importance of maintaining the Cook Islands Māori language in New Zealand for those 

Cook Islands people who have migrated here is undeniable. This must be recognised, and 

active steps should be taken to provide spaces that could offer robust and consistent 

language support for learners. This includes parents who are proactive in the teaching and 

learning spaces and community groups who are active in promoting themselves to potential 

community members. Lastly, the Cook Islands Māori language and the Cook Islands people 

in New Zealand need more responsive government support and priority should be given to 

implementing the language within the education curriculum. 

 

Overall, this research is significant for the wider Cook Islands community so they can 

understand their responsibility as part of the language teaching and learning process. This 

study is also relevant to those in the wider Pacific community and policy makers to ensure 

that the Cook Islands people of New Zealand are prioritised in terms of the support that is 

needed for them as a community, and for their language in order for it to be passed on 

throughout the generations. 
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