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Abstract 

Pasifika peoples are largely underserved and under-represented in higher education in 

Aotearoa New Zealand. Many reports and strategies have been published by the New Zealand 

Government through the Ministry of Education and the Tertiary Education commission to 

support equity provision for Pasifika students in the form of participation and achievement. 

However, recent critical research studies have revealed that deficit theorising is commonly 

applied to explain disparities and informs the motivation for governmental and institutional 

pursuits for equity and success. This research identifies some of the systemic barriers 

experienced by Pasifika students seeking to gain entry into higher education and explores the 

role that economic, social and political complexities play in university bridging programmes. 

Analysis illuminates how student’s experiences in university bridging programmes are 

reflective of fragmented university equity policy and practices. 

Talanoa (Vaioleti, 2006) was utilized for this research, drawing on a narrative inquiry 

developed from Pacific people’s oratory tradition to engage with eight current Pasifika 

students who accessed equity services and transitioned into degree level studies at the 

University of Auckland. Group and individual talanoa were imperative in identifying 

meaningful insights into student’s experiences with equity. Results reveal irreconcilable 

differences between Indigenous ways of being and knowing and the ideologies, policies and 

practices of a higher education institution informed by neo-liberal and colonial foundations. 

The results indicate that motivation for engaging with Pasifika students must come from a 

strengths-based response valuing Indigenous knowledges and honouring cultural onto-

epistemology (practices of knowing-in-being). Pasifika students’ experiences in higher 

education highlight the urgent need for universities to overturn current systemic policies and 
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practices that exclude Pasifika peoples and demonstrate a consolidated commitment to 

equity university wide. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

Pasifika peoples in Aotearoa New Zealand refers to a diverse group of multi ethnic Pacific 

migrants mainly from the Islands of Samoa, Cook Islands, Tonga, Fiji, Niue, Tokelau, Tuvalu and 

other Pacific heritages (Ministry of Education, 2004). The term Pasifika is socially constructed and 

favours self-determination for Pasifika to name themselves (Samu, 1998). This research uses the 

term Pasifika when discussing Pacific peoples in New Zealand (NZ). The term ‘Pacific’ in 

Indigenous Pacific scholarship relates to research specifically for peoples connected to Pacific 

Island nations. Multiple terms will be used to follow the terminology conventions of the cited 

scholars. 

Migration has been steady between the Pacific Islands and NZ since the 1950’s (Wendt-Samu, 

2006), and the majority of Pasifika populations in NZ are NZ born (Statistics NZ, 2018). According 

to the 2018 census figures, Pasifika people make up 5.5% of the NZ population and contribute 

the highest proportion of children ages 0-14 years (Statistics NZ, 2018). These figures have 

implications for the projection of NZ’s education sector and future workforce, which, in turn, 

increases the government’s reliance on the contribution of Pasifika graduates to the economic 

success of the nation (MBIE, 2015). Māori peoples, who are Tangata Whenua (Indigenous peoples 

of Aotearoa) and partners to the Te Tiriti o Waitangi (Treaty of Waitangi) (Tertiary Education 

Commission, 2018) are often discussed together with Pasifika students in relation to educational 

achievement. While Pasifika people are honoured and regarded extended family to Māori by way 

of shared whakapapa or genealogy through Te Moana Nuia Kiwa (Oceania kindship connections) 

(Health Research Council, 2014) this study will focus on Pasifika students in NZ education. 
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Education systems in Aotearoa have consistently and historically underserved Pasifika peoples 

(Chu et al., 2013; Curtis et al., 2015; Mayeda et al., 2014; Teevale & Teu, 2018). Colonial histories 

have created a lineage of subjugation of cultural practices, ways of being and Indigenous 

knowledge of Pasifika people that continues to exercise its abuse of power in education. The 

current framings of success for Pasifika students in higher education are steeped in a neoliberal 

socio-political agenda that aims to achieve parity with other ethnic groups (MOE, 2013). Further 

loss of power lies in the deficit conceptualisations represented in equity discourses for Pasifika 

achievement, motivated by increasing their position from ‘tail end’ outcomes (Matapo & Baice, 

2020). With equity primarily interpreted as student participation and educational outcomes, 

wider access to higher education [HE] appears to be a beneficial step in that pursuit for equity. 

However, students’ experienced continued conflicts engaging with an education system founded 

on Western ideals with diverging rules of engagement with the system. This suggest a deeper 

and more nuanced issue achieving equity. 

 

1.1. Scope of study 

This research has one overarching research question and two sub-questions to draw out the 

socio-political and economic tensions for equity that are enmeshed with notions of parity in HE. 

This thesis asks: 

1. What are the systemic barriers experienced by Pasifika students seeking to gain entry 

into higher education? 
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a. How do economic, social and political complexities within university bridging 

programmes impact Pasifika students? 

b. In what ways are Pasifika students’ experiences in university bridging programmes 

reflective of university equity policies and practices? 

This research builds on earlier studies that address concerns about how Pasifika students in 

HE are under served, and the desire for equitable educational engagement (Chu et al., 2013; 

Curtis et al., 2015). This research also contributes to the canon of Pacific Indigenous research 

and decolonisation scholarship that critically problematises the neoliberal and colonial 

foundations of HE. The point of uniqueness for this research is the specific focus on equity 

provision in one HE context, the University of Auckland (UOA). This research will utilise a 

decolonising agenda to inform all phases of engagement with the thesis. Priority for this 

research was to create a platform to amplify Pasifika students’ voices that have been 

systemically silenced and to raise public awareness of Pacific Indigenous knowledges and 

being. The methodology Talanoa will be implemented to engage, co-construct and generate 

understandings, insights and perceptions of students’ experiences of accessing and 

participating in HE through university equity provision initiatives. A critical lens will then be 

applied to the findings to expose the intersecting complexities in the HE context and 

emphasise tensions of parity as success. 

1.2 Overview of the chapters 

Chapter two will review the literature pertaining to the educational journey of Pasifika 

students and the structures in place that impact access and integration into HE. This journey 
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includes the colonial history of formal education and an overview of the National Certificate 

of Educational Achievement (NCEA). The review also outlines the multiple barriers to 

achieving access to HE. The review then discusses government led equity strategies to 

support the engagement and achievement of Pasifika students. The chapter concludes by 

identifying the gap in literature that this research seeks to address. 

Chapter three will describe the key concepts behind this thesis which influenced the selection 

of the research methodology. This chapter will discuss the theoretical application of Talanoa 

and critical theory, which informs all phases of this study. Ethical considerations will be 

discussed as well as the importance of cultural respect and engagement. This chapter will also 

outline the processes undertaken during the research process and identify the limitations of 

the research. 

Chapter four presents the research findings of the talanoa sessions. This chapter begins with 

students’ aspirations to pursue higher education and their experiences in traversing through 

secondary school to reach those aspirations. Next students discuss the barriers and enablers 

in university organizational approaches to equity. The chapter concludes with practical 

considerations for Pasifika students- both students pursuing entry into HE, as well as those 

currently navigating, HE. 

Chapter five offers a critical analysis on the findings providing insight into the multiple factors 

that intersect for Pasifika students pursuing HE. This chapter emphasises that despite 

multiple initiatives to invest in equity for Pasifika as a targeted group they remain subjugated, 

othered and under-represented in HE due to systemic policies and practice. Through 
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conversations of exclusion and alienation within the university, this chapter discusses key 

conflicts between Pacific Indigenous ways of being (Meyer, 2014) and dominant Western 

perspectives of the rugged individual (Williams, 2009) and notions of success. This chapter 

engages in generative and emergent re-conceptions of success and explores the tensions of 

navigating through a system of education as ‘othered’. 

Chapter six concludes with restating the key concerns exposed in this research and 

reimagines a way forward. The chapter discuses ‘take away’ messages offered by Pasifika 

students and Pacific Indigenous scholarship. Pasifika students’ understandings and 

experience engaging with HE highlights the urgent need for radical change and the 

transformation of the standing social and political order in HE. This thesis implores the 

university to espouse their commitment to Pasifika students as a university wide effort, to 

contribute to social justice for this underserved population.
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Chapter 2 Literature review 
 

2.1 Introduction 
 

This chapter will draw from a variety of literature to conceptualise the journey of Pasifika 

students and the structures in place that impact them accessing and integrating into higher 

education (HE). The focus in this chapter moves beyond the barriers of access, to the experience 

of inclusion in HE. The tensions and contradictions that act as barriers to Pasifika student’s 

representation in HE is argued from a stance of decolonising education through honouring and 

engaging with cultural onto-epistemology (practices of being and knowing) and relating to the 

world (Matapo, 2018).  

This literature review will direct attention to recurring themes within the existing body of 

literature and identify prominent arguments regarding the academic trajectory of Pasifika 

students’ whose experiences are often overlooked in mainstream scholarship (Matapo & Baice, 

2020; TEC, 2018). Critical theory informs much of the literature around inclusion, equity, social 

justice and decolonisation. Therefore, a critical theoretical analysis will be taken to identify 

structural inequalities addressing marginalisation of minority groups in education, the power of 

hegemony and inequalities in access based on social class and culture (Anyon, 1997; 2008; 

Baillergeau & Duyvendak, 2019; Sellar & Gale, 2011). Critical theory assists us to move beyond 

initial perspectives and taken for granted truths to see things from a different point of view. The 

socio-political agenda of New Zealand educational research with Pasifika communities is often 

viewed through a deficit lens, focused on so-called 'tail-end' outcomes compared to other 

demographic populations (Matapo & Baice, 2020). It is essential to highlight some of the 
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underlying political, economic and social origins of inequalities to identify and take apart deeply 

rooted misconceptions that can lead to deficit views of Pasifika peoples. This thesis engages with 

Pasifika students traversing through HE from a strength-based position through critical discussion 

of macro and micro conceptualisations and contradictions of equity and the impact they have on 

the representation of Pacific peoples in higher education. 

2.2 Pasifika people in Aotearoa 
 

Pasifika people in Aotearoa New Zealand are a diverse (rather than homogenous) population 

made up of multiple identities and ethnic groups. Pasifika, as a term has been contested by 

scholars as homogenizing in that it does not account for the diversity of specific ethnic groups as 

Pasifika identifies. Included in the term are the islands and cultures of Samoa, Tonga, Cook 

Islands, Fiji, Niue, Tokelau, Tuvalu and other Pasifika heritages (Leaupepe & Sauni, 2014). This 

notion of Pasifika will be used as an inclusive term to reference trans-culturally diverse peoples 

from the Pacific region who now live in Aotearoa as well as New Zealand-born Pasifika people 

(Wendt-Samu, 2006). Samu (1998) also highlights how power is exercised through Pasifika people 

defining and naming themselves "The fact that as a term, it 'originated' from us, is of no small 

consequence -because being able to define ourselves is an issue of control" (p. 209). This 

literature review will reference many authors and for clarity the term ‘Pacific’ in Indigenous 

Pacific scholarship is tied specifically to Pacific Island nations, while ‘Pasifika’ education 

scholarship in the NZ context draws on research that involves Pacific peoples within the diaspora. 

Multiple terms will be used to follow the terminology conventions of the scholars.  
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According to 2018 census figures, roughly 70% of the population is of European descent (referred 

to in this thesis using the Pasifika term Palagi), Māori the Indigenous peoples of Aotearoa, form 

approximately 12%. NZ is also home to many people from Pacific nations and make up 5.5% of 

the total population (Stats NZ, 2018).  Pacific peoples remained the major ethnic group with the 

highest proportion of children (aged 0–14 years), at 35.7%. In comparison, children made up 

19.6% of the European population. It is estimated that the number of Pacific learners will increase 

from 10% to 20% of the total school population by 2050 (Ministry of Education, 2016). These 

changing demographics and associated current achievement patterns have significant 

implications for Pasifika peoples in education and for the future of Aotearoa. 

 

2.3 Pasifika within the National Certificate of Educational Achievement 
 

The National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA) was introduced to NZ in 2002 as 

a standards-based, national qualification designed to meet the demands of the ’knowledge 

economy’ (Bolstad et al., 2012; Hipkins, Johnston, & Sheehan, 2016). This national curriculum 

and qualification system allow secondary schools considerable flexibility in what and how they 

teach and assess student learning. The NCEA is a three-level qualification where students 

typically work through levels 1-3 sequentially through years 11-13 (New Zealand Qualification 

Authority, n.d.). To gain a level certificate, students accumulate credits from assessment units 

called standards. Each unit represents a component of content for the student to learn in order 

to fulfil or achieve the said standard and to earn credits (NZQA, n.d.). To gain the full NCEA 

students need to amass a total of 240 credits. The highest certificate awarded at secondary 

school is University Entrance (UE), which is the pre-requisite for access to higher education. 
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For this literature review it is important to understand the flexibility with arranging credits and 

standards when transitioning to HE. Figure 1 below outlines the NCEA requirements. 

 

 

palaTable 1 

NCEA Level certificates and requirements  

NCEA 
level 

Requirements 

Level 1 
80 credits are required at any level (level 1, 2 or 3) including literacy and numeracy. 
Schools can explain the literacy and numeracy standard pathways they are using. 

Level 2 

60 credits at level 2 or above 
+ 20 credits from any level 

The Level 1 literacy and numeracy requirements must also be met. 

Level 3 

60 credits at level 3 or above 
+ 20 credits from level 2 or above 

From 2014 the Level 1 literacy and numeracy requirements must also be met. 

University 
Entrance 

• NCEA level 3  

• At least 14 level 3 credits, in each of three university approved subjects 

• 10 literacy credits at level 2 or above (5 in writing, 5 in reading) 

Table. (1) - New Zealand Qualifications Authority (NCEA levels and certificates 2014) 

 

In NZ, access to higher education can be granted by gaining UE or bridging programmes and 

similar/other pre-university support programmes (Benseman, Coxon, Anderson, Anae, 2006). 

Pasifika students, along with Māori, are ‘behind’ in comparison to other ethnic groups in 

successfully completing NCEA levels 1-3 and achieving UE (MoE, 2013; 2016). The NZ summary 

report on 2015 The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) demonstrates that 

NZ’s best students in Science, Mathematics and Reading continue to perform above the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) average (MoE, 2016). That 

https://www.nzqa.govt.nz/ncea/subjects/literacy-and-numeracy/level-1-requirements/
https://www.nzqa.govt.nz/ncea/subjects/literacy-and-numeracy/level-1-requirements/
https://www.nzqa.govt.nz/ncea/subjects/literacy-and-numeracy/level-1-requirements/
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same report, however, also states that "A relatively high proportion of Māori and Pasifika 

students score in the lower proficiency levels in all three subjects compared to NZ students 

overall” (MoE, 2016, p. 7). This is especially significant because the gap between the top 10% and 

bottom 10% in NZ is wider than in most other OECD countries (MoE, 2016). International agencies 

compare the performance of students within each country as a benchmark to assess the quality 

of education and adequacy for outcomes. These statistics highlight that NZ ’s education system 

works well for some, but not for all. Thus culture, ethnicity, and poverty become implicated in 

problems of persistent underachievement, as defined by international test results (Ell & 

Grudnoff, 2013). NZ's challenge is to extend its high standard of education to all students, 

regardless of gender, socio-economic status, or ethnicity. The following sections outline systemic 

barriers identified in literature that impact Pasifika students as they traverse through a colonial 

education system. 

2.4 History of formal education in the Pacific  

The following sections identify tensions from the perspectives of a range of Pacific scholars to 

explore where concepts like ‘deficit theorising’ originate. Traditionally pre-colonial education in 

the Pacific was aimed at cultural continuity and the appropriate application of Indigenous 

knowledge through important cultural values and associated language and skills (Thaman, 1997). 

Colonisation, however, changed the nature of education in the Pacific to reflect Western 

ideologies. Gegeo and Watson-Gegeo (2001) claim that colonisation  has undermined Indigenous 

knowledge base, including ways of knowing, customs, theorizing, construction and the encoding 

of this knowledge for the next generation. Due to hegemonic forces such as formal education 

and Christianity, Indigenous knowledge and ways of thinking have been suppressed. Formal 
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education in the Pacific was first initiated by missionaries who sought to use it as a tool for 

colonisation and assimilation to overthrow Pacific Indigenous knowledge, politics, moral and 

social systems (Matapo, 2016; 2018). Therefore, colonisers’ needs were prioritized in schools, 

while Indigenous knowledge receded (Tavola, 1991). Missionaries emphasised the three R’s: 

reading, writing and arithmetic. Traditional skills, worship and knowledge, were no longer 

promoted Christianity instead promoted a new life. Indigenous knowledge and epistemologies 

were altered, denigrated and relegated to the realm of the unimportant (Matapo, 2016; Nabobo-

Baba, 2006). However, Indigenous knowledge and values still form the foundation of community 

life for Pasifika people. 

Meyer (2001) says Pasifika people have a unique way of viewing, understanding and engaging 

with the world: ‘We simply see, hear, feel, taste and smell the world differently’ (p. 125). Colonial 

impositions of time, space and the individual created a racist discourse that continues to this day. 

One point of difference is the Pacific notion of self or personhood. All societies define the person 

and the self in their own distinctive ways. Despite the complexity of multiple cultures, languages 

and identities in the Pacific, a fundamental reality is that most, if not all, understandings of 

personhood in the Pacific are deeply relational (Va’ai, 2016). Va’ai and Nabobo- Baba (2017) 

explain that "the self is relational or it is nothing. It is shaped by relational values and principles 

whereby the self is part of the whole and the whole part of the self. Relationality is needed as a 

worldview and filter to understand the self and the other. Indigenous knowledge and ways of 

being were not validated by colonisers. Pre-Colonisation Pacific philosophical and theological 

thought is grounded upon its relation to all things. Matapo (2018) explains that Pacific Indigenous 

knowledge theories, woven into the genealogy of the human in cosmogony (creation stories). 
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Western theories such as objectivity and positivist measures are sceptical of Indigenous creation 

stories and beliefs but accept the history of Darwinian human evolution (Matapo, 2018).  

Non-Indigenous and imperialistic paradigms continued to distort and misinterpret Indigenous 

communities and their knowledge. According to various Pacific Island groups, space (or vā) in 

relation to knowing or knowledge is not finite existing in the here and now (include references). 

Instead vā, is the relational concept that emerges, out of and within space and time; it evokes 

connectedness to all things that rupture linear notions of spatio-temporality and life (Matapo, 

2016). Western ways of thinking introduced disciplines to explain space such as mapping, 

geography, measurement, geometry and physics (Smith, 2012). Space became 

compartmentalized, defined and measured.  Colonisation also imposed the organised daily 

structure of activities associated with time influenced by Christianity and the industrial 

revolution. The industrial revolution encouraged people to make distinctions between their 

work, leisure, education, and religious parts of life with allocated times. Christianity contributed 

with an evangelical philosophy that linked work to salvation (Smith, 2012).  

 

Western observers viewed the contrast in the ways that Indigenous peoples used or organised 

their time and colonial discourse categorized native life void of work habits and Indigenous 

people as lazy with low attention spans (Nakata, 2008). According to Nabobo-Baba (2006), the 

attitude of the colonisers was underpinned by the assumption that Indigenous people were 

generally beyond education as they were regarded as savages. Pacific peoples were forced into 

sub-ordinate positions within society and were at times treated as an inferior race (Va’ai & 

Nabobo- Baba, 2017. Western ideologies and hegemony promote these distinctions as a taken 



Chapter 2- Literature Review   
 

13 
 

for granted and universal view of the world. This privileged the modern way as good and the 

traditional as bad and education was the avenue for assimilation (Thaman, 1997). Ideologies of 

enlightenment, philosophy and Western theology magnified the superiority of European world 

views while Indigenous knowledge and ways of being were regarded as inferior (Matapo, 2016). 

When Western knowledge and ways of being are central this relegates Indigenous knowledge 

and the communities that live by this knowledge to the periphery (Koya-Vaka’uta, 2017). 

 

2.5 The colonial reach: Contemporary perspectives of education in New Zealand 
 

 The British colonisation of Aotearoa has heavily influenced the structure of the nation’s schools 

(May, 2015). Prior to colonisation, Indigenous Māori children were educated through a shared 

practice at home or by the community (Smith, 1999). Education was used to pass on relevant 

information for the context and community. Māori language and expectations were taught by 

parents and grandparents. Community members passed on valuable skills including fishing, 

carving, hunting, house building and weaving (Smith, 2005). However, with colonisation, the 

landscape of education changed, European morals and knowledge were prioritised within formal 

schooling and were used as sites for indoctrinating Indigenous peoples with a new, ‘better’ 

ideology that pushed Pacific Indigenous ways to the margins (Smith, 1999).  

 

Like many other countries, NZ has an increasingly diverse and changing student population, 

including the largest group of Pasifika students in the Western world. Today Western knowledge 

continues to predominate education along with its values, belief systems and epistemologies 

influenced by enlightenment philosophy and modernity (Smith, 2012). Considering that 
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modernity viewed Indigenous knowledge and ways negatively, it is not surprising that the 

Indigenous paradigm is absent in the system of formal education (Smith, 1999). Western 

education, philosophy, programmes and curricula have created a culture of elimination and 

marginalisation of minorities that have subjugated and assimilated Indigenous personhood. 

Politics of exclusion have impacted personhood as well as academic outcomes. 

 

Pasifika Scholars have indicated that to improve academic outcomes for NZ Pasifika, educators 

need to incorporate teaching practices that are inclusive of their languages and culture (Si’ilata, 

2014; Siope, 2011). However, within a Western system European knowledge is positioned as 

"right" and Pacific knowledge, social structures and Indigenous tradition is discredited (Matapo, 

2016; Smith, 2012). Pasifika students are characterised by deficit theorising through unenviable 

statistics; statistics in which a large percentage are underachieving and rhetoric of student 

disengagement within the education system (MoE, 2013; Hunter, Hunter, Bills, Cheung, Hannant, 

Kritesh & Lachaiya, 2016). The government agency responsible for overseeing education in NZ, 

the Ministry of Education, indicated the importance of implementing Pasifika values and beliefs 

into the education system as indicated in the Pasifika Education Plan (PEP) 2013-2017 (MoE, 

2013).  However, the presence of imperial and colonial agendas such as neoliberalism operating 

in contemporary education in NZ create systemic barriers for Pasifika students. This imposes 

ideas of what a ‘good learner’ should look like and makes way for racism that is steeped in 

imperialism, colonisation, capitalism and neoliberalism imposed upon Pasifika students. When 

Pasifika students are not valued for their own cultural capital or funds of knowledge, then they 

will be put in the position of other and marginalised in secular institutional spaces. 



Chapter 2- Literature Review   
 

15 
 

 

2.6 Socio-political barriers for Pasifika gaining University Entry 

Schools mirror wider political economic and social inequalities in society. Gaining UE is an 

important element in accessing higher education and very significant for Pasifika students. The 

Ministry of Education statistics (2016) show that 67% of Asian and 58% of European/Pākehā 

students achieved the UE qualification, compared with only 30% of Pacific and 30% of Māori 

who complete year 13. In recognition of the low numbers of Pasifika and Māori students 

enrolling at University, The Starpath Project for Tertiary Participation and Success established 

a three phase project in 2005 to identify and then reduce or remove barriers that contribute 

to lower rates of participation and success in degree-level education by Māori, Pasifika, and 

other students from schools in predominantly low-income communities. The Starpath project 

identified many features in NCEA that act as barriers to Pasifika achievement related to gaining 

the requirements needed for UE (Madjar et al., 2009). Data from phase 2 and 3 of the Starpath 

Project identify the two main structural barriers to gaining UE for Pasifika students and 

affecting transition: 1) not gaining 14 credits across three university approved subjects and; 2) 

accruing the amount of literacy credits they need to meet the qualification requirements 

(Madjar et al., 2010; Smith & Timperly, 2008; Towes, 2016).  

 

A factor that has been identified to contribute to the inequitable UE results for Pasifika 

students is the NCEA’s flexibility that permits the choice of subjects for the accumulation of 

credits leading to Level 1, 2 or 3 Certificates and UE; and flexibility in course construction 

(Hipkins & Vaughan, 2002; Madjar et al, 2009; MoE, 2001). This flexibility allows schools 
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considerable freedom to create core subjects ‘alternatives’ to cater to the differing needs and 

abilities of students. Hipkins and Vaughan (2002) give an example of a school which provided 

three different versions of Maths which differ in relation to students learning needs. However, 

these perceptions are sometimes subject to influences of stereotypes and deficit theorising as 

will be explored in sections to follow. An equity claim for alternative courses is to offer parts 

of subjects to students as opposed to an all or nothing approach that excludes students from 

subjects altogether (Madjar et al., 2009). From a Pasifika perspective, Spiller (2012) outlines 

three challenges to Pasifika achievement: deficit beliefs; poor teacher-student relationships 

including ineffective pedagogy and; a lack of understanding of Pasifika students’ identities. 

Each challenge will be explored in the interplay between stereotypes and educational 

implications. 

 

 2.6.1 Systemic racism  
 

Deficit theorising is most heavily influenced by the dominant group. At a systems level, NZ 

Europeans statistically represent the majority of the national population that results in their 

dominance in a variety of indicators of status such as income, housing and education. NZ 

Europeans are therefore better placed than other ethnic groups to project and protect the 

values and ideologies which benefit their position in NZ (Duckitt & Sibley, 2010). As a result, 

Pasifika peoples, along with Māori, are often negatively stereotyped in NZ society (Samu, 

2006; Nakhid, 2003). Negative statistics strongly feature Pacific Island people in association 

with high levels of unemployment, overrepresentation in lowly paid, semi or unskilled 
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occupations and poor outcomes in health and education (Statistics NZ, 2018; Tanielu & 

Johnson, 2014). Academic stereotypes of intellectual inferiority are repeatedly expressed in 

varying ways as impacting the transition journey to higher education for Pasifika students. 

Dominant ethnic group stereotypes for Pasifika in Aotearoa are the beliefs that Pasifika 

demonstrate high interpersonal warmth but low competency compared to other ethnic 

groups (Sibley et al., 2011). The media and attitudes in society contribute to this stereotype 

creating a continual linking of underachievement with Pasifika students (Allen & Bruce, 2017). 

The Ministry of Education (2013) defines students of Pacific Islands descent (along with 

Māori) as “priority learners” which has underlined a stereotype of these students in policy. 

Labels in education circles and the media include the ‘Pasifika problem’ and in conjunction 

with Māori, ‘priority learners’ have been referred to as the ‘brown tail’ of academic 

achievement on a standardised bell curve (Allen & Webber, 2019; Rubie-Davies, 2006; Turner, 

Rubie-Davies & Webber, 2015 ).  

 

2.6.2 Poor teacher-student relationships 
 

In the classroom deficit theorising is present in negative stereotyping. Deficit beliefs take many 

forms and influence institutional factors related to poor information, guidance and course 

choices; poor teacher-student relationships; and a lack of learning support for the student.  

Low teacher expectations are acknowledged as one factor that contributes to negative 

students' outcomes (Fletcher et al., 2009; Rubie-Davies, 2006; Turner et al.,2015). Low 

expectations have been an enduring issue in NZ for Pasifika students, often leading to poor 

teacher-student relationships, including ineffective pedagogy. Rubie-Davies, Hattie, and 
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Hamilton (2006) found teacher's expectations for students reflected NZ ethnic stereotypes 

revealing how teachers’ beliefs of Pasifika students lacked the characteristics of ‘ideal’ students 

necessary for academic achievement, including a positive home background and the absence 

of goals, motivation, aspirations and an interest in learning. Instead, the stereotype of Pasifika 

students centered around a perceived lower academic ability in comparison to their NZ 

European peers. Teachers in this study believed that the achievement gap between the 

dominant and minority groups was due to the perceived deficits in background, and students’ 

attitudes and motivation.  Turner, Rubie-Davies and Webber (2015) found similar results. 

Expectations were lowest for Pasifika and Māori students, even in cases where these students 

demonstrated high achievement in the past. Pasifika students need teachers who are culturally 

aware, knowledgeable, empathetic and responsive (Alkema, 2014). Pasifika research explain 

that teachers need to build relationships with their Pasifika students to thrive and enable 

learning to occur (Anae & Mila-Schaaf, 2010; Jones, 1991; Nakhid, 2006; Samu, 2006; Siteine, 

2010). Wendt (1996) explored the centrality of the vā in a Pacific view of reality as the space 

between, which could be applied to the context of the learner and teacher relationship “not 

empty space, not space that separates, but space that relates that holds separate entities and 

things together...the space that is context giving meaning to all things” (p.402). Healthy 

relationships are vital for learning to occur for Pasifika students (Hill & Hawk, 2000). Pasifika 

students need opportunities to form and maintain confidence in themselves as learners. 

Stereotypes and deficit theorising can create an environment where students are not confident 

in their abilities. Racialized perceptions can impact Pasifika student’s wellbeing as well as their 

educational outcomes and future opportunities from a pedagogical and systems and level. 
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2.6.3 Pedagogical differentiation 
 

Teachers’ deficit assumptions matter in the classroom as they negatively impact student 

educational outcomes. In the American education system, differential opportunities to learn 

have led to differential educational outcomes. Darling Hammond (2006) writes that students of 

colour from low-income communities are less likely to have access to educational resources, 

challenging intellectual curriculum and quality teaching. Applebee (1993) found that 

differentiation along the lines of ethnicity and class was evident in the range of text that was 

offered in the school curriculum. She found that in lower-income and predominantly non-white 

schools, the curriculum held a narrower range of text.   

 

NZ research suggests that teachers’ low expectations combined with deficit-based orientations, 

led teachers to differentiate their instructional practices based on their expectations of students 

(Rubie-Davies, Hattie, & Hamilton, 2006). At the pedagogical level, when there is a high 

expectation of students, students are taught more concepts and at a faster pace giving these 

students opportunities to access more information and concepts in their learning. In contrast, 

teachers who held low expectations of their students gave them repetitive, non-challenging work 

(Rubie-Davies, 2007). Wilson, Madjar and McNaughton (2016) had similar findings in regard to 

pedagogical differentiation in literacy. Researchers conducted classroom observations in low 

decile schools to examine classroom content, approaches and resources available, and possible 

improvements to increase students’ opportunities for learning. Their findings revealed markedly 

different patterns in opportunities for learning available to different groups associated with SES 

and ethnicity. At the pedagogical level, students in lower SES schools were provided with limited 
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learning opportunities, characterised by highly structured and teacher-directed learning 

experiences and short texts targeted at youth rather than adult readers. There was a stark 

difference between the length and style of texts to which students were exposed in the classroom 

compared to the longer, more sophisticated texts to which they were expected to respond in the 

end-of-year assessment necessary to achieve the required reading standards for UE. Spiller 

(2012) found benevolent forms of deficit beliefs through teacher’s perception of a lack of active 

participation from Pasifika students to be a sign of discomfort because they thought the work 

was too difficult. Teachers in this study reported changing their lesson to make the work 

“manageable” for Pasifika students essentially lowering their expectations. This research 

highlights how deficit beliefs have pedagogical implication which can result in Pasifika students 

being excluded from opportunities to achieve. Given the holistic nature of the Pasifika self or 

personhood, stereotypes and disempowering beliefs are likely to have a compounding effect on 

students’ participation which impact aspirations for higher education. Limiting experiences with 

curriculum and engagement influences the perception of a university pathway as relevant and 

available for Pasifika students (Manuela & Sibley, 2012). 

 

2.6.4 Systemic barriers and enrolment patterns 
 

At a systems level, stereotypes can negatively distort the flexibility of the NCEA becoming a 

barrier for Pasifika students to enter the university pathway through secondary school. Pasifika 

students from low decile schools are over-represented in alternative pathways in core and 

applied subjects at each year level, resulting in unequal access to relevant NCEA subjects that 

prevents them from achieving the relevant standards for university pathways (Hipkins, 
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Vaughan, Beals, Ferral, & Gardiner, 2005; Madjar et al., 2009; Turner et al., 2010). This pattern 

can limit their opportunities in later years of academic study including denying access to 

further academic progression (Shulruf, Tolley, & Tumen, 2010; Smith & Timperly, 2008). Turner 

et al. (2010) showed that capable or academically inclined Māori and Pacific students were not 

being given access to the necessary NCEA standards to gain university entrance; therefore, 

students’ underachievement was largely influenced by course selection through school policies 

and practices. The most common NCEA “chokepoint” to gaining University Entrance (UE) for 

Pasifika students was in a lack of appropriate selection of subjects, as opposed to the number 

of credits achieved (Smith & Timperley, 2008; Towes, 2016). NCEA subjects such as Science and 

Maths provide evidence of disparities in participation and achievement for Pasifika students 

(Hunter et al., 2016; May, Cowles, & Lamy, 2013).  Wilson, Madjar and McNaughton (2016) 

also found that Pasifika students were significantly less likely to participate in programmes that 

would have prepared them to achieve in the academically challenging but critically important 

disciplinary reading standards. In other words, tracking or sorting practices tended to exclude 

these students from the opportunities from learning that were much more likely to be 

provided to students in higher Socio-Economic Status (SES) schools and students who were not 

Māori or Pasifika. Si’ilata (2014) found that Pasifika students for whom English is not their first 

language are more likely to be diverted into low-track curricula with limited exposure to either 

the content or discourse necessary to enter into higher education. 

 

These studies highlight the limited and at times, absent opportunities to learn and achieve UE for 

marginalised students. Students’ need to learn content and skills that are aligned with the 
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demands of the more advanced university studies if they are to transition into higher education 

(Shulruf, Hattie, & Tumen, 2008; Ussher, 2008). Webber, McKinley, and Rubie Davies (2016) 

report the integral nature of goal setting, pathway planning, reviewing of academic progress, and 

celebrating successes has proven to be effective in supporting student transitions into HE. 

However, negative racialised stereotypes of academic counsellors and teachers are barriers to 

Pasifika students progressing into HE. Data from Phase 2 and Phase 3 of The Starpath Project 

found in that many of their Māori and Pasifika students were poorly advised about NCEA subject 

choices, and funnelled into ‘lesser’ academic pathways (Madjar et al., 2009). These results reflect 

a drastic need to include more culturally inclusive and responsive pedagogy and assessment 

within our educational system, both in structure and practice.  

 

2.7 Economic barriers 
 

Socioeconomic factors affect Pasifika transition to HE. Family income remains the best predictor 

of who will attend university (Hipkins et al., 2002). Maani (2006), carried out an econometric 

analysis of education participation patterns in NZ of a cohort of 694 individuals at 18 years of age. 

The study concluded that when deciding between higher education or the job market, students 

considered certain factors: finances, interests, academic ability, information from their family, 

school and peer networks. The study found that for students with equal academic ability, there 

was greater participation in tertiary study from those who had greater economic capacity. 

Students’ academic performance was secondary to economic factors. Parents’ type of work also 

made a difference in participation. Young people from professional and managerial family 

backgrounds continued to have a rate of university participation that was more than 1.5 times 
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the rate of their peers from unskilled/semiskilled family backgrounds (Fergusson & Woodward, 

2000). Clearly, there is a relationship between income and educational attainment. Anae et al. 

(2002), highlighted the influence of neoliberal imperatives related to the commodification of 

education, such as school fees and student loans, which deterred Pasifika students from enrolling 

into HE and in some cases caused students to withdraw from university programs. Beneseman, 

Coxon, Anderson, Anae (2006) conducted research with Pasifika students in NZ on how to retain 

‘non-traditional’ students enrolled in tertiary programmes. Many of the participants reported 

that was their financial situation at home was a major barrier that prevented them from finishing 

their tertiary education. 

Statistics NZ (2018) reports that Pasifika families have much lower household incomes than the 

average New Zealander; therefore, financial issues inevitably loom greater for Pasifika students. 

Data reported by the Ministry of Social Development (2016) showed ethnic differences in 

income, Palagi/European had a median hourly income of $24.88, Asian peoples including the 

category ‘other’ had an hourly income of $21.48, Māori had an income of $20.83 and Pasifika 

had the lowest incomes of $19.66. These income statistics have remained relatively stable over 

the last 5 years. However, barriers to participation are not relegated to individual responsibility 

as such factors relate to larger economic issues. Forms of inequality such as income disparities, 

employment and housing policies, and access to educational opportunities all correspond with 

lower educational outcomes. A separate Ministry of Education commissioned report entitled 

Pacific people and tertiary education: issues of participation (Coxon et al., 2002) found a 

consistent theme; the most significant barriers to accessing HE was a lack of preparedness– more 

specifically in qualifications, study skills, and confidence for tertiary study. The Starpath Project 
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research pointed out that few secondary schools in NZ focus solely on preparing their students 

for university. Researchers explain that ‘low decile’ schools in low-income communities 

especially, are also preparing students for entry into the workforce, for work-based training such 

as apprenticeships in a variety of trades, and for shorter certificate or diploma courses (McKinley 

& Madjar 2014). The point being, financial imperatives alone do not account for the lack of 

participation in HE by ‘non-traditional' students. There are many social determinants for 

education, including curricula differences in relation to decile as found in McKinley and Madjar 

(2014). The nuances of economic barriers must be considered in order for effective strategies to 

be implemented, ensuring that all students have the opportunity to participate and succeed in 

HE if they wish. Furthermore, research has confirmed the aspiration lies beyond reductive 

neoliberal logics of education for employability.  Pasifika students consistently report a desire to 

give back to their families and communities and see education as a way of attaining a secure 

collective future (Airini et al., 2009; Chu et al., 2013; Samu, 2010). Cross-cultural 

misunderstandings will be explored in the next section.  

 

2.8 Cultural incompatibility 
 

Pasifika people have cultural histories which include particular ways of being, knowing and 

understanding the world in which they live, including important beliefs and values that have been 

handed down from previous generations. During colonial times, formal education was the 

transmission of important elements of foreign, mainly European cultures:  
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The school curricula served to alienate many Pasifika from their own cultural knowledge, 

skills understandings, values and skills. Today education continues to be undemocratic in 

the sense that the organization, administration, and curricula have not recognized the 

diversity of the ways in which Pasifika communicate, relate to others, think and learn. 

(Thaman, 1997 p.120)  

Spiller (2012) supports this position and projected a lack of understanding of Pasifika students’ 

identities as a challenge to Pasifika achievement in NZ. The final barrier that will be discussed in 

regard to the transition experience for Pasifika people is the barrier of incompatibility of 

characteristics of Pasifika ways of being and knowing that clash with the current NZ educational 

environment (Chu, Abella & Paurini, 2013; Coxon et al., 2002; Nakhid, 2003). These differences 

are often reconstructed as deficits when these behaviours and values are interpreted through 

Palagi or ‘Western’ lens as a lack of ability; a lack of cultural appropriateness; or limited access to 

resources (Bolstad & Gilbert, 2008; Jones, 1991; Siope, 2011; Spiller, 2012). Alongside these 

interpretations is the assumption of the superiority of the Pākehā ‘Western’ way of learning 

(Smith, 2011). Highlighting unacknowledged bias, Fairbairn-Dunlop (2014) reminded us that as 

educators, we need to explore Pasifika students’ educational experiences through a cultural lens. 

 

2.8.1 The collective  
 

Rothstein-Fisch, Greenfield, Trumbull, Keller, and Quiroz (2010) describe cultural pathways of 

learning and development along the lines of collectivistic or individualistic. Pacific/Pasifika 

personhood and ways of ‘being’, along with those of other non-western cultural communities, 
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are described as the collectivist pathway. Individualistic pathways stem from a strong liberal 

philosophical view that education is an individual journey which operates in classrooms to 

reward students with credentials (Jones, 1991; Bishop, Berryman, Tiakiwai & Richardson, 2003; 

Nahkid, 2006). However, a Pasifika framing teaching and learning is always relational and 

located within and through the collective (Matapo & Baice, 2020). Pacific Indigenous scholars 

Tui Atua (2009) and Thaman (2003) explain that knowledge or the capacity of knowing does 

not belong to one individual.  

 

NCEA flexibility also creates an increase in the complexity to successfully navigate the system. 

The stakeholders – students, families and communities in the system often struggle to 

understand the intricacies and the possibility for systematic differentiation at both structural 

and pedagogical levels, within and between schools (Jensen, McKinley, & Madjar, 2010; 

McKinley & Madjar, 2014; Smith & Timperley, 2008).  A relative disadvantage is further 

highlighted for Pasifika students as the individualistic nature of schools cut off the support from 

the collective, which is a big part of Pasifika student's wellbeing. Case studies from Jenson et 

al. (2010) captured students’ voices who reported they did not understand the system well 

enough to navigate it successfully and were misinformed by schools about vital information 

indicating a lack of clarity within the schools themselves.  

 

The collective nature of Pacific cultures and the importance of multiple elements of wellbeing 

often clashed with the demands of academic life and thus transition experiences (Benesman, 

et al., 2006 & Chu, Abella & Paurini, 2013). Pasifika students tend to spend more time on 
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matters involving family and the broader community than their Palagi counterparts. Central to 

Pacific/Pasifika personhood are aspects of identity and wellbeing that are all integral to the 

overall self and wellbeing (Manuela & Sibley, 2013). Hawk and Hill (1998) discuss how Pasifika 

students, especially in their secondary schooling years, can live in up to six or seven different 

worlds. These worlds of home, school, church, sports, other extracurricular activities, part-time 

employment and friends. Pasifika success is far more inclusive of their social world than just 

school. Success for Pasifika includes maintaining and nurturing their relationships with the 

families, community, and upholding the values of their heritages. With a Pasifika lens, the 

collective of family and spiritual values are prominent (Benesman, et al., 2006; Chu, Abella & 

Paurini, 2013). This often clashes with academic study because the complexities of being 

situated in a collective and not considered in Western education. Pasifika students, generally 

speaking, must still maintain their collective responsibilities aligned with their cultural values.  

 

2.8.2 Culture of silence 
 

Contrary to collectivist orientations, Western individualist cultures tend to value traits of 

assertiveness, working alone speaking and standing out. Perceived shyness and not asking for 

help are commonly expressed in the literature as barriers to achievement and participation of 

Pasifika students (Chu et al., 2013; Davidson-Toumu'a & Dunbar, 2009). Non-responsiveness 

in tutorials or question and answer, for example, are a negative attribute in 

Western/Eurocentric understandings. Silence is mistaken for lack of knowledge. Davidson-

Toumu’a and Dunbar (2009), learning advisers and academic staff described Pacific students 

as shy, unassertive and lacking in confidence or self-esteem. Spiller (2012) found that teachers 
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interpreted Pasifika students’ silence as a sign the work was too difficult. Silence could be 

related to the issue of language and communication for those whose English is not their first 

language (Chu et al, 2013). Millward et al. (2011) findings revealed instances of Pasifika 

students' feeling less confident in their classroom communication than non-Pasifika peers to 

the extent that they do not feel confident enough to ask specific questions in class, or to say 

that they do not understand class content. Silence in relation to active classroom engagement 

can be worked on through appropriate pedagogy, quality teaching and practice, however, 

there are aspects of silence that are culturally viewed as positive.  

 

Silence is an active and living component in Pasifika culture. Tuafuti (2010) writes “one of the 

basic components of cultural and communicative competence in the Pasifika is to know when, 

where and how to speak or be silent in various contexts” (p.4). From a cultural perspective, 

not questioning and ‘silence’ is often seen as a sign of ‘respect’ for elders or authority figures; 

deliberate, appropriate, and rooted in cultural beliefs.  Airini et al.’s research (2009) gives an 

account of students linking silence to respectfully listening, ‘taking it all in’ and not ‘talking back 

or asking questions’. Chu et al. (2013) discussed silence as a way of letting teachers ‘save face’ 

if a question cannot be answered adequately.  

 

Jones (1991) contributed to seminal work regarding cultural incompatibility as a Palagi 

researcher observing Pasifika girl's classroom experiences. Jones was able to demonstrate how 

teaching and learning processes in the classroom advantage some students and disadvantage 

others, and that this occurs along class and ethnic lines. Formal schooling consists of cultural 
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processes which are incompatible with the different cultures and ways of knowing of non-

dominant social groups. Pasifika students saw learning and success as absorbing and digesting 

what the teacher taught by taking good notes from teacher instruction. They felt that by taking 

good notes that would give them all the knowledge, they needed to learn. They were not 

comfortable when the teacher tried to foster student voice and initiative. There was 

incongruence with the Western model for teaching and learning and Pasifika ways of knowing. 

Of vital importance in these examples is a lack of cultural awareness fails to appreciate ways 

of being and knowing for Pasifika students. Cultural misinterpretations, in turn, reinforce the 

ubiquitous application of a deficit model for Pasifika students embedded within a culture of 

silence positioning Pasifika students as non-responsive or difficult to engage (Hang & Bell 

2015).  

There is evidence that schools struggle to connect with Pasifika cultures because they were 

formed within and continue to reflect NZ’s colonial history (Jones, 1991). Therefore, the 

challenge for institutions, schools and teachers is to make meaningful connections for Pasifika 

people while at school. The Ministry of Education has made efforts toward more culturally 

inclusive practices introduced in the Pasifika Education Plan (PEP) 2013-2017 (MoE, 2013) aimed 

to raise Pasifika achievement, engagement and participation from early learning to tertiary. This 

plan encourages the implementation of Pasifika identities and values. However, continued 

investigation is necessary to address this barrier. Equity initiatives will be discussed in the 

following section.  
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2.9 Equity Initiatives 
 

Acknowledgement of the underlying political, economic and social barriers for traditionally 

underserved and marginalised groups in tertiary education (such as Māori and Pasifika) led the 

Government to implement key educational policy objectives to prioritise equity in educational 

outcomes for all students at all levels. Of relevance to this thesis are the enabling education 

initiatives that offer a form of alternative entry into higher education studies. These equity 

programmes are often referred to as ‘tertiary preparation’, ‘foundation studies’, ‘bridging 

programmes’, and ‘university preparation programmes’ (Irwin, Baker & Hamilton, 2019). For the 

purposes of this review, a generic umbrella term of 'equity programme' will be inclusive of all of 

these terms. Equity programmes aim to increase the participation and success of diverse and 

often non-traditional student groups through equipping them with core skills, knowledge and 

confidence that prepare students to enter further study (Benseman et al., 2005; Coltman, 2004). 

This, along with open entry and discretionary entry, allows for students of all educational 

backgrounds, ages and ethnicities to partake in tertiary study (MoE, 2010).  

Regarding Pasifika retention and success in education, researchers have sought to investigate the 

effectiveness of culturally responsive practices, which involve using the languages, identities and 

knowledge of the Pasifika learner in the classroom (May, 2015; Si’ilata, 2014). The NZ 

government has sought the help of Pasifika academics to identify and promote a Pacific world 

view and Pacific values in an attempt to incorporate them into education in the Pasifika Education 

Research Guidelines published in 2001 (Anae et al., 2001). The Pasifika Education Plan (PEP) 

sanctioned by the NZ Ministry of Education (MOE) focuses on improving education outcomes for 

Pasifika learners by concentrating actions on areas with high Pacific populations and by 
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identifying core Pasifika values and levers that will make the most difference for Pasifika learners. 

The Pasifika Education Plan (PEP) sets out the Government’s strategy for Pasifika Success to 

enable Pasifika learners enjoy educational success as Pasifika. They are secure in their identities, 

languages and cultures, and participating, engaging and achieving in education, contributing fully 

to NZ’s social, cultural and economic wellbeing. The PEP has a 17-year history with four iterations 

and is currently under review (2001-2005, 2006-2010, 2009-2012 revised, 2012-2017) (Matapo, 

2018). The PEP includes a set of identified Pasifika values and strategies to inform an application 

of culturally responsive practice to all education sectors. Critiques of the PEP include the 

measures of success imposed upon Pasifika students being entrenched in Western ideology -such 

as participation, retention, assessment and completion (Matapo, 2018). There is a lack of 

embodiment and engagement with Pasifika values, and holistic ways of being that must be 

achieved to genuinely shift the structures and institutions to be more culturally responsive. Anae 

et al. (2001) recommend a two-stage process in shifting paradigms, including interrogating the 

assumptions that underpin western education structures and the importance of clearly 

identifying and understanding values that underpin unique Pacific.  

 

To further advance the aspirations and application of PEP, in 2018 the MOE launched Tapasā - a 

Pacific cultural competency framework to capture the essence of the PEP and inform teaching 

and learning of Pasifika students in education, (early childhood education, primary, intermediate 

and high schools) (MOE, 2018). The framework is a resource for all teachers of Pasifika students 

as a way of generating education experiences that are culturally responsive to Pasifika learners. 

Tapasā promotes more holistic language around a shared vision and aspiration of educational 
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achievement and success for Pasifika students, parents and families. Tapasā also shares the 

importance for teachers to self-reflect on the values and assumptions they hold and a 

consideration of how those are different from the cultural knowledge, language and experiences 

of Pasifika learners. Equity strategies designed to be inclusive of Indigenous knowledge and ways 

of being are evident. Continued appraisal of the effectiveness of these initiatives is necessary to 

continue the conversation and pursuit of making education in NZ more equitable and inclusive. 

Research into the barriers experienced by Indigenous students has often failed to translate into 

improved outcomes for these students (Beneseman et al., 2006). However, measures of success 

have been rigid in regard to completion and attrition. There are themes that have been shown 

to support Pasifika students into higher education through equity programmes that consider a 

holistic approach to engaging in HE. 

2.9.1 Features of equity programmes supporting Pasifika into HE 
 

Aotearoa takes prides in an education system that is fair and equitable for all, yet our Pasifika 

students, in particular, are overrepresented in lower educational outcomes at all levels compared 

to other ethnic groups (MOE, 2013). The report on Pacific peoples and tertiary education issues 

of participation (Coxon et al. (2002), made a number of recommendations for research 

development including investigating effective teaching and learning strategies with a focus on 

examples of ‘best practice’. This section will briefly highlight the literature around effective 

features of equity programmes targeting ‘non-traditional’ students in Aotearoa that relate to 

broader agendas for Pasifika success and engagement. Two themes from the literature reveal 

that enablers for Pasifika students accessing HE through equity programmes include the 

development of academic skills including confidence and connection with a learning community.  
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2.9.2 Development of academic skills  
 

A range of skills is needed for success in entering higher education including content knowledge, 

practical skills such as planning and study goals, and affective skills, such as motivation and self-

regulation (Alkema, 2014; Anae et al., 2002; Chu et al., 2013). A two-year qualitative project 

entitled Success for All, was conducted within a foundation programme preparing students for 

degree-level study within the University of Auckland (Airini et al., 2009; Airini et al., 2011; Curtis, 

Townsend, et al., 2012). Pasifika students reported their feelings about themselves and their 

academic ability altered over time as new skills were developed. This study opened up the bounds 

for the learning environment and found that learning in informal spaces encouraged good study 

methods and participation in the programme.  

 

Another NZ equity case study (Walker, 2008) attested that student’s bridging experience 

provided a wide variety of skills that enabled students to succeed in their undergraduate degree 

programmes. Practical skills such as learning how to read and summarise literature were 

embedded in the programme and taught alongside the content knowledge. Most participants 

identified a clear link from the content of bridging papers to those in their degree programme. 

Enablers to the development of academic skills included time with the lecturer to ask questions, 

clarify the learning and explain their understanding of concepts (Walker, 2008). Students were 

able to understand the demands of university study and practice navigating through the system 

with support. 
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A clear outline of learning expectations and the teaching of academic skills may be able to address 

a cultural incompatibility barrier for Pasifika students. Jones’s (1991) research identified a 

disconnect in the ways Pasifika girls demonstrated their learning compared to how they were 

evaluated. A clear outline of expectations can help in the transition to meeting those 

expectations of higher learning. Academic preparation and study skills were directly identified as 

stepping stones in the Starpath research on transitions from secondary to tertiary study for 

Pasifika students (Madjar, McKinley, Deynzer, & van der Merwe, 2010).  

 

2.9.3 Confidence and connection 
 

Academic and pastoral support provided by lecturers, academic staff and peers have been shown 

to enhance Pasifika students’ confidence, sense of belonging and academic achievement (Airini 

et al., 2008; Alkema,2014; Chu et al., 2014; Schofield, Walker, & Going, 2011).  Findings from 

Success for All (Airini et al., 2009; Airini et al., 2011; Curtis et al., 2012) found that Pasifika 

students valued the bonding opportunities a small cohort afforded and having culturally specific 

and safe spaces to frequent. The provision of food, study initiatives and peer mentoring provided 

a sense of belonging in those spaces. Another feature of the equity programme that aided 

confidence was the curriculum which included Māori and Pasifika content. Students reported the 

inclusion of Indigenous knowledge as motivating and affirming.  

In the ‘Voices from Manukau’ equity initiative designed to increase recruitment of Māori and 

Pasifika teacher education students within the Faculty of Education and Social Work (Millward et 
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al., 2011), students revealed that the location of the programme was a key factor in providing 

comfort and connection for Pasifika students. Students appreciated studying close to home with 

people who were like them, rather than their perception of ‘traditional’ university students 

studying at a strange and distant location. The view of universities as intimidating ‘ivory towers’ 

needs to be demystified and seen as welcoming (Tualaulelei & Kavanagh, 2015). Bourdieu (2000) 

described familiarity in location and identity as analogous to ‘a fish in water’. This ‘feeling at 

home’ was identified by students’ as helping their integration into the new tertiary learning 

environment. Coxon et al.'s (2002) literature review on Pacific issues highlighted reasons for 

attrition to feelings of isolation. Belonging is vital for Pasifika students.  Students who feel part of 

a learning community or study group are more resilient in times of difficulty (Anae et al., 2002; 

Dewart, 2003). Furthermore, Airini et al. (2009) found upon completion of the equity programme 

the lack of support (academic/ pastoral support, course content, study groups, tutorials) 

hindered success for most of the students. This finding highlights the need for continued support 

throughout Pasifika students’ undergraduate degree. When considering the multiple worlds 

Pasifika students belong to and navigate, students are likely to require support to help them with 

the challenges they face in their wider family and community lives whether they choose to access 

it or not.  

2.10 Conclusion 
 

This literature review has considered a variety of literature to consider the multiple factors 

impacting Pasifika students accessing and integrating into higher education.   As critical research 

in education brings about an increasing awareness of the intersecting marginalisation of 

historical, social, political and economic barriers, local studies of Pasifika student engagement 
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reveal education are not neutral (Darder, 2003; Giroux, 1992; Thaman, 2003; Va’ai & Nabobo-

Baba, 2017). The location of Indigenous knowledge and experiences are largely dismissed in 

Western education (Anae et al., 2002). The prioritisation of neoliberal ideals of individualism and 

competition contrary to Pasifika ways of being there continues to create a cultural clash. 

Racialised tensions also perpetuate disparities that minimize access for Pasifika students. These 

salient tensions and contradictions are proposed to be addressed through NZ Government bodies 

such as the Ministry of Education, implementing strategies to include greater cultural 

competency at all levels of education.  While the majority of education reforms have a clear 

market focus, there has been an increasing emphasis on the importance of HE in addressing 

issues of social inequality, particularly in relation to access to education and opportunities to 

engage with it. Equity initiatives in NZ have in part addressed some disparities stemming from 

social conditions and institutional practices. Enabling education initiatives that offer a form of 

alternative entry into higher education studies can be valuable if they are effective for Pasifika 

students. Further investigation into the experiences of Pasifika students who access equity 

programmes is necessary and is the primary aim of this research.  

Altbach et al.'s (2009) report on trends in global higher education prepared for the UNESCO 2009 

World Conference on HE, suggested that underrepresented populations are generally less 

prepared for higher education, have low rates of completion and the mechanisms to support 

success are rarely in place or if they do exist, are inadequate. Their report also claimed that 

"research repeatedly shows that disadvantaged populations once enrolled are less likely to 

continue to degree completion" (Altbach et al., 2009, p. 41). The persistent problem in accessing 

and participating in higher education HE has continued for Pasifika students despite policies and 
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programmes to address the ‘gap’. Decolonisation research identifies a need for organisations to 

take a holistic approach with Pasifika learners and their families to create an environment where 

students’ feel valued for their cultural capital (Alkema, 2014). However, there is a gap in research 

regarding the experiences of Pasifika students who access university through alternative equity 

initiatives. This research seeks to fill that gap and challenge under-representation of Pasifika 

students in HE. The study is unique in that it investigates current Pasifika students’ experience of 

equity and inclusion in HE as a part of an equity initiative at the University of Auckland. Studies 

of students lived-experience can be an effective method of identifying issues students face in 

accessing HE and their experience traversing through HE. This research will explore the wider 

political, social and economic context in which HE institutions are located and investigate the 

relationship between macro initiatives for equitable and inclusive practices and the micro 

implementation of those aims. It is the hope of this research to promote Indigenous 

methodologies to inform institutions, educators and government on how to be more equitable 

and inclusive of Pasifika students, their families and the communities of which they represent.  



Chapter 3- Methodology 
  

38 
 

Chapter 3 Methodology  
 

3.1 Introduction  

This chapter will outline the key concepts behind this thesis, influenced by methodologies of 

Talanoa and Critical Theory. This chapter will also present the study aims and research questions 

that guide the direction of the project, including the processes of carrying out this research, 

ethical considerations, limitations and the researcher’s positionality. Finally, this chapter will 

describe the data collection method and theory of analysis.  

 

3.2 Theoretical influences   

The aim of this research is to elevate and prioritise Pasifika experiences of pursuing HE within the 

University of Auckland (UoA). This study explores the complexities of cultural, economic, social 

and institutional factors that impact Pasifika students as they engage with a formal education 

system in which they are underrepresented. In order to do this, it was important to utilise Pasifika 

research methodologies that place Pacific values and cultural practices at the centre of research 

design and implementation to be responsive to Pasifika contexts. The term ‘Pasifika’ in education 

scholarship refers to Pacific peoples (with an ethnic connection to the Pacific region) residing in 

NZ. ‘Pacific’ in Indigenous Pacific scholarship is tied specifically to Pacific Island nations. As a 

researcher, the selection of Pacific scholarship largely informs the theoretical background for this 

research as a critical turn to Pacific ways of being and Indigenous knowledge as a lens to frame 

Pasifika experiences. Both Pacific and Pasifika terms will be used, depending on the scholar’s 

usage and context. I chose to use talanoa to conduct my research to engage in ways that are 

meaningful and responsive to the Pasifika community. By way of social explanation, I chose to 
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employ critical theory (Anyon, 2008; Carter & Welner, 2013; Giroux, 2014) to place the findings 

within a larger theoretical infrastructure that could extend the analytical, critical, and 

emancipatory power of the data and interpretation. In this way, I remain committed to Pacific 

epistemologies (ways of knowing) while also utilising critical theory to interrogate hidden 

agendas of education and assumptions of main stream society. Talanoa and Critical theory are 

complementary perspectives to translate a reality linked to history and to decolonisation which 

de-centres Western ways of knowing and re-centres epistemological frames. 

 

3.2.1 Talanoa 

In this research, I utilize a talanoa as a methodology and method, relying most heavily on Pacific 

ways of knowing to engage in culturally appropriate ways to conduct research with Pasifika 

students (Anae, et al., 2001). Talanoa can be referred to as ‘a conversation, a talk, an exchange 

of ideas or thinking, whether informal or formal’ (Vaioleti, 2006. p.23). However, more than 

simply talking, talanoa, is a personal encounter where people story their issues, their realities 

and aspirations (Vaioleti, 2006. Talanoa is believed to be able to ‘produce relevant knowledge 

and possibilities for addressing Pacific issues’ (Vaioleti, 2006, p. 21) arguably in part because 

talanoa allows more mo’oni (pure, real, authentic) due to the ontology of this framework being 

deeply rooted in a relational praxis. Omnipresent cultural values of respect, humility, love, 

compassion, caring and generosity are all a part of the talanoa process that cultivate a rich 

synthesis of information to be shared (Mua, 2009 cited in Agee, McIntosh & Culbertson, 2013). 

Among Pacific peoples, a particular conception of reality begins across time and space, with the 

fonua (Tongan word for land), or land (Matapo, 2019; Meyer, 2014). Within this land, we dwell 
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in a common space (vā) that maintains connections between us. From a Pacific worldview, we do 

not enter into this society as separate, different, and alien beings, but we arrive into the fonua 

seeing connections between ‘you’ and ‘I’ (Saltiban, 2012). It is within this space (vā), the fonua, 

that relationships are forged, maintained, and nurtured. Vā is significant in creating meaningful 

relationships between individuals and other aspects of spatiality that exist in the fonua. Vaioleti 

(2006) affirms that “relationship is the foundation on which most Pacific activities are built” (p. 

26) therefore creating and maintaining vā largely informed researcher ethics discussed further in 

this chapter. Furthermore, because talanoa is built upon these cultural values it was the 

appropriate methodology to carry out the research design. As a researcher I wanted to provide 

a space to empower and amplify Pasifika voice and allow for the multiplicity of stories to counter 

hegemonic deficit perspectives and affirm strength based cultural narratives by fostering fluidity 

in students sharing of educational experiences past, present and future. These objectives were 

achieved as outlined below.  

 

3.2.1.1 Empowering voice  

Gegeo and Watson-Gegeo (2001) acknowledges that Pacific representation is largely missing 

from mainstream scholarship and stresses the need for Pacific island scholars and researchers 

with varied experience to amplify the multiplicity of Pacific narratives. Nakhid (2003) agrees, 

suggesting that research must allow Pasifika students to present their own views of themselves, 

allow them to describe their achievement in their own terms, and “challenge the perceptions 

and assumptions held by the dominant culture” (p. 330). Typically, student voice is valued only 

in particular ways including feedback in quality assurance processes limited to particular times 



Chapter 3 – Methodology  

41 
 

and for a particular focus. Pasifika students in this study are consciously positioned as experts 

with the intention of decentring the literature and dominant deficit discourses. In this way, 

talanoa is both transformative and empowering, particularly as I invite Pasifika students’ 

experiential knowledge and epistemologies. Bringing silenced and absent voices forward requires 

vulnerability of students to reflect on their lived experiences and make their stories known 

offering alternatives to master narratives (Dudgeon & Walker, 2015). Bringing these experiences 

into the confines of academia raises our consciousness and awareness of the contradictions 

between macro and micro equity aims and creates a space to identify innovations and solutions 

proposed by Pasifika students who know their journey best. Furthermore, the act of talanoa 

within education is political in that it affirms the place of self (the Pacific self) as a relational-self, 

which is open to multiplicity and reciprocal exchange to decolonise the Pacific researcher 

subjectivity (Va’ai & Nabobo- Baba, 2017). 

 

3.2.1.2 Allow for multiplicity of voice  

From a NZ perspective, the population consists of diverse Pacific ethnic groups, thus Nakhid 

(2003) rejects the representation of all Pasifika cultures and experiences as homogeneous. This 

approach is well suited to address the complexities of students’ experiences, providing 

opportunities for students to tell their own nuanced and complex realities and describe how 

historic, political and structural influences impacts their experience of equity in HE.  
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3.2.1.3 Strength based  

 The narrative around Pasifika in higher education is largely one of deficit and the need to ‘catch 

up’ to the dominant Palagi group, therefore, the decision to use talanoa as a frame work is 

political to join Indigenous researchers to decolonise and decentre Western imperialistic 

research paradigms and engage with Indigenous communities and their knowledge systems. 

Talanoa is a generative process that engages meaning making and the storying of Pasifika 

students’ voices and provides important sites of analyses whose description, interpretation, and 

explanation can be transformative in working toward social justice within education. Farrelly and 

Nabobo-Baba (2014) present talanoa as an opportunity ‘to offload’ in a supportive environment 

and this research allows space to discuss feelings in a safe space if students feel the need to do 

so. Similarly, talanoa provides a platform for retelling of the resistance and survival of Pasifika 

students’ ontological and epistemological views, which are vital to their collective and existing vā 

(relationships). 

 

3.2.2. Critical Theory  

Smith’s view (1999) of decolonisation “does not mean and has not meant a total rejection of all 

theory or research or Western knowledge” (p. 39). In keeping with this perspective, Critical 

Theory (CT) is woven into this research as a way to critique and counter dominant views in formal 

education entangled in a history of imperialism with an explicit analysis toward social justice. 

Critical theory goes beyond assumptions which underpin Eurocentric Western structures, 

institutions, and knowledges not to “impose some set of a priori values and ideals into the social 

world, but to unravel the contradictions that already exist within it” (Thompson et al., 2009, p.3). 
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In illuminating contradictions and taken for granted truths, this research seeks to reflects Pacific 

worldviews underpinned by Pacific values, belief systems, and ways of sharing knowledge.  

 

In the context of education, CT moves us away from blaming students of colour and their 

communities for unequal educational outcomes and proposes the challenge to re-evaluate the 

assumption that all students, regardless of their ethnicity, social standing, gender, sexuality, and 

varying positionalities are able to access the same educational opportunities in their educational 

careers. CT employs a historical and interdisciplinary perspective to reveal the link between 

education and wider societal inequalities that persist. Talanoa specifically storying experiences 

of marginalised students is one way to “expose, analyse, respond to and challenge majoritarian 

stories of racial privilege; and strengthen the traditions of social, political, and cultural survival 

and resistance” (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 32). Pasifika values and concepts inherent in Pasifika 

ways of ‘being’ are helpful to aiding our understanding of contextual negotiations that take place 

when Pasifika students discuss the factors impacting feelings of equity in HE. The frameworks 

that I draw from in this study, offer insights into how we might better unpack and contextualise 

the responses of research participants and to re-examine taken for granted truths and systems 

of knowledge that pervade formal education. 

 

3.3. Ethical considerations 

The ethics approval of this research project was granted by the University of Auckland Human 

Participants Ethics Committee (UAHPEC). This research followed the UAHPEC guidelines to 
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ensure that the welfare, rights, privacy, safety, health, and personal, social, and cultural 

sensitivities of our participants is well protected. This research also considered ethics related to 

engaging with Pasifika communities. A well-known Samoan expression is ‘ia teu le vā,’ 

cherish/nurse/care for the vā, to attend, uphold, care for relationships and the relational space 

between (Wendt, 1996). The NZ government issued a report for the relationship between 

research and policy to teu le va, to value, ‘look after’ and nurture the physical, spiritual, cultural, 

social, psychological and tapu ‘spaces’ of human relationships in our research praxis (Anae, M., 

& Mila-Schaaf, 2010). Whilst Pasifika research principles (relationships, respect, cultural 

competency, meaningful engagement, reciprocity, utility, rights, balance, protection, capacity 

building and participation (Health Research Council, 2014) were integrated into this research, 

there were three principles that stood out in relation to the ethical practice: cultural competency, 

meaningful engagement, and capacity building. 

 

3.3.1. Cultural competency 

To consider Pacific epistemologies in multiple phases of the research including the selection of a 

research topic, research questions and methodological approach, I consulted with experienced 

Pacific researchers. I also sought the co-supervision of experienced researcher and Pasifika Dean 

from my field of study to guide me as recommended by the Pasifika Education Research 

Guidelines (Anae, et al., 2001). Their involvement provided professional advice on the value of 

the focus of the study to Pacific peoples, connection to Pacific networks, as well as to the 

appropriate protocols to follow when approaching members of Pacific communities. I complied 

with the 2018 Pacific Research Panel’s guidelines for quality research recommend Pacific 
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research be based on Pacific research methodologies and methods; involves Pacific-centred 

subject matter; impacts on Pacific communities (TEC, 2016). I also considered my abilities to 

facilitate talanoa sessions with participants and how my researcher positionality might affect 

data collection. I have professional experience with mentoring and tutoring intermediate and 

high school students in programmes ethnic specific and open. I have experience with tertiary 

student support with the Tuākana programme and university student services. My most recent 

role was delivering workplace literacy and numeracy workshops to migrant workers in large 

organisations. Given my professional background I felt I could facilitate talanoa sessions but 

sought help in the planning and structuring.  

 

3.3.2 Privacy 

To protect the privacy of participants, all data collected from talanoa sessions were confidential 

with no identifying information of participants presented in this thesis paper or any future 

publications. Identifying information, transcripts and research data were protected throughout 

the course of this research accessible to the student researcher solely for data analysis purposes. 

To ensure that participants understood the ethical considerations as well their rights as 

participants, the researcher went over the participant information sheet and consent forms in 

the talanoa session and participants were provided with a copy of the signed documents for their 

own records.  
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3.3.3. Meaningful engagement 

Meaningful engagement is vital for talanoa to create an atmosphere of comfort where people 

can share openly. Thinking of the Pacific values of connection and reciprocity the talanoa focus 

did not rest solely in advancing and promoting myself or the research, but with a sense of 

responsibility and caring for those with whom I shared a space, or vā. I was conscious that in this 

holistic approach my primary goal was to achieve a state of harmony or cultivate good relations 

with others. I did this by being open, available and welcoming to students as they came into the 

research setting offering food and refreshments. I also opened the talanoa sharing about myself, 

my background and interest in this topic. Meaningful engagement with my participants also 

enabled me to reflect on my researcher positionality. According to Dwyer and Buckle (2009), a 

researcher can occupy the place of both an insider or an outsider depending on the shifting level 

of identification one has with the research population. As the researcher, I am able to see myself 

as both an insider and an outsider before and after the talanoa sessions. Before the talanoa 

sessions I saw myself as an insider because I am of Samoan descent. I entered university through 

a bridging programme and experienced an adjustment period to the demands of higher 

education as a Pasifika student. As an outsider, I am American, a mature student, and the first in 

my family to attend university. In terms of my responsibilities I have moved from being solely a 

student into working in the academic space as a mentor, tutor and facilitator which also locates 

me as an outsider.  
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After the talanoa sessions, my outsider status diminished. Gegeo (2001) advises that:  

It is true that if we are living elsewhere or were perhaps even born elsewhere, we 

necessarily have acquired behaviours, ideas, and values that differ from those of our 

Pacific Islands place. We have become bicultural or multicultural. However, that does not 

diminish our connection to place or our Indigeneity (Gegeo, 2001, p. 495). 

 In the reciprocal dialogue of the talanoa, I felt very connected to the experiences of each 

participant. There were many commonalities in the experiences of traversing challenges in formal 

education. I was able to understand and relate to the complexities of cultural, economic, social 

and institutional factors. I was able to locate myself within the hopes, joys, disappointments, 

confusions, frustrations and all the complex emotions that come with navigating identity and 

engaging with society. Meaningful engagement was felt in the vā through genuine, honest and 

authentic communication and exemplified through the rich data students shared in the talanoa.   

 

3.3.4. Capacity building 

As a Pasifika student in NZ, I am aware of the low representation of Pasifka students in HE. My 

mentoring and tutoring background connected me to many secondary students and I could see 

the need to explore what is going on with Pasifika students and HE. I utilised capacity building by 

choosing a topic that I felt could contribute to Pasifika communities and research initiatives 

identified as a national priority (MOE, 2013). This research consciously provides a space to 

respond to Pasifika experiences, past, present and future as the literature review highlighted 

oppression and the subjugation of Indigenous knowledge is an enduring issue with systemic 
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consequences. Overall, this project is dedicated to challenging under-representation of Pasifika 

students in HE. It is hoped the conclusion of this project will contribute to the development of 

Indigenous research relevant to Indigenous communities and diasporic communities.  

Capacity building is also engaged in using the frame work of talanoa amplifying the experiences 

of a marginalised group. The targeted focus group talanoa sessions created space for participants 

to freely talk about issues or topics that typically don’t occur in everyday conversations (Farrelly 

& Nabobo-Baba, 2014). As Indigenous peoples residing in diasporic communities, this framework 

lends itself to understanding Pasifika students’ interpretations, reflections, and descriptions of 

their educational journeys and experiences through time and space (vā). Students expressed 

capacity building personally in reflections on how the talanoa process allowed them to see 

systems of education in a new light, as an organisational structure that can be critiqued rather 

than accepted ‘as is’; and through increased empathy for themselves developed an appreciation 

of their resilience. Capacity Building suggests that the project will build on Pasifika people’s 

capabilities through professional development and qualification opportunities (Anae et al., 2001; 

Health Research Council, 2014).  As a researcher, capacity building has been engaged throughout 

my entire research process developing research skills, with the eventual goal of a qualification. 

 

3.4. Limitations  

The main limitation of this study is the relatively small sample size. While talanoa is open and 

inclusive, this research cannot be generalised to provide a full picture of the range of Pasifika 

students’ experiences. There were also practical limitations to qualitative research, for instance, 
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only those who choose to participate will share their stories; however, the study findings can 

provide an in-depth view of these participants stories. The stories shared in this research 

illustrate the diversity of students’ individual journeys, and signal the pitfalls associated with 

considering Pasifika students as a homogenous group. Another limitation was the impact of 

hegemony and subjectivity for the participants and the researcher alike. All of our social, cultural, 

and historical worldviews are situated in spaces where institutional and political contexts shape 

the framing of our experiences. For participants, most were young adults straddling two or three 

cultures highly influenced by the West yet grounded in various degrees of Pasifika ways of being 

and doing. For some, critiquing the education structure was a challenging as it is difficult to tease 

apart what is not working if it is an unquestioned structure and is readily accepted as ‘just the 

way it is’. The application of a critical theory lens to analyse data was helpful in overcoming this 

limitation. A final limitation was the need for students to reflect back on their journey through 

formal education for much of the data. The ability to step back from their experience and narrate 

the story was challenging for some students and emotional upsets at times dominated the 

talanoa sessions. As a Pasifika researcher, I was able to make an emotional connection with 

students and respond with empathy giving precedence to the wellbeing of participants (Farrelly 

& Nabobo-Baba, 2014). Given the complex nature of students’ experiences with education, 

longer talanoa sessions may be useful if this research were to be repeated.  

 

3.5. Research objectives 

Objectives of the research are to challenge the underrepresentation of Pasifika students and 

critically discuss the barriers Pasifika students encounter when accessing and integrating into HE 
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and how equity programmes influenced their learning journey in the university specifically 

focusing on equity and inclusion. This research has provided Pasifika students with opportunities 

to discuss resilience, personal drivers and their perceptions of longstanding structural 

inequalities. By focusing on Pasifika student voices, this research challenges dominant deficit 

theorising discourse to engage in a critical and rigorous discussion of Pasifika students’ 

experiences pursuing entry into HE from a strengths-based position.  

The research aims to answer the following research question and sub questions:  

1. What are the systemic barriers experienced by Pasifika students seeking to gain entry 

into higher education? 

a. How are Pasifika students influenced by economic, social and political 

complexities evident in university bridging programmes? 

b. In what ways are Pasifika students’ experiences in university bridging programmes 

reflective of fragmented university equity policies and practices? 

 

3.3. Research Design  

This research is a qualitative study. Merriam (2002) explains that qualitative research is "a 

powerful tool for learning more about our lives and the sociohistorical context in which we live" 

(p.6). The decision to use a qualitative paradigm was based on the desire to include and 

incorporate the different factors of social interaction that influence participants’ lived 

experiences that are subjective. A qualitative approach allows the researcher to be situated in 
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the world of their participants and gain a rich understanding of their stories. A qualitative 

approach also aligns with the traditional practices of how Pacific people share knowledge (Fua, 

2009). Vaioleti (2006) states that Pacific people are more akin to oral traditions and 

communication. Pacific people have traditionally passed on lifestyles, tradition, cultural values, 

beliefs and protocols through verbal communication. Therefore, a qualitative approach is 

conducive to the needs and sensitivities of Pasifika participants.  

 

3.3.1 Selection of students  

Purposive sampling was used in this study as the researcher focused on the experiences of 

Pasifika students who have utilised alternative entry pathways at the University of Auckland. 

Entry criteria includes any student who: 

• identifies as Pasifika as their ethnicity at the time of their enrolment,  

• is currently a UoA student and 

• entered university through any one of the following: 

o The New Start Programme 

o University Targeted Admission Scheme (UTAS) 

o Māori and Pacific Admission Scheme (MAPAS) 

o Tertiary Foundation Certificate (TFC) 

o UniBound 
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3.3.2 Recruitment  

In order to recruit Pasifika students who have entered through an alternative programme, the 

researcher contacted Pasifika networks to disseminate information about the study. This 

included a recruitment invitation for the programme coordinators, a participant information 

sheet, a consent from and 2 posters to invite Pasifika student participation. Over the time frame 

of a month 8 students expressed an interest to be involved in the study and were able to 

participate in a Talanoa session.  

 

3.4. Data Collection 

In this research study, the purpose of talanoa is used as a medium for Pasifika students to share 

their stories, relate to each other on a personal level, and enrich shared knowledge about 

experiences and perspectives in formal educational spaces. Meetings were scheduled according 

to the availability of participants. A doodle scheduling poll was sent out to find common 

availability for participants. Students who were not available to make the group talanoa session 

were invited to schedule a one on one talanoa session at their convenience. Four participants 

engaged in the group talanoa and four participants participated in one on one talanoa sessions. 

Each talanoa session was a duration of 90 minutes.  

 

3.5. Thematic Analysis  

Based on its ability to be accessible, flexible and concise, thematic analysis was used to analyse 

the qualitative data. Thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analysing, and reporting 

patterns (themes) within data (Braun & Clark, 2013). Thematic analysis involved using the data 
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collected from the talanoa sessions and identifying salient themes which emerged. This tool is 

selected because it allows the researcher to display the opinions and experiences of participants. 

This method of analysis provides a clear and precise guide to systematically organise each idea 

into themes and account for commonalities and differences. In identifying themes within the 

transcript data of the participants, the researcher is able to create rich and detailed patterns or 

trends across a complex account of data (Braun & Clarke, 2013). 

 

There are six phases according to Braun and Clarke (2013). Phase one is the familiarization with 

the data. The first step to thematic analysis is being familiar with your data set (Braun & Clarke, 

2013). This will include listening to the recordings of the talanoa sessions multiple times and 

transcribing the data. Stage two is coding the data. The beginning stages of ‘open’ coding 

encourages the researcher to skim the surface of the transcriptions (from the individual and 

group talanoa) and identify key concepts, ideas, and meanings from verbal interactions that 

correspond with my research questions. I looked for consistencies between codes, similar 

meanings, and categories generated from the data. This process involved going through the data 

multiple times to gain an in depth understanding of the data. I also found distinct differences in 

students’ experiences and viewpoints. When open coding procedures were complete, I began 

laterally coding the data between the focus and one on one talanoa to make connections in and 

between categories, to integrate them more analytically and theoretically.  

 

The next phase of thematic analysis is searching for themes (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Identifying a 

theme is often patterned responses that give a general overall meaning. To search for themes, 
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the researcher will make notes of the themes within and between the different talanoa sessions. 

This process will allow the researcher to examine isolated and interrelated themes.  

 

Phase four of Thematic Analysis is refining the themes (Braun & Clarke, 2013).  To do this the 

researcher will cycle through the transcripts several times, each time with a primary research 

question in mind. Phase five of the Thematic Analysis process is defining and naming the themes 

(Braun & Clarke, 2013). These themes will be supported by quotes from the transcripts that relate 

to the theme. The last phase of the Thematic Analysis process is producing the report complete 

with themes and evidence from the data (Braun & Clarke, 2013).  
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Chapter 4 Findings 
 

This section presents the findings from talanoa sessions with eight undergraduate Pasifika 

students who have accessed equity services at the University of Auckland. Talanoa is a relational 

and dialogic methodology rooted within Pacific oratory histories equipped to conceive and 

capture intricate multiplicities of perspectives in the collaborative space of conversation and 

meaning making (Vaioleti, 2006). Talanoa is utilised as a Pasifika methodology and best practice 

for engaging with Pasifika peoples (Anae, Coxon, Mara & Wendt-Samu, 2011). The retelling of 

these narratives gives voice to the varied nature of Pasifika student experiences.  The findings 

presented in this chapter will apply a critical lens to students’ feelings of inclusion and exclusion 

within the university and draw attention to the macro and micro politics involved in varying 

conceptualisations, reconceptualisations and contradictions of equity.  

  

Data collection consisted of one group talanoa session with four students, and four individual 

talanoa sessions scheduled at the convenience of students. Students in this study engaged with 

one of four equity services that can be categorized into two types of programs. One type is a 

transitory equity service in which school leavers were supported with transitioning into university 

study through a range of skills-based workshops and orientation/information sessions. The 

second type of equity service is a qualifying equity programme which upon completion allows 

students access into a university academic programme. The table 2 below gives demographic 

information about the students. 
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  Table 2 

Student Demographics and Equity Programmes   

 

Gender Age  Ethnicity Equity service  

Female  26 Tongan/ Māori Qualifying programme 

Female  21 Samoan Qualifying programme 

Female 22 Samoan Qualifying programme 

Female  28 Samoan/ Tongan Qualifying programme 

Female 20 Samoan Qualifying programme 

Male 19 Tokelauan/Fijian Qualifying programme 

Male  19 Samoan Transition programme 

Male  25 Samoan Qualifying programme 

 

The fluid, conversational nature of a talanoa meant that no two sessions were the same. The 

direction of the conversation reflected the flow of dialogue in each setting. Each focus group was 

approximately 90 minutes in duration. The discussions were audio-recorded and transcribed by 

the researcher. The four research questions that underpin this study were utilised to engage 

talanoa about students’ journeys. The themes for this chapter were developed using thematic 

analysis with categories developed from the data (Braun & Clark, 2013). The rigorous analysis 

helped to identify recurring and salient themes responding to the research questions. Each of 

these themes will be outlined according to the research question and sub questions listed below. 
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1. What are the systemic barriers experienced by Pasifika students seeking to gain entry 

into higher education? 

a. How do economic, social and political complexities within university bridging 

programmes impact Pasifika students? 

b. In what ways are Pasifika students’ experiences in university bridging programmes 

reflective of university equity policies and practices? 

 
 

4.1 Drivers to pursue higher education 

4.1.1 Aspirations for university. 

This research challenges the under representation of Pasifika students in HE. To tell the journey 

of Pasifika students’ experiences with entering higher education it was necessary to start at the 

beginning: the desire to attend university. Seven out of eight students both with and without the 

required University Entrance qualification discussed wanting to go to university from a young 

age.  

  

In response to the question about wanting to attend university while enrolled at secondary 

school one student responded “Absolutely! Me and my friends all made university accounts at 

the age of 13. So, my UPI number dates back to 2003. But I graduated in 2007 [...] we were over 

excited and very enthusiastic”. Another student shared, “[…] when I was in high school all I 
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thought about was that I wanted to go to uni. And this is what I want to study.” Students 

expressed certainty in their desire to pursue particular educational pathways. One student 

recounted, “I enjoyed the subjects that were closely related to law back in high school. History, 

Geo, Linguistics and all that ...” Students expressed interest in the curriculum and a curiosity as 

to where it would lead. Another student explained, “[…] I chose my courses based on what I was 

interested in. So, I loved Classics, I loved Art History, Media Studies, History and English.... That’s 

the sort of stuff that I’ve always loved to ponder on as a kid. At the time that was a better fit for 

me than Economics or Maths”. Students’ desire to pursue higher education in secondary school 

contradicts deficit views which positions participation in higher education as a declined choice 

by individuals and lays the foundation for initiatives to raise aspirations for marginalized groups.  

4.1.2 Family encouragement. 

Family was a large driver to pursue higher education. The students in this study all had stories to 

share about their families encouraging them to attend university.  One student told her parents 

of her interest and how her parents were ‘backing’ her throughout the completion of her 

secondary school studies. “So, when I told my parents, I think that's when they thought, oh okay, 

if you want to do law than you should go to uni. You should go do law. And then it became an 

expectation”. Another student explained that: 

For me it was ah, my dad. Um, we joked around a lot but I know that my dad wanted me 

to be a lawyer or to have a lawyer in the family…I think he had ulterior motives, but um, 

it’s all the same (laughs). 
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Students commonly discussed following their sisters or parents who served as role models to 

attend. One student was driven by the lack of higher education in her family. 

My parents wanted me to go to uni, but I also wanted to come to uni because I have 14 

siblings but only like 1, 2, or 3 of us actually have higher education. So that kinda 

motivated me to actually come into uni... 

Students’ motivations are situated in the collective, wanting to make their families proud; 

wanting to give back and provide for their families was the overarching driver for students. One 

student planned to reunite her family as a result of her education: 

If you do really well and if you get a great job, you can actually help your parents apply for 

their papers, through the... Immigration … you can bring your parents to New Zealand... if 

you actually want to bring two parents ... you have to get a salary of more than 100 

thousand a year. So, so I guess ... the degree is a pathway to getting a great job, a 

successful job that can support my parents and our family. 

  

4.1.3 Advocate for community 

The desire to give back to their communities was also a large driver for students. One student 

expressed at how her family inspired her to look at higher education to help Pacific people: 

  
I think it was mainly just my family. Um, like pursuing health science was such a big thing 

for me because eventually I want to be a doctor. And then, I kinda felt like because I see 

how sometimes like my grandparents they don’t understand English so like, especially my 
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grandma she’ll just like nod and be like yes, yes, like just kinda agreeing with everything 

that the doctors saying and so like I know that there's so many more um elderly Pacific 

people who don’t...who go through the same thing and they don’t have translators 

available to them to kinda help them understand their treatment, like this medicine is for 

this.” 

  

 When the topic of giving back and advocating arose, students expressed their sense of 

responsibility to advocate for others and being in positions to impact large scale change. A 

number of students discussed wanting to get into policy with a student articulating the enduring 

need to “make decisions for ourselves and make decisions that actually fit us”. Students desire to 

advocate identifies a contradiction with macro systemic structures and micro application of these 

principles.  

  

4.2 Secondary responses to university aspirations 

4.2.1 Enablers 

The researcher posed the question ‘how did your secondary school respond to those 

aspirations?’ to identify systemic enablers and barriers to accessing university.  Students had 

varied experiences and levels of support in their schooling; however, those who felt they received 

adequate support were in the minority. One student in the study who was unsure about 

attending university in secondary school explains his school equipped him for the transition so 

he had the opportunity to progress when the time came: 
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I don’t think I planned to go to uni. I went to a school that had that work ethic... from year 

7 like they slowly install that work ethic to do well in school. By the time I got to year 11 

and it started to count ... It was just like flowing on from one another. I passed NCEA easy. 

Flying colours. 

The student went on to speak about the importance of academic planning and support:  

The last year our careers advisor was quite hands on which was lucky cause, I’m pretty 

sure with PI [Pacific Island] students she’d like, follow you (laughs). She’d come and find 

you in your class or whatever. She’ll know your time table and if you don’t show up to your 

meeting, she’ll like come drag you out of your class and go over stuff with you so it was 

quite good. 

Targeted academic counselling and goal setting has been shown to be effective with students 

transition to higher education (Webber, McKinley & Rubie Davies, 2016).  

  

One student discussed information evenings that supported their aspiration and curiosity about 

university:  

They set out an evening for the universities to come in, not just universities like other 

organisations but mainly universities come in and they have a stand there and it will be 

like from 6-8 and you just go around and you talk with them. Our career advisors put it on 

like 3 or 4 times a year. 
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Students in the talanoa also discussed camps and planning events that allowed them to see 

people like themselves in higher education which felt encouraging. Academic counselling and the 

exposure to and promotion of higher education are factors that positively contribute to student 

transitions and provides opportunity for positive outcomes.  

 

4.2.2 Barriers 

Limitations and barriers that students experienced in their secondary schooling were much more 

prevalent in the talanoa sessions. More than half of the students did not receive academic 

planning or emotional support in reaching their HE academic aspirations. A number of students 

spoke about racist and discouraging comments from teaching staff in high school. One student 

spoke about racist comments impacting their identity:  

Teachers will say…we had savage teachers in high school. Yeah, I just remember everyone 

saying these things that you know you're not gonna… You're just going to be on the benefit 

… or for some guys you're just going to be a drug dealer. And I know people say it in a 

joking way but I just found like yeah that doesn't empower … it’s not empowering for one 

another. Yeah, yeah. I think we just believed it. 

Another student explained the limiting response in her experience:  

I told him (counsellor) I initially wanted to go to uni and there was no encouragement 

around that. I don’t think my counsellor or my careers advisor really knew what to do with 

me. So, they encouraged me to drop out or to do work-based stuff that would enhance my 

CV. That was about it. 
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One student expressed the barrier that statistics of Pasifika under-representation had on her 

perception of the university being an unwelcome place:   

 […] that (under-representation statistics) made it seem like I would be isolated and 

alienated… those things intimidate you because you think, oh, you're not. There's not a lot 

of us getting University Entrance and there’s not a lot of us in there…  And so that's one 

aspect of it is that …you're young, you want to make sure that you're around people that 

are like minded or know the same ...that have the same sort of background that you can 

relate to. 

Another student expressed that transitory support offered at her school was ineffective as it 

lacked a holistic approach:  

Like everyone said you know you want to get good grades you want to get into uni. But 

...When we go to a certain subject. I think was called careers like they said they gave us 

like … they went into the nitty gritty... about, you know, how much credits you need in 

English and how much credits you need in Maths. And so those things…But I don't I feel 

like they really ever …I don't know… explained what university is all about. You know that 

you go to university to get a degree, to get a job but I don't know it just felt like it was 

vague. It was like, we’ll give you all the information about what credits you need and all 

that but not why you go to uni. It was put on a big pedestal and seemed very very 

intimidating. 

  



Chapter 4- Findings 
 

64 
 

One student shared how the over saturation of stereotypes and deficit views in the media and in 

society led her to believe she didn’t deserve to be at university. “I didn't even think I was worthy 

of getting into university”.  

Students recognised the differential structure of schools, deciles and associated barriers that are 

present in different systems. A student commented, “it was different cause I think if I went to a 

school out south...it’s a different experience. Not saying that I wouldn’t be in uni right now but 

obviously its low decile high decile schools. They’re structured differently”. This acknowledgement 

of differential opportunity was expressed by all students. A consensus formed that there is a 

difference in opportunity when schools are proactive and hold an ethos of success for their 

students. One student was unsure of whether he wanted to go to university but he had an 

education that was student-centred which prepared him academically to be able to take 

advantage of the opportunity to attend higher education when it was time. Other students who 

had aspirations to go to university  found themselves coming up short in their credits or in their 

belief that they could pursue HE largely due to the systemic environment they were a part of. 

Half of the student participants in this study felt like their aspirations were supported by their 

secondary school experience while the other half did not. This highlights the range of Pasifika 

student experiences. This also reveals the importance of the academic identity of learners and 

what position Pasifika students may be in when approaching higher education.  
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4.3 University equity approaches   
 

4.3.1 Opportunity 

Pasifika Students experiences within their equity programmes were very positive. The first theme 

that emerged was the opportunity that qualifying programmes allow. Qualifying equity 

programmes such as New Start allow students over 20 years old to enrol in a bridging 

programme. Upon programme completion, if the grade pre-requisite is met, the student can 

apply for entry into a university Bachelor programme. One student expressed feeling stuck prior 

to pursuing her degree “no one wants to work in retail the rest of their lives...it just feels stagnant. 

What I didn't like was that there was no future.” Another student agreed sharing it’s a “cycle of 

going to work to pay for our rent. And that and it just keeps going.” 

Equity programmes opened up new possibilities for many students: 

For me, the thought of going to uni was unrealistic ...no one told me that there is a way to 

get into university. It's just, you have to go through these paths but yeah no one told me 

about the paths, I didn't find out about the paths until I inquired with the university five 

years later. Yeah, I was like I wish someone had told me this before I would have came like 

ages ago.  

Another student juxtaposed the stagnant feeling of retail work with her current experience in her 

degree: 

Now it’s so good. In here (university) I feel like I'm motivated to just look forward to the 

next week or the next two weeks or a month from now cause I keep learning and getting 
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better. It’s not even waiting for graduation. There's always something to discover in my 

field … that interests me. 

Students’ drive to attend university was a re-emerging theme for students who returned to study 

later in life. A portion of students who made the decision to attend university as ‘mature’ 

students expressed how that decision disrupted the flow of their lives and took courage and hard 

work. One student recounts: 

I was so fixated on this (studying) and just thought screw it! I’m gonna sign up for this 

course. I’m gonna sign up for this course, I’m gonna do night classes and rearrange my 

whole roster to fit what I’m gonna do. And I did it!! 

Another student spoke of sacrificing outside activities in her journey:  

I don't actually have a life outside of uni and family and work, I just found myself strapped 

for time and energy. I'm okay with it for now, but I know that will change in future. 

  

Students also appreciated the time that they spent in their programmes and referenced it as their 

foundation to build their university career on as they transitioned from their qualifying 

programme to their degree. “I’m so glad that I did my (transition programme) beforehand... I’m 

really glad I did it cause if I didn’t do it, I know I would have failed uni”. Students expressed the 

effectiveness of these programmes in relation to their expected outcomes of pursuing their 

degree.  
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4.3.2 Study skills. 

Academic and study skills were frequently expressed as a valuable learning from the equity 

programme. Students gained practical help in the form of “learning how to write a proper essay 

or understanding where you went wrong and what you need to improve on”. Another student 

shared of the advantages of navigating through campus life “they helped us learn how to use the 

library services, the computers how to book it in. How to practice things like using past papers 

and exams on the student library...So I felt really, really prepared to come into university.” 

  

Students also received help with university services and navigating around campus. One student 

responded:  

When you get into full time study you already know what to expect and you have a rough 

idea where things are on campus, where, unlike a lot of students who come straight out 

of... fresh out of high school. And they, you can see that they look like a fish out of water. 

I can see that they don't have. They haven't had that sort of experience. 

The equity programme managed expectations:  

They did prepare us in the way that you know they see things like. It's not like high school, 

your lecturer is not going to keep track of you you're in a classroom sometimes, a lecture 

theatre, of hundreds of students so you have to keep on top of going to your lectures. 
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Students appreciated the orientation to a new structure of learning: 

I didn't even know how things were. And so then they explained to us what tutorials are, 

what studio learning is... yeah what all these different types of classes you have other than 

lectures. And so that made me feel a bit. Yeah, that made me feel prepared.  I didn't think 

of those things before going into the Programme.”  

  

4.3.3 Stigma of special favours. 

Students sharing their perceptions of the equity programme often contrasted with others and/or 

outside perspectives of equity programmes. One student shared: 

A lot of non-Pacific programmes look at equity programmes as that they get more help. 

They challenge equity programs and they are seen as racist giving Māori and Pasifika 

advantages. Like when I was in cert, [programme] I remember there was that European 

association thing. They were like all those MAPAS students are getting into med 

[Medicine] and stealing all our seats kind of thing... like we still kinda get that in Health 

Sci but not as much in first year. It makes me real angry (All agree). 

  

Frustration with the ignorance of the pervasive dominant majority views was evident for all. 

Another student added on to the previous statement stating: 

Other kids are like oh, you guys are getting extra support but it’s still not even fair, like so 

if anything like we shouldn’t even be discouraged by that we should just like tuck our heads 

down and just keep working and not even like worry about it. Yeah. Oh, I don’t know I 
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might be coming off as like aggressive but I just don’t like it when um, when like non-

Pacific Island students like kind of chuck their views on without like walking in our shoes. 

The special favours narrative thwarts racially focused targeted policies where people resist it 

inside and out. From the outside it looks as if Pasifika students are receiving preferential 

treatment. Comments like “we should all be equal and they [ethnic minorities] take all the seats 

in admission” were overheard by students.  How it affects those within these programmes 

included instances of seeing help as inferior. While a large number agreed that equity initiatives 

are necessary, and justified students also reported feeling less capable as a result of utilising the 

equity initiative. One student expressed “If I don't get into general and get in through the [equity] 

scheme, then it means that, like, I'm not. I shouldn't really be doing [programme] at all if I can't 

make it. Like for real”. Taking advantage of these initiatives is viewed by some students as 

submitting to a politically subordinated position in the university which is a barrier in providing 

equity to learners that the university claims to want to prioritise.   

 

Internalisation of negative stereotypes resulted in some students sharing feelings of inferiority 

and inadequacy. Responses included occasional feelings like “I’m just filling up the allocated 

brown space and less than average”. Another student explained microaggressions in the form of 

prejudice and racial comments, “makes me feel like I don’t deserve to be here.” Microaggressions 

are defined as brief, everyday exchanges that send denigrating messages to people of colour 

because they belong to a racial minority group (Sue et al., 2007). Power is not just exercised 

through physical force but its reinforced through the stories we tell and the images we make and 
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the means in which one group dominates and controls another. The worry that help is associated 

with inferiority is internalising discriminatory beliefs. The self-identified and perceived inferiority 

of Pasifika students makes important social commentary on the power of exclusionary 

discriminatory beliefs. 

Other students did internalize the weight of this stigma, but acknowledged how such negative 

stereotypes of Pasifika people tended to be ingrained in their experience. One student explained, 

“when people find out I’m Islander I get the ‘Oh, so that's how you got here’ kind of thing... Yeah, 

I didn't think about it because it bugs me but I just don't talk about it with a lot of people”.  Another 

student expressed her frustration in expressing she earned her way into university just like 

everyone else: “I was a bit annoyed (at the insinuation she doesn’t belong) because I’m like I paid 

the money to get in here, so of course I should be here! I paid and I passed and that's all that 

matters”. 

According to Ballard (2013) inclusion implies that someone has been excluded and that some are 

able to prevent others from participation in significant community, economic and political 

activities. The attitudes and microaggressions experienced by students are evidence of present-

day versions of structural racism and exclusion impacting the experience of inclusion by Pasifika 

students despite engaging in equity initiatives. Prioritising and contributing to inclusion is not just 

a matter of ‘how to do it’ and technical adjustments to existing procedures as that is simply not 

enough to address entrenched disparity in higher education. Rather, it requires a profound 

systemic change in how we think about the world and engage with it. Equity programmes are 

addressing and redressing a legacy of economic and social inequalities that particular groups may 
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experience. The experiences of exclusion Pasifika students reported indicate that purpose and 

functionality of equity programmes are not understood institution wide.  

  

4.3.4 Pasifika spaces. 

 Cultural spaces are a second organisational approach aimed at making traditionally 

underrepresented students on campus feel welcome and included. Cultural spaces are 

positioned as a physical expression of a commitment to the cultural identity of students and 

inclusive of diverse students. Cultural spaces are often a part of the equity initiatives or made 

available to students as additional academic and personal support. These spaces align with 

Pasifika philosophy as spaces for collective learning are vital for Pasifika engagement in tertiary 

education (Anae et al, 2002).  Research from a large multi-year project Success for All, Airini et al. 

(2009) indicates that: 

The research showed that Māori and Pasifika student success is associated with having a 

place to gather together informally and formally, to study and interact. Such spaces 

created havens in which minority culture, language and identity could be the norm, and 

learning, support, and success could occur through the lens of culture, language and 

identity. Without space, the possibility to succeed was undermined and students felt 

stressed, isolated, and lacking in confidence (p. 19). 

Pasifika students expressed the gratitude they have for spaces where they can be themselves: 

I think it's, good for people just because it's just good to know you have that support that's 

for us, like there's a space for us and the university. Because what I do notice is that there 

isn't a lot of spaces that you see a lot of us gathering and other than the [cultural] room. 
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In these spaces’ students gained the courage to communicate and engage with forming 

relationships and formic academic identities: 

I felt like… yeah at first a little bit nervous. Everyone was a bit nervous, but then you get 

comfortable. And so, we all started kind of creating like study groups and stuff like that 

and yeah it was a bit more intimate we all became a bit more closer and more willing to 

... to speak out and, ask questions, yeah, talk. 

Students found comfort being in a space with others who ‘get it’. Students are free to connect 

over the formal and informal parts of their lives. Students appreciated access to students with 

similar values and similar journeys. Even if students were not studying the same programme, 

they felt that they could relate to one another. A student commented:  

The space is so loving and it's so gentle and because we're such a small core small cohort 

... which is what I love, like we all got to know each other, and we, we really have seen 

some camaraderie between us. 

In discussing the positive nature of cultural spaces, the flow of conversation invariably led to 

contrasts with other ‘mainstream’ areas. One student reported using the general programme 

study and help area as her last resort:  

  
I just feel really uncomfortable. And I only go in there when I really, really need help and I 

missed the lecture times and I couldn't make it to the afternoon sessions for Tuākana but 

yeah made me appreciate the Tuākana space a lot. All the Tuākana spaces are really 

inviting. 
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The refuge that exists for Pasifika students in these cultural spaces signals the requirement of 

intensive examination of social attitudes, and how Western culture dominates by present 

systems of power and influence in the institution. In Pacific philosophy the spatio-temporality of 

being means that the ‘selfhood’ and ‘placehood’ are completely intertwined (Va’ai & Nabobo-

Baba, 2017). These concepts will be further explored in the discussion on findings. While having 

cultural spaces promotes diversity it highlights that the wider institution is a place of exclusion. 

  

4.4 Barriers to inclusion and integration into higher education 

4.4.1 Assimilation. 

Pasifika students discussed immense pressure to assimilate to Western culture. Assimilation is 

the process by which minorities gradually adopt patterns of the dominant culture. Assimilation 

is largely conflicting for students and presents a significant barrier for inclusion and integration 

into higher education.  The cultural complexities of existing in multiple worlds is explained by one 

student:  

The thing is that I have a different approach at school and a different approach at home 

and a different approach at church. It's like we all wear different hats and different shoes 

in a lot of things. Sometimes our other counterparts that are non-Pacific might not see 

that as like ... aw that’s easy or something like that. And it gets frustrating to me because 

it’s not that... we can't just pull out, it’s that nah do this. I have this whole thing what goes 

around comes around, It's always family first. If you look after mom and dad, you’ll live a 

long life. We go to church cause we’ve been brought up that way 
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Student narratives identified frustration in a lack of understanding from peers and tutors around 

Pasifika Peoples’ value and therefore what external influences have an impact on their academic 

success:  

It's hard when your life doesn't align with the mainstream narrative, so having to explain 

to people like I'm not doing well because there's a lot of things going on personal life and 

responsibilities at home... These reasons aren't valid for extensions.... 

Students expressed how aligning with Western values was required to journey through university 

comes at a cost. Aspects of identity and wellbeing are generally not viewed separately, but rather, 

as seen as integral parts of the overall self (Manuela & Sibley, 2013). This holistic approach to 

Pasifika ways of being is not understood by the institution and brings up disappointment and 

sadness for one student: 

I have the feeling that I had or any, any formal academic success is probably going to cost 

me my position in the family, it's going to cost me some of my deepest relationships, and 

there are parts of my identity or parts of things that are really important to identity like 

my motherhood, or my family, that I'm actually going to have to step away from or lean 

away from, and that's going to be quite hard, because that's where a lot of my love and 

support come from. So that's been hard... having to explain that to someone who's grown 

up in an individualistic culture, who doesn't understand the importance of it for me. I feel 

like that. That's a bit sad, like, it almost feels like sometimes I'm begging for them to 

understand where I'm coming from. This is how hard it is. 
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4.4.2 Need for Pasifika staff 

A second barrier that students discussed was the need for Pasifika staff or staff who have cultural 

diversity training and knowledge of inclusive frameworks. Students reported feeling more 

comfortable with Pasifika staff:  

I’d prefer like you know more Pacific lecturers cause for me I find it hard to approach 

lecturers that aren’t Pacific. Like yeah cause like in my head I think they’re gonna judge 

me and I’m dumb and all these things. And I’m just like oh no I can't approach you cause 

of those reasons, but I find it really easy to approach like Pacific. Pacific advisors, um cause 

I know they know what we go through and we share similar beliefs and values so it’s very 

easy to connect with each other. 

  

Students cite elements in positive relationships include ongoing and dynamic support not 

necessarily time tabled. One student shared: “I’ve been lucky enough to maintain a connection 

with my (Pasifika) tutors, so just going up into the offices and seeing them is sometimes a highlight 

of my day”. Other elements included Pasifika staff that being approachable and attentive. Airini 

et al (2009) promote professional educator and learner relationships comprised of both 

leadership and service to students. Another student spoke of a lack of genuine connection from 

staff outside of Pasifika networks: 

 I feel like when you come to uni its real individualized take so like I said with lectures they 

lecture 400 people. Once that’s done it’s like if you have questions don’t hesitate to ask 

me but they don’t actually… I don’t know, it doesn’t seem genuine. I feel like if they wanted 
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to … I don’t know how you would do it or what it would look like but just connect more 

with PI students. Actually, go out of your way cause if they actually really did care about 

success rates among PI students, they would go out of their way but with them, it's all 

words. You can say things but you don’t back it up through your actions. 

Another student recommended: 

Having the university do like courses for staff and students’ um with cultural 

appropriation. I remember one of my friends she said that like one of her lecturers was 

talking about Tuākana like, ‘oh yeah only you guys have that’ in a negative and dismissive 

way ... like comments like that... it’s kind of like is that really necessary to say those kind 

of things – I don’t know what you call it in general but I know that in health they call it 

cultural safety. Like not only maintaining your own values and stuff but also 

acknowledging other peoples as well and not diminishing them. So, kind of yeah, teaching 

respect (all laugh) yeah kind of like that. Especially for some staff.  

  

Awareness of other’s cultural beliefs and respect for the differences is still a requirement in an 

intellectually and technologically advanced society. Personal circumstances and the barriers to 

inclusion for Pasifika students are the outcomes of wider macro and micro social structure 

concerns. University culture is largely Eurocentric excluding Pasifika students from truly 

belonging in higher education.  
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4.5 Messages for younger generations  

All students who participated in this study had a list of things they wish they knew coming into 

university. Some of it was functional and practical: one student recommended “study more”, 

another student agreed saying “Yes! Do all your readings”, another student added on further 

insights from experience giving the advice to “stay at uni and do your work because it’s too 

distracting once you go home”. On the financial front a student recommended to “do your 

research on scholarships, there’s money out there”. A large component on their advice however, 

was around the intangible or spiritual. Messages of hope and inclusivity, emancipation, 

empowerment, and enlightenment were prioritized in the discussion. 

  

4.5.1 Affirming place. 

It was important for students to communicate that there is a place for Pasifika here at the 

university. One student shared: 

 I reckon one of the main reasons that other kids don’t pursue it [Higher Education] ... um 

like they can ...but they don’t see many islanders hanging around ... brown faces ... even 

just like the little things like emails and stuff. Like when you get emails and they’re white 

names from the top dogs of the university. But we have to change that ... We have to get 

up there and make a place and effect change for our people. I think for me, going back to 

what I said before. I reckon if I pass on something it would be there is a spot for you. Don’t 

worry about what other people do. There is a spot for you to be in higher education. 
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Another student acknowledged it takes courage to follow your dream: “I would tell others good 

on you for getting here, good on you for wanting to come here because yeah where you come 

from not a lot of people want to come here”. Another student advised that you never know until 

you try:  

If you wanna do something but you're not sure if you should do something you should just 

do it.  Cause there's no other way you're gonna be sure if you don’t do it. Even if you don’t 

have like I had, all the help and support networks and stuff…um, just do it on your own. It 

might seem hard at first, try and navigate through. Uni is big... organizing this and that 

but once you get that all sorted and whatnot, ’it’s like a little accomplishment on its own. 

And if you can do that ...there’s no reason why you can't study like you want to and do 

whatever you want to do in uni. So, I reckon just do it. Don’t second guess yourself. Give it 

a go. There’s always clichés and stuff but nah, actually try. It will be worth it. 

  

Students also encouraged following their dream and not the dreams of others or ‘low hanging 

fruit’. One student explained: “I wanted to go towards something that really challenged me and 

made me happy like what I enjoyed.” She described it as “challenging but worth it!” Another 

student talked about the realization that she had let others influence her into an ‘ethnically 

appropriate’ discipline and as a result she changed her degree to one she was passionate about: 

[…] you’re (stereotypes) just limiting me You're just putting this boundary over me that I 

can only do that. It’s nothing wrong with people that do (degree type) it like, they have a 

passion for that that’s cool… but there’s something I want to do. 
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Students also acknowledged the reality that future students will encounter prejudice or racist 

attitudes and encouraged ignoring it and focusing on what matters, “When I graduate, I won’t 

even give a fleeting thought to those people”.  Another student recommended “just don’t worry 

about it, it’s not right but you can’t let it throw you off”. Many expressed uncertainties of how to 

handle racist interactions and each had their own ways of moving past incidents. One student 

offered empowered and effective approach of treating staff interactions as a customer service 

survey. When speaking of an interaction with a university staff member she recounted:  

I make sure I give very honest feedback about what I was thinking and what I experienced. 

And I made sure I made mention of the name, the time and who it was... I don't have any 

intention of bringing someone down, and making it a personal attack but it's more of just 

a hey, this is based on our last conversation or the services that you provided me. I didn't 

feel safe. I felt stereotyped, I also felt like you were quite condescending. And you didn’t 

provide the actual help that I needed. And I think it just highlighting things that I think 

they really could have done better and treating it like a customer service survey. It’s 

effective too. 

  

4.5.2 Be realistic and persevere. 

Another message that students wanted to pass on is to prepare for hard work and press on. 

Students stressed the realisation that university is hard work all agreed when a student explained 

that higher education is “such a different environment from high school” mainly in the way that 

it doesn’t allow you to be a passive learner, this student expanded with “uni requires you to 

actually work hard”. Students recommended acknowledging the university is hard work and all 
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agreed with one student’s prompt to “work hard, head down no matter what”. Another student 

said: “Like, just sort of, acknowledge the workload actually tell yourself, yeah, it’s gonna be hard. 

If you don’t lie to yourself. It means you don't have to undo the lies that may come in in the future.” 

Another student added on explaining “[…] and what is hard work really? It’s just the reality that 

something is required of you! All things that are worth it require something of you”. Students 

recommended a ‘progress not perfection approach’ one student in particular explained “it takes 

time to build good study habits and to connect with your degree. Just stick it out. Find out who is 

in your corner”.   

Another student wanted to pass on that when things get hard, it's just part of the journey: 

I had to work though my own anxiety and keep shifting my mindset. So instead of OMG 

this is too stressful what am I doing. I remind myself that I prayed for this. That this will 

benefit my entire family. 

 One student recommended really leaning on your family for support because they’re for you: 

Most of the time coming from Pacific Island background. It’s just you and your family. Your 

parents will be supportive … 99.9% your parents and family will support you. You support 

them and they support you. All that work you put in for your family -guaranteed they will 

give it back. So, if you have that support network all that’s left for you is to just believe. 

Yeah, just back yourself change your mindset.  

The need for students to change their mindset from a deficit perspective of themselves was a 

recurring theme in students’ journeys. Pasifika students commonly referenced a mind shift was 
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necessary for them in navigating through university studies. Students talked about combating a 

negative learner identity. One student stated: 

I didn’t know how anxious and how traumatic it was for me coming back into an education 

system where I didn’t do so well the last time when I left. Sometimes it’s a lot of tears, it’s 

a lot of anxiety, it's a lot of working through issues. But yeah, I keep telling myself so long 

as I don't give up, that I'm okay.  The moment you quit is the moment that you are no 

longer trying to be better...because you've just ended it, but if you keep trying, there's 

always a possibility of you getting better, but if you quit, you’re taking your chance away. 

  

Another student spoke of the importance of a growth mindset and gaps meritocracy - mainly 

hard work doesn't necessarily transfer into grades:  

I had to change those narratives. For example, I’ve worked really hard at this and my 

efforts might not translate to an A+ but I should be proud of whatever I come out with. 

And if I don’t get the grade that I want then maybe this is a great opportunity to see what 

other uni services are available to help me get what I need...maybe I can ask one of my 

peers. Instead of seeing the marking rubric of everything that I failed as a reflection of 

myself. Remove that and just see- right them as steps of what I can do better. 

  

4.6 Conclusion  
 

Findings from this qualitative study illustrate that a genuine sense of belonging and inclusivity 

are lacking for Pasifika students. Organisational approaches for equity at the macro level have 
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contradictions in conceptualisations of equity at the micro level. While aspirations may seem 

advantageous for Pasifika students, the complexity lies in how such strategies are positioned and 

understood and how strategies impact academic identity and subjectivity within the institution. 

Confronting stereotypical and disempowering assumptions remains a reality for Pasifika students 

who remain marginalised in the institution. Through a critical lens the following discussion will 

analyse and critique the ideas that lead to discrimination and oppression of Pasifika students 

concluding with some suggestions for transforming current practices to more inclusive ones.
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Chapter 5 Discussion on Findings 

5.1 Introduction 

Findings from this study offer insight into the complexity of factors that intersect for Pasifika 

students pursuing HE that continue to lead to the underserving and subjugation of Pasifika 

personhood. Within the education sector the NZ Ministry of Education and the Tertiary Education 

Commission (TEC) invest in equity- diversity and inclusion initiatives for Pasifika students in 

HE (MOE, 2013; MBIE, 2015; UoA 2015, 2017), yet, there are still barriers to HE institutions being 

equitable and accessible. This chapter draws upon critical theory to investigate how HE operates 

and limits full engagement of their whole selves for marginalised students. Examined are the 

historical impacts of colonisation, particularly how the social and political patterns of power, 

privilege and (dis)advantage operate at a macro level to position Pasifika students within the 

university as part of equity groups. This work emphasises the importance of understanding and 

critiquing the broader systemic, socio-cultural, economic and political context in which HE 

institutions are located.  

5.2 Aims of the research revisited 
 

This research project aimed to answer the following question and sub questions: 

1. What are the systemic barriers experienced by Pasifika students seeking to gain entry 

into higher education? 

a. How do economic, social and political complexities within university bridging 

programmes impact Pasifika students? 
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b. In what ways are Pasifika students’ experiences in university bridging programmes 

reflective of university equity policies and practices? 

5.3 Economic, social and political complexities 

The overarching complexities between policy motivations and world views at a macro level create 

finer tensions in the micro space of experience. The following section will explore two major 

conflicts and contradictions. The conflict between the pursuit of equity; and the contradictions 

between Western and Indigenous world views and engagement with those views at play in 

university bridging programmes. Pasifika experiences of inclusion and exclusion within the 

university offer an avenue to identify and critique practices and assumptions that influence 

equity provision that may otherwise be elusive due to a lack of investigating taken for granted 

truths.  

5.3.1 Purpose of equity 

Equity provision in the form of recruitment and retention initiatives have been implemented to 

address identified barriers to success for Indigenous and ethnic minority students (MOE, 2013; 

MBIE, 2015). Equity has also been conceptualized as providing an inclusive environment for these 

groups in HE (UoA, 2015; 2017). Well intentioned equity provision offers benefits to Pasifika 

students as stated in the findings; however, Pasifika students continue to encounter many 

challenges within the university. Contradictions and tensions for the underlying focus of equity 

may offer insights to understand the disconnect. 

Significant documents for this thesis which outline the approaches for equity include the 

Government strategies for Education such as the 1989 Education Act, the Tertiary Education 
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Strategy 2014–2019 (MBIE, 2015); the Pasifika Education Plan (MoE, 2013), and Tapasā Cultural 

Competencies Framework for Teachers of Pacific Learners (2018). In conjunction, the University 

of Auckland generates a range of interrelated policy documents to clarify the University's 

expectations and connect the University's mission and vision to the daily operations. Relevant 

University documents include the (UoA) Strategic Plan 2013-2020 (2015), the Equity Policy 2017 

(2017), and the Guidelines for Equity in Recruitment and Selection 2015 (2014). Together these 

documents are used to explore the social and institutional understandings of equity and how to 

achieve it. They will also be used to highlight contradictions within the equity aims themselves 

and the implications of macro-level political influences on the experiences of Pasifika students 

within the University at a micro-level. 

5.3.1.1 Social justice 

A social justice approach to equity is created from a moral and ethical commitment to engage 

with who people are in particular, self-determinism, and in recognizing the value of what they 

bring to their interactions with others (Gale, 2014). Social justice is both a process and a goal. In 

a colonised society such as Aotearoa, decolonisation processes are necessary which entails the 

dismantling of structural and cultural colonial powers.  Intentions therefore include the 

redressing of injustice and consequences of marginalisation colonialization and imperialism for 

minority groups; as well as a deep appreciation for Indigenous knowledges and ways of being 

(Nakhid, 2006). At the very basic level acknowledging that Pasifika people are not empty vessels 

but come with their own cultural capital fused with particular and important understandings of 

the world (Freire, 1996).  
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Considering social justice for equity in education, beginning from a position of strength is 

imperative. Va’ai and Nabobo (2017) explain: 

There is a need to decolonise the idea that the Pacific self as passive, unproductive 

uneducated uncivilized dependent and submissive to anything richer countries and 

dominant cultures offer. Decolonizing personhood aims to change the dregs of mankind 

narrative that continues to reinforce the dependency syndrome that frames the pacific as 

a region which needs to be saved from the outside (n.p). 

Pacific Indigenous scholars Matapo (2019), Meyer (2014), Thaman (2003), Va’ai & Nabobo-Baba 

argue for the importance of Pacific Indigenous knowledge as valid and critical for the education 

of Pasifika peoples. Early conceptions of Pasifika education in the 1970s were rooted in the value 

and importance of sustaining Pacific values, beliefs, languages, culture and knowledge for young 

Pasifika children in the early childhood education sector (Matapo, 2019). Pasifika leaders and 

community members used a traditional model of Pasifika education to deliver in a culturally 

supportive environment.  Current conceptions of Pasifika education are a far cry from these early 

conceptions impacted by globalisation and the knowledge economy. In the Knowledge economy, 

knowledge is the new economic resource amenable to trade in a competitive global economy 

(Sakhiyya & Rata, 2019). This led to the devaluing and delegitimising of Indigenous knowledge 

and its absence in education philosophy and curricula marginalising the communities that live by 

these knowledges and ways of being.  Pasifika education is therefore coloured by deficit theories. 

This deficit position therefore impacts how equity for these groups is perceived and how help is 

administered.  
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5.3.1.2 Economic focus 

An alternative approach to equity and equity inclusion positions education as a pathway to equip 

the student with knowledge for employability. This focus is a new form of liberalism, specifically 

neoliberalism which is a market-driven ideology that argues market principles should govern all 

of social life with the belief that the state should reduce its role in society, leaving the market to 

weed out the winners from the losers (McMaster, 2013). It operates on the premise that markets 

are better able than governments to produce, outcomes that are fair, sensible, and good for all 

(Giroux, 2014). The role of the state therefore moves from the provision of services for its 

citizens, to protecting the market and gaining a competitive advantage. 

This governing agenda mobilises the increased privatisation of government programs and 

institutions which effectively means introducing business principles such as efficiency, auditing, 

and transparency to the nation’s education system (Clark, 2010). Education then moved from 

being a public good to a privileged commodity; to be bought and sold (Sakhiyya & Rata, 2019). 

This positions universities essentially as businesses competing on the global scale and puts huge 

responsibility on universities as key drivers of national economic development changing the 

global view of education and education reform. This focus also exposes the problem in the macro, 

that education as a democratic public space cannot exist under modes of governance dominated 

by a business model (Giroux, 2014).  

5.3.1.3 Conflation 

Equity in higher education is a direct result of the emergence of the neoliberal imperatives for 

the development of human capital and employability. At the same time, older understandings of 

equity remain in place overlooking the contradictory conceptions arising from social justice and 
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neoliberal goals (Grant & Barrow, 2019). Tertiary education, including HE, is guided by the 1989 

Education Act which sets many objectives for the education sector including equal access to 

educational opportunities for under-represented groups with the allowance to “give preference 

to eligible persons who are included in a class of persons that is under-represented among the 

students undertaking the programme” (section 224, clause 6) leading to a more equitable 

representation of these groups in HE. The Education Act also requires the government to produce 

a strategy to guide the work of governmental agencies in its dealings with education providers. 

The government strategy to respond specifically to tertiary education- the Tertiary Education 

Strategy 2014-2019 (hereafter The Strategy) outlines the government’s long-term strategic 

direction for tertiary education. For the first time, MOE was joined by another ministry to co-

author The Strategy, the Ministry of Business, Innovation, and Employment .The joint authorship 

came with an increase in neoliberal language, specifically the importance of the development of 

human capital (Sellar & Gale, 2011) and education being a pathway to “better equip individuals 

with the skills and qualifications needed to participate effectively in the labour market and in an 

innovative and successful NZ” (TEC Strategy, p.2).  TEC’s strategy’s Priority 3 is ‘Boosting 

achievement for Maori and Pasifika’ with the outcome to “benefit from the higher wages that 

come with higher qualifications” (p.13).  

 

TEC was established in 2003, and since that time, along with the Ministry of Education (MOE), it 

has been responsible for funding decisions to the tertiary education sector to ensure universities 

meet the government’s goals set out in the tertiary education strategy. This begins the process 

of policy, strategic plans and measures of accountability that tightly link equity to public funding 
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and the nations hook into the global market incentivising economic pursuits for equity rather 

than equity for equity's sake (social justice).  

 

The University receives funding from the NZ Government for education provision and research 

to achieve strategic goals. The TEC along with the MOE, is responsible for policy and funding 

decisions for the tertiary sector. Guided by the Strategy, TEC provides the University with Equity 

Funding (TECEF) to support improved retention and success for those who the government has 

identified as 'priority groups'. Pasifika students at the University of Auckland are considered a 

target 'Equity Group' along with Māori (also distinctly recognised as Treaty of Waitangi partners), 

students with disabilities, students from low socio-economic backgrounds, from refugee 

backgrounds, members of LGBTQIA, as well as men or women where there are barriers to access 

and success (UoA, 2014; 2017).  

The university plan itself gives examples of the disconnect between equity goals and neoliberal 

goals The University recognises that these equity groups are "more likely to have experienced 

one or more barriers to accessing and succeeding at the University such as discrimination, 

marginalisation, under- representation, underachievement in school, and/or socioeconomic 

background" (The University of Auckland, 2017, -Definition, para. 4). As a way to address this gap, 

the university enhanced participation programmes. The Equity guidelines (2015) prioritises 

improving "outcomes for Maori and Pacific students" and "achieving equity goals through 

supporting pathways for Maori and equity group students" (p.4). However, the competitive 

nature of neoliberalism requires high achievers to increase the University ranking clashes with 

the social justice target of education for all. The truth is inequality is necessary for neoliberalism, 
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as equality means a lack of competition, and competition is essential to increase efficiency. This 

provides another complication for equity and social justice because it is at odds with the 

economic focus for equity. The University attempts to combine the pursuit of excellence and 

equity to "“providing equal opportunities to all who have the potential to succeed in a university 

of high international standing"” (p. 3). 

 

5.3.1.4 Implications for conflation 

Indigenous and ethnic minority students have continually been constructed as deficient learners 

in the NZ educational context and a pathologizing discourse that has been constructed around 

these statistics and the positioning of Pasifika students in policy. The deficit positioning of Pasifika 

and Indigenous students in policy is long standing and engages deficit terminology with words 

such as ‘disparity’, ‘underachievement’, ‘gap’ and ‘at-risk’ (Crooks & Flockton 2004; MOE 2004; 

2009; 2013; Tunmer & Chapman 2005) to describe education engagement for these groups. 

Success from an institutional perspective is academic achievement on par with European 

counterparts. At the outset, Western values in a hegemonic paradigm predominate as the goals 

for Pasifika students are defined by comparison with non- Pasifika undercutting the social justice 

goal of self-determinism.  

The Strategy focuses particularly on Māori and Pasifika students as a ‘priority group’ whose 

participation and achievement rates are below average in tertiary education. The MOE created a 

Pasifika Education Plan (PEP) which outlines strategies and targets for Pasifika in response to the 

deficit representation of Pasifika students also through measures of retention and pass rates in 
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education.  The PEP outlines the target for Pasifika students to “participate and achieve at all 

levels at least on par with other students in tertiary education” (MoE, 2014, n.p). There have 

been four revised versions of this plan over the past 17 years (2001-2005, 2006-2010, 2009-2012 

revised, 2012-2017) with limited changes in targeted outcomes (Matapo, 2018). The economic 

driver for equity, described as parity, is likely mandated by projections that Māori and Pacific 

communities will constitute 30% of the working population in 2030. Matapo and Baice (2020) 

found that estimations based on census data and statistical projections show that if parity is 

achieved in the education sector this will generate an extra $123 million and $55 million into the 

Māori and Pasifika economies respectively (Universities NZ, 2018). This deep contradiction in the 

purpose of equity is one of the complex mechanisms that impacts equity in HE.  

 

5.3.1.5 Summary of contradiction of equity purpose 

Equity is a contested term from its conception to its implementation in policy and practice 

(Barrow & Grant, 2019). Savage et al., (2013) explain that different understandings of equity lead 

to differential education policy focus. Globalisation and neoliberalism have conflated social 

justice and economic pursuits of equity. Equity has shifted to mean equal access to HE and equal 

outcomes expected to be achieved by the removal of barriers to access the implementation of 

targeted programmes. The presence of incongruent focuses brings into question what’s at the 

‘bottom’ of equity provision in HE? What constitutes effectiveness or the achievement of equity? 

Why is it important for Pasifika students to participate In HE? The economy focussed imperative 

is prioritised in the current educational climate and has muddied the purpose of equity in 

education from a human rights imperative and redressing of social injustices to a tool of 
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neoliberalism to strengthen the commodification of knowledge to develop human capital 

(Barrow & Grant, 2018; Matapo & Baice, 2020). The current approach is fraught with tensions 

and layered with complexities that results in the continual undeserving of Pasifika students 

underpinned by the economised motivation for equity tied to funding. When considering social 

justice imperative, the stakes of being equitable are much more than quantitative indicators such 

as enrolment rates, progression and completion rates. To be equitable the policy agenda in HE 

must rethink conceptions of the capabilities of marginalised and diverse students. For that to 

occur two things that need to happen: completely ridding itself of deficit language and truly 

valuing Pacific knowledge. The next section considers world views that are aligned with each 

focus and how invisible barriers are experienced by Pasifika students when these social norms 

are violated or challenged. 

    

5.3.2 Differing world views 
 

Ideologies have power on a broad societal level and can be used to influence the way that people 

think about or view social issues from a particular frame of reference. When colonial settlers 

came, they brought their axiology -how they quantify, give value and prescribe worth to the 

people, resources and land (Koya-Vaka’uta, 2017). Post colonialism to present day all of our 

institutions, policies, government structures are informed by those beliefs - Western liberal 

ideologies - brought upon contact (Osei-Kofi, Shahjahan, & Patton, 2010). Colonisation shapes 

epistemology which is how knowledge is perceived, transfer knowledge and what knowledge is 

seen as valid. Colonisation shapes our ontology which is how reality is perceived and exist within 
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these existing structures of ‘valid’ knowledge. Axiology, epistemology and ontology come 

together for the state to create a narrative and create what is “normal” (Koya-Vaka’uta, 2017). 

What is left with is a monocultural knowledge system firmly anchored in Western understanding 

of the world.  Education philosophy in Aotearoa is fundamentally based upon the Western canon 

with its values, belief systems and epistemologies influenced by enlightenment philosophy and 

modernity (Smith, 2012). In this study, Pasifika students’ educational experiences discussed 

worldviews that differ from dominant Western perspectives including: collectivism (not 

individualism), cooperation (as opposed to competition), interdependence (not necessarily 

independence) and the importance of vā -relationship building. These facets of ‘being’ contradict 

Western values that are superior in HE and thus the ‘appropriate rules of engagement’ reinforced 

by attitudes, process, policy and procedures. These divergent tensions create a socio-political 

climate of exclusion and marginalisation for Pasifika students where Pasifika students are 

restricted to exist within the prescribed space where power remains external to them. Structural 

racism imposes what a good learner should look like and pits Pasifika as ‘other’. When Western 

knowledge and ways of being are central, this relegates Indigenous knowledge and the 

communities that value and live by this knowledge in an "othered" subjective position (Koya-

Vaka’uta, 2017). Many issues stem from a hegemonic paradigm which privileges one set of 

knowledge and knowers and disadvantages other social groups. The rugged individual as the 

ideal, the superiority of Western knowledge and pedagogy, and the Western model of success 

will be discussed below. 
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5.3.2.1 Rugged individualism 

Rugged individualism refers to the ideal that individuals should be autonomous and self-directing 

based on liberal and progressive ideals. A 'good' or 'normal' student is one who is competitive, 

entrepreneurial and productive, who takes advantage of the choices that are afforded to them 

and able to help themselves. This ideal promotes the neoliberal view that the government should 

not involve itself in the economic lives of people or the nation in general. It is a form of social 

Darwinism; the idea that you can make it in the world if you work hard enough. Central to the 

rugged individual is the idea of equal choice providing an equal chance for outcomes through 

meritocracy. Meritocracy is a political system in which economic goods and/or political power 

are vested in individual people on the basis of talent, effort, and achievement, rather than wealth 

or social class (Giroux, 1992). This ethos creates a sense of self that is psychologically attractive 

and often considered a benchmark of maturity. Meritocracy has been proposed as a universal 

principle however it is overly reliant on liberalist individualistic values. 

5.3.2.1.1 Autonomous contradiction 

As previously discussed, an autonomous notion of self is in direct contrast to the Pacific self that 

is situated in the collective. As Koya-Vaka’uta explains, "The power of the community prevails 

over fragmentation of individuals, each locked in her/his own subjectivity and discursive agency 

(Koya-Vaka'uta, 2017, p.4-5). Student narratives in the findings section give examples of students 

being situated in the collective throughout their history of engaging with education. In their 

conception of aspiring to university; to the choosing of their degree; to getting support 

throughout the degree. The pursuit of education is as much as an individual endeavour as it is a 
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collective one as is the shared success of degree completion. S ‘s parental influence in her degree 

choice for example motivated her to enrol in a conjoint degree to continue to pursue her parent's 

dreams for her and her own interests, concurrently not uncommon for Pasifika students 

(Benseman, et al., 2002). S’s story maintains commonalities with her peers. Like S, F, D, C and R 

expressed that it was more important for them to fulfil their parents’ wishes and their own 

desires took second place. Although students as individuals are going through university, they 

are always connected to their family. 

5.3.2.1.2 Interrelatedness 

The individual notion of self is contradictory to the interrelated nature of Pasifika being. Students 

expressed many tensions with navigating the social complexities of non-negotiable 

responsibilities that require interdependence. Caring for elders and siblings and wider 

community commitments are a part of Pasifika students’ lives. The connection to home and 

community is just as important as identity, language and spirituality in terms of wellbeing and 

balance– they cannot be separated (Manuela & Sibley, 2015; Va’ai & Nobobo-Baba, 2017; 

Thaman 1997). Yet, students discussed instances where they had to conform and 

compartmentalise parts of themselves and the natural way of 'being’ in the secular institutional 

space of education. D shares the frustration below:  

I live two lives. The thing is that I have a different approach at school and a different 

approach at home and a different approach at church. It's like we all wear different hats 

and different shoes in a lot of things. Sometimes our other counterparts that are non-

Pacific might not see that as like ... aw that’s easy or something like that. And it gets 
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frustrating to me because it's not that we can't just pull out, it's that nah do this. I have 

this whole thing what goes around comes around, It's always family first. If you look after 

mom and dad, you’ll live a long life. We go to church cause we’ve been brought up that 

way and I’ve had arguments with dad ... saying that you wanted me to pursue this, let me 

go and do it. But he always says, just because you got ‘up there’ doesn’t mean you can say 

all those things. It's been quite a journey. We are best friends now. But it’s been a journey 

ups and downs and I’m sure that’s not just me, but every other Pacific student that are in 

uni. 

5.3.2.1.3 Community learning in the collective  

Another contradiction to the rugged individual expressed in Pacific/Pasifika scholarship in the 

literature review and confirmed in the findings was that Pasifika students like learning together. 

Cooperation, interdependence and cooperation work together to enhance Pasifika learning. 

Students largely discussed the benefit of learning in the collective in formal and informal cultural 

spaces. T returning to study after years in retail work found the courage to communicate and 

engage with academic material while simultaneously forming relationships and her academic 

identity: 

 

I felt like… yeah at first a little bit nervous. Everyone was a bit nervous, but then you get 

comfortable. And so we all started kind of creating like study groups and stuff like that 

and yeah it was a bit more intimate we all became a bit more closer and more willing to 

... to speak out and, ask questions, become an actual student. 



Chapter 5 – Discussion on Findings   
 

97 
 

Students found comfort being in a space with others who ‘get it’. Students are free to connect 

over the formal and informal parts of their lives. The relational element of the collective offer 

insights to effective teaching and learning that includes a collective effort of peers, staff, families 

and communities. Realities characterised by collectivism and interdependence contradicts the 

Western liberalist ideal of the student as an autonomous individual acting for their personal 

interests and of their individual agency.  

 

5.3.2.1.4 Competitive 

Another facet of the rugged individual is competition. The competitive nature of HE was 

intimidating for students prior to coming to university. S talked about the feeling "very 

intimidated to come to university " in high school and how it was “placed on a big pedestal", and 

you had to "know a lot to be there… but I didn't know a lot about it" feeling that her uncertainty 

excluded her from pursuing HE. She spoke of the discouraging statistics that solidified her 

suspicions, "one thing we could gather from common sense was that we're told how much of us 

[Pasifika] graduate, how few actually get University Entrance… how few women there are… and 

those things intimidate you because you think, oh, there's not a lot of us in there”. The emphasis 

on the competitive nature of HE served to be exclusionary to S and perhaps to other potential 

students as Pasifika values of belonging and inclusion, and welcoming are not engaged in this 

neoliberal ideal. 

Hand in hand is the ideal of meritocracy and the belief that progress is based on ability or talent 

rather than class, privilege or wealth. The reality is that social, political, systemic barriers as 

exemplified by academic scholarship in the literature review and discussed in the findings of the 
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barriers to accessing HE in secondary school, render equity necessary. However, the taken for 

granted ideal of the rugged individual decreases equity provision to ’extra help'. The competitive 

nature of HE also plays out in student peers’ attitudes towards each other. Under the competitive 

model, any help or advantage is unfair. Students are made to feel that their engagement with 

equity is unfair, ‘privileged’ even through the narrative of equity as ‘special favours’. Pasifika 

students in this study unanimously experienced multiple interaction with students coloured by 

the incorrect rhetoric of special favours. Students’ expressed their frustration in the talanoa 

sessions. C overheard students lamenting “we should all be equal and they (ethnic minorities) 

take all the seats in admission”.   

 

While all students in this research agreed that equity initiatives are necessary and justified, some 

students also reported feeling less capable as a result of utilising the equity initiative. F expressed 

occasional feelings like, “I’m just filling up the allocated brown space” underpinned by the belief 

that “If I don't get into general [standard pathway] and get in through the TAS scheme, then it 

means that, like, I'm not. I shouldn't really be doing Law at all if I can't make it. Like for real.” T 

explained racially motivated comments on her presence in the Science discipline “makes me feel 

like I don’t deserve to be here.” The self-identified and perceived inferiority of Pasifika students 

makes important social commentary on the power of exclusionary discriminatory beliefs. The 

dominant view at war with the rugged individual is that by utilising these initiatives is submitting 

to a politically subordinated position in the university. 
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5.3.2.2 Success 

Defining success for Pacific students in higher education is complex. In policy as previously 

discussed, indicators of success are framed in the nations PEPs which set the target to achieve 

parity with Palagi in secondary UE achievement and participate and achieve at all levels of tertiary 

education. In line with a neoliberal agenda, success is framed in high completion rates and 

increased employability (Zepke, 2011). Similarly, in institutions success is then seen quantitatively 

in terms of enrolment, participation and completion. The materialistic and reductionist view of 

personhood offered by the neoliberal capitalist system puts the emphasis on growth for an 

individual as more money, opportunity, and economic production minimising the ecology of 

sacredness, dignity and interconnectedness with the self. This conception of success includes no 

opportunity for Pasifika to define what success looks like for themselves yet strategic plans are 

inundated with this goal. It continuously overlooks the value and cultural capital of Pasifika. 

Findings revealed that students did strive for completion of their HE degree, but not for the sole 

purpose of employment. Static conceptions of working to pay bills and pay rent were coloured 

as bleak and dead end. J shared that “toughing it out until the end of his degree and straight into 

a 9-5 job” seemed “boring”. Instead, Pasifika students' conceptions and conversation of success 

were multifaceted and just as holistic as ‘being’. 

5.3.2.2.1 Success is collective. 

Findings for this study show overall aspirations of Pasifika demonstrates that 'success' is situated 

in the collective. This captures one aspect of being through the communal sense of personhood 

inherent in Indigenous epistemologies. J shared success as: 



Chapter 5 – Discussion on Findings   
 

100 
 

 Enjoying what you’re studying … developing that passion and creating bonds along the 

way. Friendships and all that… to come out of those 5 years knowing you achieved 

everything you set out to do, no regrets… I think that's succeeding.  

T conceptualized it as finding a community at university through Tuākana that were engaged in 

their studies was success; to find “like-minded people”.  R conceptualised success as being as 

creating “lifelong friends to journey together” as well as being “satisfied with what I’ve done. 

Knowing I’ve tried my best, I’ve gone after my dreams and that this is going to benefit my whole 

family and honour those that have done the hard yards long before I got here". Success 

contributes to the wellbeing of the collective and shows that success has both internal and 

external influences and impacts (Mayeda, Keil, Dutton, & Ofamo'Oni, 2014). The interdependent 

nature of J’s family picking him up from the train station late at night coming home from 

university; T’s mum lowering her rent to account for less work hours; various partners being 

supportive catering to the students created a feeling of success. Success is not static.  

 

5.3.2.2.2 Success is not time bound 

Contrary to neoliberal ideals of success being in the future, Pasifika conceptualisations are not 

time bound. Pasifika 'Being' are situated in time and space (vā), that is connected to the past, 

present and future; it is open to ancestors that have gone before, lands, oceans and cosmos 

(Matapo, 2019). Many students spoke of their current engagement in HE demonstrating success 

honouring ancestors and beloved elders that have passed on. Spirituality is often ignored as a 
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central part of wellness. However, cultural elements of identity and subjective wellbeing where 

the self is viewed holistically include spiritual harmony particularly with regard for 

intergenerational elders (Manuela & Sibley, 2015; Tamasese, Peteru, Waldengrave & Bush, 

2005). Success is also present, in the moment. T expressed that success is not just anticipating 

graduation. It being brave enough to follow her dreams and go into a foreign field that she didn’t 

study in school because it interested her. As J mentioned, developing passion and creating 

friendships places success in the present. Success for the future for R included being able to tell 

her son to follow his dreams knowing she followed hers. For C, it is going into policy and 

interrupting the pattern of victim blaming. Unanimously, success is climbing the ladder to effect 

change for generations to come. 

 

5.3.2.2.3 Success is decolonizing your mind 

Students in this study talked about the imperative to retrain their mind, change their mindset, 

and challenge deficit perspectives in order to navigate their studies with their sense of self intact. 

Western philosophies, ideologies and epistemologies account exclusively for the empirical 

domain and neglect the relational and spiritual aspects of being in secular institutional spaces. 

However Indigenous knowledge and values still form the foundation of community life for 

Pasifika people. R shared the process of retraining her mind and having to work through anxiety 

and trauma re-entering an education system that alienated her in her younger years. She 

explains: 
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I didn’t know how much emotional baggage I attached to failing growing up with my 

school as it was. That’s one of the things I had to come out of. If I get a C- as opposed to 

an A- I’m a failure and that means I’m never going to get anywhere. I had to change those 

narratives. Catching those thoughts scrunching them up and throwing them away and 

starting all over again. For example, right... I’ve worked really hard at this and my efforts 

may not have translated into an A but instead of seeing the marking rubric of everything 

that I failed as a reflection of myself as I’ve been accustomed to do. I had to work through 

my anxiety and retrain my mind.  

 

R explained that learning of a Pacific framing of reality and the context in which she as a learner 

is situated served as highly decolonising for her and enhanced her wellbeing.  

Pacific studies are the greatest course that's ever happened to me. It’s changed my 

worldview in such a sense that instead of framing all of my family commitments ... 

everything deficit really that has to do with my culture and beliefs ... a Western lens puts 

a deficit frame on it but by doing PAC studies it's gotten me back in touch with my roots 

and affirmed the true nature of my culture for me. 

 

This process of decolonisation in the form of conversion from identifying and understanding the 

deficit view, then re-framing of their culture for themselves is a recurring necessity. The reality 

of navigating this process throughout their entire degree is in itself seen as success. T viewed 

success in overcoming the multiple barriers to just be here in university stating where she comes 

from, not a lot of people pursue HE. Multiple students in the group talanoa saw success as getting 
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on with it in a no-nonsense manner. That despite a lack of representation, they reiterated that 

they and other Pasifika students deserve to be in HE and it’s important for them to be here. It 

was important for students to pass on the message to other Pasifika students that they have 

power and agency despite negative statistics and their presence models success. All students 

conferred that changing their mindset and engaging with HE as a marginalised minority is 

success.  

 

5.3.2.3 Summary of world views  

This section has highlighted the stark difference between ideals of the rugged individual and 

conceptions of success to the Indigenous Pasifika narratives of students within this study. Non-

Indigenous and imperialistic paradigms continue to distort and misinterpret Indigenous 

communities and their knowledge. Pacific Indigenous knowledge, through a Eurocentric lens 

regards it as invalid or as a false interpretation of ‘the real’ (Matapo, 2018). Dominant education 

ideologies seriously undermine and limits the expression and honouring of Pacific Indigenous 

knowledge, pedagogies and ways of being. Pasifika are marginalised by trying to navigate these 

tensions but remain ‘othered’ because of the divergent, opposite values and ways of being.  This 

process impacts personhood and subjectivity of Pasifika students to where it positions 

Indigenous pedagogy and philosophy as responsive to the central power of Western knowledge. 

Moreover, it repeatedly creates a conflict for Pasifika students to conform to performative 

identities that align with the values of HE. Students exercised agency and a reclamation of 

Indigenous values in their conceptions of success and navigation against salient boarders of 

oppression. These findings showcase the value in Indigenous paradigms for Indigenous peoples 
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and highlight the need for a holistic domain to incorporate the whole Pasifika self. If these views 

remain central to the identity of the ideal student in HE divergent views will always be in conflict 

to Pasifika personhood. How can we decentre the dominant position of Western ideologies and 

honour and integrate the epistemologies of Indigenous knowledges? 

5.4 Social and political complexities summary 

The aims of this section have been to outline the social and political complexities that operate 

within HE that marginalise and subjugate Indigenous narratives and experience traversing 

through the university. Contradictions and tensions have been highlighted regarding the 

conflicting foundations of equity. Language of the focus of equity undermines the social justice 

aspect of self-determinism and partnership. Equity is incentivised by funding and contributing to 

economic outcomes rather than valuing the cultural capital of Pacific Indigenous, knowledge 

people and ways of being. The language of equity perpetuates an ever-present deficit discourse 

around Pacific academic engagement that colours and pre-empts interaction with peers, 

academic staff and navigating through the institution.  

Moreover, findings have revealed the reality that the Indigenous narrative is in direct contrast to 

neoliberal individualist ideals. continued conflicts of the Western rugged individual and Pasifika 

personhood situated in the collective have been discussed show Pacific Indigenous knowledge is 

not valued. Structural racism imposes what a good learner should look like and positions Pasifika 

as ‘other’. Pasifika are designated a space to exist within the institution and the organisation 

defines what that space looks like and the level of engagement with those groups. Power remains 

centralized and not shared or disseminated by giving real voice and authority to Indigenous 
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knowledge. When marginalised students are positioned as problems to be fixed through deficit 

language, and othering the reality is that they are recipients of the outdated and recycled colonial 

vision that assimilation and conversion to Western ideals is the answer to all ills (Cooper, 

2008).  The university contributes to this new form of colonialism by a fragmented approach to 

equity discussed in the next section. 

 

5.4.1 Fragmented approach 

Students' experiences tell of the belief that in order to be successful, students felt like they must 

present themselves in a way opposite to their ways of being and knowing. The economic, social 

and political complexities in their experience within the university reveal tensions in the policies 

and practice embedded within the institution. According to Barrow and Grant (2019) barriers to 

integration and inclusion could be impacted by the structural location of support initiatives sitting 

outside the formal class structure. This external location of equity gives way for a fragmented 

approach to equity between faculties as well as a fragmented engagement within faculties.  

Pasifika experiences with equity revealed a variety of equity programmes with various scope. See 

Universities NZ, (2018) for a list of equity funded projects. Though students accessed different 

named initiatives, broadly their equity initiatives fell into two categories: a transitory equity 

service in which school leavers were supported with transitioning into university study through 

a range of skills workshops and orientation/ information sessions. The second type of equity 

service is a qualifying equity programme which upon completion allows the student access into 

a particular programme. Most students are also involved in the Tuākana mentoring programme 

for Māori and Pasifika students at the University of Auckland (Patterson, 2012). In addition to 



Chapter 5 – Discussion on Findings   
 

106 
 

tutorials for certain courses, Tuākana also offers study retreats, exam workshops, and places to 

study when end of year exams are running. Students also mentioned various workshops for 

various leadership and academic skills. These ‘add-ons’ were usually spread through short 

promotional emails and word of mouth. Students appreciated these add-ons, however students’ 

preferred sustained programmes with longevity. Students deeply regretted when they couldn’t 

attend workshops of interest due to scheduling conflicts, assignments or a limited number of 

attendees. F recounted a really useful equity programme she was selected for: 

It's called leadership for learning and I really like that programme. I grew so much! It 

helped us to figure out our purpose. There are so many skills they taught us and even 

though we are not gonna use all of them at once at least there is a time that we definitely 

will... yeah. I mean cause how they choose or select people is that they ask lecturers to 

recommend Pacific students for it and I think that will be a great opportunity and I think 

if there’s more (“more” in unison with C) programmes like that ... yeah cause there is a lot 

of skills that’s we need to improve on so maybe.. cause it takes a long time so maybe with 

doing that programme it will save us time and be developing it over like 2 years. Those 

navigating skills. Yeah.  

 A factor that affects the variability in equity approaches and services is funding. TEC provides the 

University with Equity Funding (TECEF) to support improved retention and success for those who 

the government has identified as 'priority groups'. This targeted supplementary funding is to be 

used in addition to faculty, and service division's budgets for Maori, Pacific students and students 

with disabilities. TECEF is allocated to faculties annually via the Equity Office in partnership with 
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Maori and Pasifika stakeholders including via the TECEF Maori and Pacific committee/Working 

group, and disability stakeholders (The University of Auckland, 2015, Strategy planning and 

reporting, para 7). 

Funding makes equity initiatives available. The sustainability of these equity programmes for 

Pasifika students are vulnerable and temporary due to the annual question of funding renewal 

within university proceedings. The rise of audit culture (Giroux, 2014) consistent with neoliberal 

ideals means that the fittest programs measured by profit-loss systems will survive based on a 

range of performance indicators, including targets relating to access and achievement. The depth 

and commitment to equity programmes are compromised because these programmes are 

valued for economic profit, academic achievement and university rankings rather than an integral 

part of the university. This means that democratic questions about public services are often 

reformulated into questions about value for money or the economic value of these services. 

Moreover, the position of knowledge in the knowledge economy has also limited the scope of 

equity due to Neoliberal ideals. The university is incentivised to support equity in the form of 

Pasifika representation into disciplines that are in demand and financially generative. This valuing 

of certain disciplines also impacts the variety and availability of equity provision between 

faculties. Although equity services will not be overturned as a whole due to the neoliberal agenda 

and economic profit potential attached to Pasifika graduates, the commitment to the depth, 

breadth and sustainability of these programmes are subject to reduction and superficially valued. 

Students demonstrated the resounding need for more programmes of greater capacity, but that 

possibility is severely curtailed by the current funding structure. The universities' fragmented 
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approach to equity is shown in the variety of pathways to equity as well as the insecure nature 

of equity as equity programmes are all competing for funding. 

 

5.4.2 Fragmented engagement 

Pasifika students’ experiences navigating through HE also shows a fragmented engagement with 

equity in their divergent experiences of inclusion and exclusion. The University equity guidelines 

state that "The University aims for an environment in which diverse staff and students feel 

welcome, safe and included, free to disclose all aspects of their identities (including culture, 

gender identity, sexual orientation, disability, family status) confident that they will be respected 

(The University of Auckland, 2015, -Equity in practice, para. 4). However, the university 

environment itself projects messages of exclusion. Students reported not seeing themselves in 

the university. U shares:  

It's kinda complicated for me, but I reckon, um like what I was saying before. We’re 

invisible here... not just visibly I mean I think that yeah, that will be really helpful if I search 

it up and be like aw it’s a Pacific islander or just like the details like emails and stuff. Like 

when you get emails and they’re white names from the top dogs of the university... but 

like in perspectives too... you can tell when you have non-Pacific making decisions for you 

[Pacific] cause they don’t fit. I reckon it would be really really helpful to see Pacific island 

perspectives um, like sitting in the top seats making decisions. Yeah cause it’s kinda hard 

when you have non-Pacific island people making decisions for you. We need solutions 

that actually fit us. 
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T discussed seeing disempowering posters throughout the university depicting messages such 

as:  

This is New Zealand, not Aotearoa' or 'New Zealand doesn't want immigrants'… I think 

about my dad who was an immigrant so yeah, I just would hate to think that people didn't 

want him here cause he was hard working. And I would hate for other people to see that 

and go through that and think their parents aren't worth being here because they're 

immigrants. 

Students' experiences of feeling isolated in ‘mainstream’ areas and included in cultural spaces 

shows a fragmented engagement with equity as it is clear that some bodies engage with Pasifika 

education philosophy while others do not. This difference is evident in the pedagogy of staff, who 

are aware of prioritizing and implementing Indigenous knowledge. The implication of siloed 

equity initiatives is the shallow effect of students feeling a sense of equity and inclusion that 

limited to cultural spaces and in community not extending into their wider experience at 

university.  

 The Equity guidelines state "equity requires fairness, safety and inclusion rather than treating 

everyone in exactly the same way" (The University of Auckland, 2015). Different world views 

including customs, theorizing, knowledge construction and knowledge encoding create and 

require different ways of thinking about teaching and learning. Pasifika students’ experiences of 

lecturers not cultivating genuine connections with students despite awareness of pedagogy and 

learning philosophy reflect a lack of an organisation wide effective framework to engage with 

Indigenous pedagogy. Students discussed academic staff dismissively talking about Tuākana 
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when they presented tutorial options or the collective sigh or verbal protests when Tuākana 

services are promoted in a lecture at the beginning of a semester. S talked about an experience 

of "putting up my hand but never getting any help, just ignored. I hate to think it is because I'm 

brown". J also shared of relational aspect missing from teaching: 

  I mean I know Uni is a big institution but like for teachers in high school it wasn’t hard to 

stay connected for them with most schools. The students had a connection with their 

teacher. I feel like when you come to uni its real individualized, so like I said with lectures 

they lecture 400 people. Once it’s done, they’re like if you have questions, email me 

or don’t hesitate to ask me but they don’t actually… I don’t know it doesn’t seem genuine. 

I feel like if they wanted to ... I don’t know how you would do it or what it would look like 

but just connect more with PI students. Actually, go out of your way cause if they actually 

really did care about success rates among PI students, they would go out of their way but 

with them it’s all words. You can say things but you don’t back it up through your actions. 

It's just smoke. It doesn’t mean anything. 

J’s depiction of the disharmony in the learning space highlights the absence of community and 

the failure to see the vā as a space between as connecting rather than separating (Violetti, 2006). 

These empty interactions generate little value for those situated in the collective whose 

perspective of time and space is relational. Nakhid (2006) published study of Māori and Pasifika 

support programmes at the Faculty of Arts at AUT University noting an unwillingness from 

academics to engage with best practice within institutions due to a lack of relevance to their jobs. 

Specifically, reluctance was demonstrated in an unwillingness to record data (due to extra 
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workload), defensiveness of their teaching practices along with dismissal of the programme 

criticising it offered an inappropriate level of support at tertiary and the belief that learners 

should monitor their own academic progress. Nakhid contends that the undermining of the 

equity programme is a violation of their equity commitment and in fact counterproductively 

“maintain[ing] existing inequalities and the dominance of particular cultures by treating everyone 

the same” (2006, p. 301). While staff perceptions and attitudes towards equity were outside of 

the scope for this research, future research could be a helpful tool for intervention.   

On the other hand, as the findings chapter identified, students shared that wellbeing and 

connection come together in equity spaces. Students felt affirmed in their identities being around 

people who they felt genuinely understood them. All students identify cultural spaces as safe 

spaces where they feel most authentic and can bring their whole self. Equity programmes 

embody and engage with Pasifika education philosophy. Pasifika scholarship within the university 

shows an awareness within equity provision of the differences that are required. Oh, Patterson, 

Fa’alogo, and Henley (2013, p.4) give an example of a culturally supportive environment in a 

university fono (cultural information session): 

 Throughout the fono Indigenous and Pasifika culture is overt with lotu (prayer) and mihi 

(opening greeting) offered by Indigenous staff and students. Creating familiar spaces 

through culturally relevant practices throughout the day appears to increase a student’s 

sense of belonging...Family members, both Māori and Pacific appear more aware of the 

demands of university and their role of support in their child’s tertiary journey. These 

students [Pasifika and Maori] often come from backgrounds that mean they and their 
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families are unfamiliar with the university environment. Many first-year students are 

reluctant to ask questions of strangers, or to email or call generic contact addresses for 

information. This group of students particularly loath to expose themselves by asking what 

they feel are stupid questions that everyone else has the answer to and are particularly in 

need of named, known individuals to whom they can direct their queries ... students are 

provided with a non-threatening environment where they can ask questions. For cultural 

reasons Pacific students in particular are often reluctant to question or challenge 

perceived experts (p. 4). 

 

When ways of being are acknowledged and utilised, engagement with HE is enabled in a way that 

is supportive of Pasifika students’ wellbeing. R talked about the support of lecturers who utilised 

a more connected and holistic approach to teaching and learning:  

A lot of my Pasifika lecturers from my PAC courses. They have been nothing but wonderful. 

Seeing different people who I can identify with and who I think are just...they’re just 

success in all forms of life, like, these are the people who I would love to see more of in the 

university. People who just get it, and get me, like, it's nice not having to explain yourself 

to everyone. Constantly when something goes wrong, like It's nice having those sorts of 

people they're just like yeah, I get it, like I completely get it and here's what we're going 

to do, rather than having to backtrack and explain the entire life story. And I know that 

they want to help... like they live it and it's genuine. So then if or when it’s necessary, I 

have the comfortability to say I don't know where I need help, and I know I need help, but 
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I don't know where to go, it just at the moment everything seems a bit too hard. And they 

get it.  

These divergent approaches to equity highlight how the university allows staff to ‘pass the baton’ 

to equity groups which in turn contributes to the siloed effect sends the implicit message that 

equity work belongs in certain structures and spaces of the institution. The structural location of 

Māori and Pacific support initiatives positioned outside of formal programme and course 

structures have also been criticised as an ostracising of Indigenous (Māori and Pacific) pedagogies 

for teaching and learning (Matapo & Baice, 2020; Williams, 2009). A teaching and learning 

framework for educating Pasifika students is strongly required paired with a willingness from 

individuals within the institution and the overarching institution as a whole to engage with that 

framework and philosophy.  

 

5.4.3 Summary of fragmented approach 

Pasifika students' experience with equity demonstrates an un-unified approach to equity that 

enables gaps in equity provision and the space for conflicts to continue. Prioritising and 

contributing to inclusion is not just a matter of ‘how to do it’ and technical adjustments to existing 

procedures. This approach is simply not enough to address entrenched disparity in higher 

education. Rather, it requires a profound systemic change in how we think about the world and 

engage with it.  
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5.5 Conclusion 
 

In this chapter I have discussed the findings of Pasifika students' experiences with equity services 

in one university setting. I have taken a critical approach to analyse and discuss the economic, 

social and political complexities present for these Pasifika students in HE. These students have 

highlighted significant contradictions in their Indigenous ways of being and the expectations for 

engagement in a Western system of education. I have unpacked how these experiences are 

reflective of a fragmented university approach to equity. The following chapter imagines a way 

forward with the necessary actions required for a paradigm shift armed with the knowledge 

gleaned from the expert knowledge of Pasifika scholarship and Pasifika students within the 

university. 
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Chapter 6 Conclusion 

6.1 Introduction 
 

The university of Auckland has a mosaic of interpretations of its equity policies and equity support 

for priority groups. For Pasifika students, equity is primarily centred around a disparity discourse 

(Boon-Nanai, Ponton, Haxella & Rasheeda, 2017; Matapo & Baice, 2020; Samu, 2010). 

Consequences of this deficit have a flow on effect on available services and the way that these 

services are provided at university level (Chu et al., 2013). This thesis has explored the academic 

research on systemic barriers to higher education (HE) for Pasifika students; it has utilised 

Indigenous methods and methodologies to collect and interpret data (Smith, 1999); and finally, 

it has critically analysed and discussed the experiences of eight Pasifika students who are 

accessing the equity provision in the University of Auckland (Anyon, 2008). Their voices have 

been vital in enhancing the understandings of multiple complexities that intersect and impact 

their experience within higher education as a minority population that is largely underserved. 

This thesis finds that despite accessing equity services, these students continue to endure social, 

systemic and political barriers that are permitted as the result of institutional policies and 

practices.  

 

The central ways of Indigenous being and knowing are fundamentally misunderstood in Western 

systems. Secular hegemonic institutional spaces exclude and alienate Indigenous students by 

subjugating and imposing imperialist ideologies creating an immense pressure to conform to 

performative identities (Kidman & Chu, 2019).  The supremacy of Western ideals in HE includes 

the promoting of the rugged individual and Western conceptions of success that ultimately 
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reduce the value of Pasifika people to their potential economic contribution. Furthermore, a 

critical analysis reveals that Indigenous knowledges and the communities that live by them will 

always be disadvantaged under the current system as the dissenting orientations of knowing and 

being between the West and Indigenous peoples are both irreconcilable and permanent features 

of reality (Manuela & Sibley, 2015; Meyer, 2014).  

 

This thesis has drawn out three major concerns that are an urgent call for action. The first concern 

is the deficit of discourse around equity and the undermining of Pacific Indigenous knowledges 

and ways of being. Student narratives confirm that deficit pathologies have powerful 

exclusionary impacts. The second concern is the external structural positioning of equity, 

warranting differential engagement, teaching and commitment within the university. Largely, 

this position defers equity work to equity groups, creating a silo. The third concern is funding 

insecurity for equity, which leads to equity strategies that are merging, overlapping and 

competing for limited funding. This reduces their scope and effectiveness. Together, these 

concerns contribute to the under serving and exclusion of Pasifika people. In order to create a 

university that is truly equitable, serving a moral social justice initiative, we must serve all 

communities, embrace all learners, and esteem all knowledges (Naepi, 2019). To achieve this 

goal, the major concerns presented in this thesis must be addressed urgently as a university by 

implementing wide systemic change de-centering the dominant systems and frames of 

reference, as well as reimage a new way forward (Nuku & Ngaia, 2014; Smith, 2011). These 

changes are essential if higher institutions are to fulfil its potential to educate all citizens and 

contribute to a greater society.  
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6.2 Call to action  
 

6.2.1 Value Pasifika Indigenous knowledges 
 
The first call to action is to value Pacific Indigenous knowledges and eliminate deficit positioning 

in the University vision. To engage with Pasifika students in a way that disrupts the historical 

effects of structural racism, we must begin in a way that honours and esteems Indigenous being. 

We must challenge the deficit response and approach equity initiatives from a place of strength. 

Eliminating the deficit approach is the first step in reframing the very terms of engagement with 

equity that, regardless of intention, produces the same oppressive dynamics (Matapo & Baice, 

2020). The continual reporting of disparities in policy and strategy appear to be telling us that the 

nation’s current ideas about measures of progress are inadequate for these students and need 

to be challenged and transgressed (hooks, 2014). Rather than continuously pathologizing and 

deficit theorising our Pasifika people, how can we as a society recognise their cultural capital and 

tune in to the unique ways that Pacific Indigenous peoples view and engage with the world? If 

we are careful in our observation, we will be introduced to a range of knowledges, skills, 

dispositions and characteristics that could be beneficial to all people and society. If we can see 

the value in that knowledge system and the epistemology itself, equity wouldn't be geared 

toward a target. 

 
Along with eliminating the deficit approach and dismantling systemic oppression is the need for 

the elimination of the monocultural frameworks and methodologies of the university. 

Epistemological equity is an enduring conflict in the debate of curriculum transformation and 
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decolonisation (Gale, 2014). Pacific Indigenous knowledges and ways of being have a valid place 

within the university and are important to developing higher education institutions themselves 

(Fairburn-Dunlop, 2014; Samu, 2010).  Pasifika are the largest proportional group of children in 

NZ at 35.7% (Statistics NZ, 2018). Further, demographic projections estimate that the number of 

Pacific learners will increase from 10% to 20 % of the total school population by 2050 (Ministry 

of Education, 2017).  Therefore, the need to value local Indigenous knowledges is vital. As a 

higher education institution, engaging with Indigenous knowledge systems is a responsive and 

future focused strategy that serves as a counterpoint to  current dependence on privileging a 

monocultural knowledge system firmly anchored in Western understanding of the world (Kidman 

& Chu, 2019; Nabobo-Baba, 2006; Samu, 2010; Thaman, 2009) such as disciplinary knowledge or 

STEM knowledge particularly prioritised in the global economy (Hipkins et al., 2016) .  

 
Until HE institutes values Pacific and Indigenous knowledge systems, Pacific pedagogy and 

philosophy positioned as responsive to the ‘deficit’ undermining its rich inherent value. How can 

the dominant position of Western knowledge be shifted toward the honouring of other 

epistemologies?  How can Indigenous knowledges ontology be integrated into the university as 

whole and valid? Simply including Indigenous knowledge is bound to distort it (Tuhiwai-Smith, 

1999). It is not good enough to be included in the same discursive, epistemic, and systemic 

architectures as mere additions. This research has highlighted the fact that it has become more 

urgent and vital to seek a profound shift in systemic engagement with equity.  
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6.2.2 Strong systemic commitment 
 

The second call to action is to demonstrate a consolidated systemic commitment to equity 

university wide. Current policies and procedures allow for gaps which contribute to further 

disadvantaging our Pasifika and minority students. In order to address this, it would befit the 

university to demonstrate a strong commitment to serving Indigenous Pacific students in every 

Faculty. Findings from the literature and student narratives offer recommendations for greater 

cohesion. Conflicts arise from equity policies being disconnected from the formal structure of 

courses and curriculum design. Therefore, extensive reimagining and reforming is necessary to 

embed equity into the institution. The university must consult the experts and find ways to 

synthase the work of Indigenous scholars and researchers; course coordinators and programme 

developers; staff and students alike. The university must remain curious and utilise best practice 

according to Indigenous world views. This requires input from Indigenous bodies in power and in 

senior meetings. Student narratives repeatedly expressed the desire for greater Pacific 

representation throughout academic staff from student support to Tutors, Lecturers, Professors 

and Deans. Currently Pasifika people represent only 1.7% of the academic workforce in NZ and 

within those roles are under-represented within the professor and dean roles (Naepi, 2019). To 

defer to conventional colonial ways of being and knowing in Western institutional HE culture is 

to rely on the patriarchy that has historically defined and systematically excluded ‘othered’ 

voices. These ‘othered’ voices must be include in the process of restructure.  
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Findings from student narratives exposed instances of individual and institutional racism 

highlighting the dire need for structural change within the teaching and learning environment. 

The reflections of Pasifika students provide us with a particular cultural perspective by which to 

understand the weight of space and necessity to (re)centre relationships and (de)centre 

impersonal pedagogy. The art of constructing harmonious learning spaces in the university are 

strengthened when informed by Pasifika values and educational philosophy. In order to 

demonstrate a strong systemic commitment to equity, all staff must commit to serving our 

Indigenous and minority students, not just the Pacific staff, or those who are in a student support 

position. It is imperative for every member of the teaching staff to learn about Pacific pedagogy 

and Pacific philosophy and keep an open mind to other ways of teaching and learning. Experts 

must be consulted to redesign curriculum and delivery in ways that are way more inclusive 

specifically embedding Indigenous ways of being and knowing into curriculum and teaching and 

learning.  

As it currently stands when equity is external, a silo is created which enhances the ‘othering’ of 

Pasifika as a separate group. That separation doesn't require Program Leaders and Course 

Coordinators who design and deliver the curriculum to be aware of the Indigenous pedagogy or 

the Pasifika requirements of teaching and learning. The separation also doesn't require them to 

be responsive to adapting the methods to be inclusive of those requirements. That responsibility 

is left to equity bodies. Results from this research demonstrate that relationships, vā, to be 

forged and fostered. Furthermore, relationships are helpful in facilitating enfranchisement and 

engagement with the university. Wendt (1996) explored the centrality of the vā in Pacific view of 

reality as the space between, “not empty space, not space that separates, but space that relates 
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that holds separate entities and things together...the space that is context giving meaning to all 

things” (p.402). Academics must care to explore how they can utilise the space between so that 

it's not empty and alienating for Pasifika students. I, along with the Pasifika students in this 

research, put forth a call to action to re-centre Indigenous principles as they remain a compelling 

force in shaping Pasifika student’s experiences in educational institutions.  

 

6.2.3 Funding 
 

The third call to action in order to implement the systemic commitment of integrating local 

knowledges, educating staff and curriculum development, funding must be allocated into equity 

with regard to resourcing and staffing. The current insecure position of funding to equity signals 

to a lack of engagement and commitment. Resources need to be committed to implementing 

policy and strategy. Particular positions must be appointed to oversee and have stewardship over 

Indigenous education. For equity to be truly embedded and systemic, there are various parts of 

the scaffold that have to be in place including measures of accountability and evaluation. Specific 

measures of how we are serving our Indigenous students in delivery of courses and plans for 

leadership development must be monitored by the appropriate academic positions.  

 

In order to support staff to be conducive to the paradigm shift and structural commitment, 

mentoring must be utilised to support the teaching of Pacific Indigenous students. Students were 

very clear in their desire for more members of Pasifika staff and while greater pathways can be 

imagined and established in the university existing staff can be supported. Students’ 

recommended workshops or training on cultural safety to support staff that are unaware of how 
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to engage with different cultures or world views. In order to engage in this work, staff need 

support for understanding communication and understanding ways of being that are more 

inclusive. Programmes, short courses, workshops and events that foster Pacific cultural 

pedagogies, and engaging Indigenous education philosophy in higher education learning and 

research should be utilised for academics at all levels in every faculty.  

 

6.3 Final words  
 

Many conflicts arise from a patchwork of intentions, strategies, policies and procedures under 

the equity umbrella. Findings from this research point to the critical need for a cohesive university 

wide approach to equity. Students are currently navigating systems that are not inclusive of them 

and the government is offering solutions that are ineffective in supporting Pasifika students to 

thrive in HE. This thesis offers evidence of the barriers of a fragmented approach. The solution 

lies in the University of Auckland demonstrating that it values the cultural capital Pasifika 

communities embody and committing to serving those students in a systemic, grounded and 

cohesive approach. In the context of a global pandemic systemic restructuring is unavoidable. 

How can we take advantage of this space of change and reconceptualise, reimagine, and 

strategise in a way that no longer violates the being of entire populations? As a university we 

have the potential to forge ahead creating a stronger unified Aotearoa by acknowledging the cry 

of our people and answering the call to action. 
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