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Abstract 

This autoethnographic exploration of Māori-Pākehā identity is located in the field of 

education. It sought to examine how schools and classrooms shape identities, and how Māori-

Pākehā individuals utilise their mixed backgrounds to navigate education. This study was 

contextualised within Aotearoa-New Zealand, with the intertwined and contested histories of 

the indigenous Māori (as tangata whenua) and Pākehā colonial settlers serving as an integral 

consideration. 

As an autoethnographic study, my experiences of primary, intermediate and secondary 

school education provided the data for this research. This information was framed through a 

series of narratives, poems and vignettes, which were then examined through the lens of 

critical pedagogy.  

In terms of identity at school, this research revealed two ‘yardsticks’ against which 

Māori-Pākehā identities are measured. Firstly, that Māori-Pākehā identities are socially 

constructed, in that we are made ethnic by our peers and colleagues with whom we interact 

and are positioned. Secondly, Māori-Pākehā identities are politically constructed and 

measured against the values and beliefs that are privileged in the classroom.  In this respect, 

the monocultural nature of the classroom becomes the silent and invisible yardstick against 

which Māori-Pākehā identities are constructed. These findings confirmed that Māori-Pākehā 

identities are diverse, complex and multifaceted. 

These findings suggest that Māori-Pākehā identities are as much politically located as 

they are socially, culturally and ethnically. The political tensions and the disparate nature of 

the Māori-Pākehā relationship is shaped by ongoing inequalities and conflict, is informed by 

historical racisms and colonisation, and is defined by the ongoing contestation of power and 

privilege. These tensions provide an additional layer of complexity to the construction of Māori-

Pākehā identities that other cultural-ethnic identities may not have to consider.   

Schools and educators have a role in supporting Māori-Pākehā identities by providing 

space for multiple cultures and ethnicities to be recognised, validated and flourish through 

established culturally responsive practices. Additionally, teachers play a key role in 

confronting, and deconstructing the monocultural nature of the classroom, by recognising how 

their normalised culture, values and beliefs are reinforced through their own positions of 

privilege.
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Prologue 

We were asked to bring a photograph to this workshop, something that 

represents Kaupapa Māori to us. At this request I immediately saw the photo in my mind’s 

eye. It is the right photograph for this kaupapa, and yet I am reluctant to share it. I'm not 

ready to bring my family, my whānau into the academic space, to be interrogated, 

critiqued, put on display. In a show of resistance, I missed the deadline for submitting my 

photo. 

But on the day, I am not let off the hook. With no other option but to complete 

this activity I inhale, and take myself off to the printer to prepare my picture. In the activity 

that follows, I open the door and invite the world into my whakapapa, my wairua, links to 

my tīpuna, and my right to my identity. 

“What does Kaupapa Māori mean to you?” 

 

 Ramari Heremia Waiariki (1897 – 1965). 

 

 

When I think of Kaupapa Māori, I think of this woman, this wahine. My great-

grandmother Ramari Heremia Waiariki. I have embarked on a PhD on bicultural Māori-

Pākehā identity, and I have many experiences to draw on. Experiences that tell me I 

don't look Māori enough. That I don't speak the language, and that “only those who speak 

Māori can truly be Māori”. I have been told that I am urban, disconnected, dislocated and 

that I don't know where I come from.  
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This jars with another common narrative that features prominently in my 

upbringing… that the aspirations of our tīpuna were that we be successful in the Pākehā 

world, as in the words of Sir Apirana Ngata. 

Confused by what the world is telling me about who I am as Māori, I turn to my 

great-grandmother and ask: Who did you want us to be? What were your aspirations for 

us? Did we become who you wanted us to become, successful in the Pākehā world?  

Exasperated, my questions are rhetorical. I am not seeking answers, or 

expecting a response. Yet, an immediate response is what I get, and I am at once 

devastated, broken and ashamed by the clarity and simplicity of the response. 

“Who told you that you aren't Māori?” 

These words still ring in my ears, making my heart race and my cheeks sting.  

“Who told you that you aren't Māori?” 

Indeed, who did tell me I’m not Māori? My family? My friends? 

No. I realise that I have never been explicitly told ‘you are not Māori’. And yet, 

it is a part of my identity that I feel is constantly in deficit mode. Always questioned. Never 

achieved. 

But why? 

I have been unsettled.  

In order to understand how I have come to be here, I need to unpick, un-weave, 

unpack. 

I need to return to the beginning. 
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Introduction 
By the time I left school I didn’t want to be Māori anymore. School was the only place I felt this 

way. 

This was not a passing sentiment, or a brief thought in a moment of self-doubt or self-loathing. 

This was a conscious decision I had made about how I was going to live the rest of my life. It was a 

decision about my identity, and how I was choosing to express it. My last year at secondary school had 

shown me that not only could I ‘pass as white’, but I could also achieve academic success by engaging 
in the cultural capital that being Pākehā brings. To me, this was the fulfilment of my Māori grandparents’ 

aspirations that we be successful in the Pākehā world. Therefore, I was resolute that I would close the 

door on my Māori heritage, and live only through my Pākehā privilege. This is how I finished secondary 

school, as the only student left in my year group who could claim to be Māori. Thirteen years of schooling 

experiences during the 1980s and 1990s had reinforced a number of messages that I internalised during 

what were crucial identity-building years. 

By this time, I had completed a mainstream primary and secondary education that had shown 
me that I needed to ‘pass as white’ in order to be successful. I came through a system where the white 

kids (Pākehā) were the ‘haves’ and the brown kids (Māori) were the ‘have nots.’ Whether I fell into the 

‘haves’ or ‘have nots’ depended on how I was seen relevant to my peers at the time. I came through a 

system that streamed the clever from the less smart, by separating white and brown. A system that had 

brown kids like myself pursuing opportunities at what they perceived to be ‘good white schools’ in 

affluent areas, while at the same time, rich white kids bused their way out of these same schools to flee 

the ‘brown seepage’ coming in. A system that saw underfunded schools like mine pour resources into 

attracting hundreds of international students and their highly prized fees, while neglecting the diverse 
needs of its own resident and citizen students. A system that rewarded individualism and competition 

through its ‘one size fits all’ pedagogical approach. A system whose curriculum painted Aotearoa-New 

Zealand’s indigenous people as unintelligent savages who washed up by accident, only to annihilate 

the ‘original’ indigenous people of the land. The same curriculum that revered a British navigator, and 

credited him with ‘discovering’ Aotearoa-New Zealand. A British hero who brought knowledge, science 

and technology to its shores, allowing Māori the privilege to live modern lives in this country today. A 

system that spoke of Māori in terms of blood quantum, such as ‘half-caste’, as if our watered-down 
bloodlines made us ‘less-than’. A system that, ultimately, did not recognise mixed-race Māori-Pākehā 

distinctiveness, and instead sought to categorise blended identities as one or the other. 

During my primary school days at a wealthy school, the majority white kids were the ‘haves’ 

while the minority brown kids were the ‘have nots’. Although I was the daughter of both a Pākehā father 

and a Māori mother, with a very easy to pronounce Anglo name, I was ascribed a Māori identity, one 

that I embraced and was proud of. I was identified by my peers and my teachers as Māori, while my 

Pākehā-ness was not acknowledged. Why was I not Pākehā like the other kids? Was it because my 

fair skin was considered a ‘golden tan’ amongst the pale complexions of my Pākehā counterparts? Was 
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it because I was the child of two working parents? This indicated a higher level of need, where one 

income was not sufficient to support our household. Conversely, my white classmates enjoyed a level 

of affluence on only one middle-to-upper class income, which presented the added bonus of a stay-at-

home mum. Was it because I lived out-of-zone, in a working-class suburb known for its state houses? 
Was it because we lacked luxury items such as video players, computers, microwaves and soda stream 

machines? Or because our holidays didn’t involve passports or airports? Or could it have been because 

of my lack of academic achievement, always placed in the bottom half of my class? In short, was I seen 

and identified as Māori because I lacked the affluence and academic capability of those Pākehā around 

me? These were the things that made me stand out as different in primary school, and all of this 

‘difference’ was conveniently wrapped up in one label – ‘Māori’. Thankfully, I was too young to feel any 

shame at this age, and the label of ‘Māori’ sat comfortably on my shoulders. This was in large part due 

to my strong connections with my own whānau and papakainga (homeland) outside of school life. 

My intermediate schooling shocked me into a new identity. Overnight, I wasn’t Māori anymore, 

largely for the same reasons that I was Māori in primary school. By intermediate, I was no longer Māori 

because I came from a home with two working parents. Far from meaning we were poor (as it had in 

primary school) this now classified me as rich. I lived in a house (not a flat) with two incomes. I was no 

longer working class, but middle class. Even having two parents was a privilege in itself. Being an only 

child meant that I enjoyed further advantages. I had my own bedroom, my clothes were not handed 

down from older siblings, and my toys and belongings were all mine. Rather than being poor, I was 

spoilt and wanted for nothing. My easy-to-pronounce Anglo name singled me out as Pākehā, as no one 
struggled to say it aloud or spell it out. My golden complexion was now considered fair and pale by 

comparison, which located me as part of the white minority rather than the brown majority. I lacked the 

common collective experiences of poverty that my brown peers shared. Yet the sharpest of contrasts 

was that I was now considered clever, having been bumped up to the highest groupings in reading, 

writing and mathematics. Far from being a poor, average brown kid, overnight I became a rich, clever 

white kid. I had come from a rich white school. For the first time, I felt ashamed of my indigenous identity, 

not because I was Māori, but because I wasn’t Māori enough. 

During my early secondary school years, I was once again defined by what I wasn’t, rather than 

by who I was. My first day of secondary school had me streamed into the top accelerate class out of six 

classes overall. While this was a multicultural school, where white students only marginally 

outnumbered brown, the system of streaming effectively divided Pākehā (in the top three classes) and 

Māori and Pasifika (in the bottom three classes). In an instant I was separated from my Māori and 

Pasifika peers, which only reinforced the perception that I wasn’t Māori. Instead, I was a clever Pākehā. 

Yet in the microcosm of my class, I struggled. I consistently fell in the bottom achievement range, thus 

at a class level I once again fulfilled the prophecy of being the ‘dumb, brown kid’. It was in the context 
of the classroom that feelings of shame would rise again. Shame that I couldn’t keep up academically. 

That I was too slow, and never had the right answers. Outside the classroom a different kind of shame 

would take hold. Here I felt the sting of not being accepted by my Māori and Pasifika counterparts.  I 

was too different from them, and therefore not seen as Māori. I was ‘one of the Pākehās’. 
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By the last two years of secondary school, I learned that success at school meant competition, 

and individualism. To achieve also meant not being Māori. By my final year I was the only Māori 

remaining in my year group, with all others having left school to enter into low paying jobs. After 

struggling with feelings of inadequacy and shame about who I was, by the last year of secondary school 
I actively rejected my Māori heritage. If I had wanted to be Māori, it was only to fit in with my Māori 

peers, even if none shared any classes with me. Otherwise, I could not find much pride in being Māori 

at school. 

In the final year of secondary school, I had no Māori peers left in my year group. By then, 

however, I didn’t want to be Māori at all. I had always had a core group of close Pākehā and Indian 

(inter-generational New Zealand) friends in my class, so I wasn’t socially isolated. I just needed to be 

smart about my subject choices in order to shake off the last strands of shame associated with being a 

‘dumb Māori’. My subject choices that year served me well academically, and I finished secondary 
school with a B Bursary and entrance into university the following year. 

If the schooling years took me away from my Māori identity, the university years were defined 

by my attempts to live out my resolution. I saw my start at university as a clean slate, where no one 

knew of my Māori background, and where I could just be Pākehā. Being Pākehā was easier. It was the 

key to academic success which unlocked the path to a happy, secure future. Based on this resolve, I 

rejected outright being considered as part of any Māori quota on my entrance to university, nor did I 

want to apply for any Māori scholarships. While I was completely supportive of Māori and Pasifika 

quotas for education, as I understood how equality and equity worked, I didn’t want to risk being seen 
as a ‘dumb Māori’ (again), who got by on handouts. In fact, I didn’t want to be seen as Māori at all.     

My first attempts to fly under the radar and ‘pass as white’ were thwarted, nonetheless, during 

the enrolment process to gain entrance to the Bachelor of Education programme. Here, the inevitable 

‘ethnicity’ question arose. Being a tick box exercise, I selected both Māori and Pākehā, thinking this 

was just a statistical exercise that would have no bearing on my identity. For those who ticked ‘Māori’ 

there was an additional option which asked “If Māori, would you like to be part of a group interview to 

take place in the Māori department on the marae?” Without hesitation I selected ‘No’. I was trying to 
leave my Māori self behind, and carve a new path as Pākehā. My answer was also based on the stress 

I felt just thinking about being interviewed in this context. Would I need to speak te reo Māori? Would 

they make me sing? What if I didn’t understand what they were asking me? No, I felt safer, more self-

assured to be questioned for suitability in a straight-forward, one-on-one interview and to be tested 

against every measure other than my cultural background or indigenous ethnicity.  

To my horror, on the day of the interview I discovered that I was to be interviewed as part of a 

group of four applicants within the classrooms of the Māori department. I felt sick to my stomach when 

I saw that each applicant had come prepared with two or three whānau members as support people 
(this had been stipulated as an option for those choosing to be interviewed in this way). I had come 

prepared to be interviewed alone in the mainstream by a panel of one or two interviewers. This was not 

only my expectation, but what I was comfortable doing. Individualism and competition. It hadn’t occurred 
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to me to drag my working parents away from their busy jobs for the day to attend a simple interview. I 

felt angry that my wishes had been overlooked, either by accident or on purpose, as the familiar feelings 

of shame crept up on me. I dared not show my anger, and struggled to contain my vulnerability. I had 

struggled to maintain my Māori identity in intermediate school, then I struggled to shed it at secondary 
school. Now I was being asked, or being told, to be Māori again, against my wishes. 

It was with a lot of discomfort, unease and distress that I sat alone at the interview table, 

alongside three other Māori candidates and their whānau. As the only applicant without a support 

person, I was made to sit at the far edge of the table, off to one side, to accommodate the numbers. 

Once again, I felt like I didn’t belong. One applicant wore the uniform of a well-known Māori girls’ college, 

which projected a confidence in herself, her language and culture, none of the qualities that I possessed 

or desired.  

Just beneath the surface was the familiar dread that came with being categorised as Māori. I 
was convinced that the interviewers would see me as Māori in the same way others had seen me as 

Māori. That I was either culturally or academically inferior, or both. That I wasn’t Māori enough to be 

here. That I was being judged, not on my suitability for the programme, but judged on whether I was 

Māori enough. Sitting alone and isolated, the instincts of my mainstream education kicked in. 

Individualism and competition.  

These survival skills and the resilience I learnt through mainstream education must have 

worked, as following my interview I was accepted and offered a place at the Auckland College of 

Education. Thankfully, I was placed in the mainstream programme. 

When I entered university the following year, I was assured of my whiteness. Over the next four 

years I did all I could to stay off the Māori radar. I rejected all optional Māori classes, and sat quietly at 

the back of the few compulsory ones. My friend group was exclusively non-Māori. Because most Māori 

students committed to the Māori faculty, there were very few in my circles anyway. I projected a Pākehā 

identity, and downplayed instances when asked if I had a Māori background. I felt threatened when I 

was seen as Māori, and did everything I could to show that I wasn’t. 

As much as education was the path that took me away from my Māori identity, it was education 
that would bring me back to it. After graduating from university in 1999, I started my first job as a primary 

teacher at a school where I could not hide as a Pākehā. This was because, as a former student of this 

school, my colleagues (formerly my teachers) knew me and my whānau. With the knowledge that I was 

indeed Māori, senior teachers would ask if I could play the guitar (I could) and therefore could I take the 

school’s junior kapa haka group? With no idea of what to do, other than to teach a few waiata and a 

haka I had found in some school resource books, I accepted this responsibility. This was more in an 

effort to please my employers in my first job, than to reconnect to a culture I had turned my back on. 

But over the course of the first two years, I began to realise that, although I was failing to ‘pass as white’, 
I wasn’t being perceived as a ‘stereotypical dumb Māori’, or someone who is ‘not Māori enough’ as I 

had been before.  
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Instead, teaching colleagues looked at my Māori heritage as an asset. I had never considered 

being Māori as something positive at school, thus was dumbstruck by the revelation. More importantly 

though, was the realisation that Māori children in my class related to me, and looked up to me. Although 

the majority of children at our school were Māori and Pasifika, I was the only Māori teacher on the staff. 
I was their Māori role model, in a school where so few existed.  

Over the following twelve years as a primary school teacher, I slowly re-embraced my Māori 

identity. This was not achieved through a process of learning my whakapapa (genealogy), or 

reconnecting with my people, as indigenous people are often persuaded to do. I was not ‘lost’. My 

culture was always inherently strong for me outside the field of education. Instead, my reconnection 

was a gradual acceptance of Māoritanga back into all aspects of my life, not just when I was with my 

whānau or amongst my iwi. I made a conscious decision to take up the space as a Māori woman and 

Māori teacher. I took my subverted Māori identity and made it a visible part of me once again. I 
embraced my blended identity, and adopted a considered stance against the notion that Māori needed 

to look or act in a certain way in order to be accepted as such.  

Re-embracing my Māori identity as a teacher and role model, while considering my mixed-race 

self, became a conscious and consistent balancing act. As a child I was at the mercy of how others’ 

perceived and categorised me, and I believed I had little agency over how I was identified. As an adult 

and an educator, re-embracing my identity was also about reclaiming my agency. Yet because I am 

mixed-race, I was always mindful of how I was perceived by the communities within which I worked. It 

was important to me to ensure that I didn’t come across as ‘another privileged white person’, 
someone in a position of authority who was seen as ‘speaking down’ to them. Instead, my challenge 

was to make my indigenous culture visible, recognised and valid. This was important for assuring the 

parents of Māori children at the schools I taught in that, through my own Māori worldview, I could see 

and understood their children as Māori. That I valued their cultural identities and aspirations.  

To do that, I needed to first value my own cultural identity.  
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Ko wai au - who am I? 

Ko au tenei: I am Māori  

“Only Māori who speak the language can really be Māori”.  

(A Māori colleague making a pointed remark about non-speakers, directed at me).                        

 

What makes me Māori today? What does ‘being Māori’ mean to me? How does my Māoritanga 

sit alongside my Pākehātanga? How do I reconcile my two cultural identities? And what does my mixed-

ness mean to me? 

Whakapapa 

One of the key concepts that is central to Māori identity is whakapapa. Although commonly 

translated to mean ‘lineage’ or ‘descent’ the Māori term ‘whakapapa’ has a literal meaning that 

describes ‘layering’, or to stack (Te Rito, 2007). In reference to genealogy, whakapapa refers to the 

overlaying, lineal lines of descent that demonstrate Māori interconnectedness. This interconnectedness 

is not limited to people, as the western concept of a family tree might be. Whakapapa also describes 

how Māori see themselves connected through to te taha wairua (the spiritual) and te taha kikokiko (the 

physical). Pere (1994) described whakapapa through the prefix whaka meaning ‘to be of’ and papa, 

from Papatūānuku, our Earth Mother. It is from Papatūānuku and our Sky Father Ranginui that we all 
descend. Papatūānuku is the land beneath our feet, the earth or whenua on which we reside.  

Therefore, to know myself as Māori is to know the ways in which I am connected. This includes 

my links through whakapapa to Papatūānuku, our earth mother, to whom I am bonded through our 

mountain and river. It is my connections to the ancestors from whom I descend. It is the ways that I 

navigate the duality of te taha wairua (the spiritual) and te taha kikokiko (the physical). These are 

connections that are not always visible, or seen. They are the subverted strands of identity that reside 

within, as an essential part of identity and belonging.  

Whakapapa ties are made tangible through the reciting of one’s pepeha. Pepeha is an 

elaborate and eloquent process that situates one’s belonging to a geographical location, confirms one’s 

connection to ancestors and present-day families, and names sites of significance, including marae and 

our waka.  
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Ko Tihirau te maunga 

Ko Whangaparaoa te awa 

The naming of these two geographical landmarks situates my ‘home’ to a physical location, and 
places me within a specific rohe (area) or my wider tribal region. It acknowledges a constant that has 

been present in our collective history as an iwi (tribe), and a hapū (sub-tribe). As such, my maunga 

(mountain) and my awa (river) have been witness to all past generations of my family, and will continue 

to stand witness to all future generations that come after me. Through this distinction, our maunga and 

awa are sacred to us, with a wairua and mauri (life force) of their own.  

My pepeha also names the people to whom I belong, including both my wider iwi (tribe) and my 

smaller, hapū (sub-tribe): 

Ko Te Whānau-a-Kauaetangohia te hapū 

Ko Te Whānau-a-Apanui te iwi. 

My iwi of Te Whānau-a-Apanui is, literally, ‘the family of Apanui’. This acknowledges our 

descent from our 17th century ancestor and tribal founding father, Apanui Ringamutu. Alongside Tihirau 

as the maunga and Whangaparaoa as the awa, the naming of ‘Te Whānau-a-Kauaetangohia’ or ‘the 

family of Kauaetangohia’ as the hapū not only expresses an additional emphasis to the geographic 

location of our identity, but to the people of the area as well. As a hapū, Te Whānau-a-Kauaetangohia 
takes its title from our marae of the same name. 

Whānaungatanga                                

As a people, Māori are far from homogenous. For Māori, distinction is routinely acknowledged 

through iwi and hapū connection. Here, diversity across Māori is acknowledged through tikanga and 

kawa (customs and protocols) that is distinct to each iwi. The reputations of respective iwi that have 

grown from many years of oral folklore are also celebrated. My own tribal label distinguishes me within 

the indigenous communities and brings with it another set of understandings about who I am. I am from 

Te Whānau-a-Apanui. I am a person of the coast, thus the sea is important to me and my wellbeing. 

Being in or close to the ocean calms and centres me. The ocean feeds and nourishes me, both ā tinana 
(physically) and ā wairua (spiritually). Being from Te Whānau-a-Apanui means descending from strong 

matriarchal lines. As a woman living within the iwi area of Te Arawa today, I am often reminded of our 

iwi reputation of having bold, strong-minded women. It is a reputation forged through the exploits of our 

tipuna, Mihi Kōtukutuku Stirling and her famous exchange at Ohinemutu in 19171.  

 
1 Mihi Kōtukutuku Stirling (born 1870) was a renowned chief of Te Whānau-a-Apanui. Even though the role was usually reserved 
for a male, both her parents were the senior people in their respective lines of descent. Although female, her status and 
whakapapa (lineage) gave Mihi the right to speak on the marae. This right was famously challenged by Mita Taupopoki of Te 
Arawa, at Ōhinemutu in 1917, with Mita repeatedly telling Mihi to sit down as she rose to speak. According to Ballara (1996) “Mihi 
responded by giving her whakapapa, which established her seniority to Mita through their common ancestor, Tamatekapua of Te 
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Knowing where I come from and being able to regularly connect to my tribal lands is important 

to me as an urbanised Māori. I was born and raised in Auckland, the largest city in Aotearoa-New 

Zealand. As such, I was part of the first generation of my whānau (family) to be born away from my 

mother’s tribal homeland of Whangaparaoa. My first connection to my whenua (tribal lands) was made 
as a four-week-old baby, brought home by my parents to meet my grandparents and the wider whānau. 

Although I was too young to remember, this was to be the first of many Christmas pilgrimages ‘home’ 

where my widespread whānau would travel from our urban lives to reconnect with each other, with the 

land and sea, and to mourn those whom we had lost in previous years. Here my connections to whānau, 

hapū (wider family), whenua (land), and tīpuna (ancestors) were nurtured by my Māori mother and 

Pākehā father, and reinforced through regular visits. I was immersed in traditional cultural practices 

where I learnt customs regarding the gathering of kaimoana (seafood), wāhi tapu (sacred places), and 

manaakitanga (ethic of caring for visitors). Our marae hosted many social gatherings. At family reunions 
and school jubilees, I listened avidly to stories retelling the history of the area, and our connection to it. 

Although we visited only once or twice a year, each encounter was rich in cultural learning and identity 

building.  

 

 Tihirau, at the mouth of the Whangaparaoa River  

 

 
Arawa. She then turned and exposed herself in the derisive act known as whakapohane, saying that he should not denigrate 
women, since a woman had given birth to him” (para. 7). 
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Although I am of the first generation on both sides of my family to be born and raised in an 

urban city, my Māori mother’s whakapapa, or lineage, reflects an unbroken, stable connection to the 

East Coast and the rural lands of Te Whānau-a-Apanui. This is where generation after generation of 

my family were raised and resided on tribal lands, living from the sustenance provided by the kai 
cupboards of the land and sea. From a young age, I had clear knowledge and understanding of my 

whakapapa lines of descent, the geographical location of my place of belonging and, to a certain extent, 

my cultural values and norms. This is not always the case for many urban Māori, who often become 

disconnected from their tribal areas through the processes of urbanisation and assimilation. Urban drift 

was prominent in the 1960s and 1970s when many Māori left their kāinga (home) to seek education 

and/or employment opportunities in the cities, often staying there to raise the subsequent generations 

of their families.  

Wairuatanga 

If whakapapa are the layered elements to which we as Māori connect, then wairua is the 
spiritual force that binds us to these elements. Wairuatanga is broadly understood to be the spiritual 

dimension of te ao Māori, or the Māori world. It is through wairua that we are linked to our past, to our 

ancestors and to the whenua and the world to which we are connected. Wairua therefore acknowledges 

the spiritual relationship that Māori have to each other and to the environment (Puketapu-Hetet, cited 

in Patterson, 1992, pp. 24-26).   

Across every row, each strand is revealed, then subverted.  

Revealed, subverted.  
Revealed and subverted. 

 In the ebb and flow of the weave, each strand intersects for a brief encounter,  

then diverges. 
So follows the path of the insider-outsider.  

At one time, 

revealed, 
achieved, 

visible, 

belonging.  
The next, 

subverted, 

hidden, 
separated, 

apart.  

It is a binary that can never be both  
visible and hidden  

at the same time.  

 

Except to me.  

Only I am privy to what lies above and below. 
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Of the many key values that are central to te ao Māori, such as manaakitanga (caring), 

whānaungatanga (relationships), auahatanga (creativity) and kaitiakitanga (guardianship) (Pere, 1988; 

1994; 1997), wairuatanga (spirituality) is arguably one of the principles that is among the most difficult 

to define (Valentine, et al, 2017). Patterson (1992) said that “...if we try to spell out what is involved, we 
have a problem ... but the difficulties are magnified when we venture into the realms of the spiritual” (p. 

76). The difficultly comes when we try to make sense of the concept of wairua in the context of the 

colonised world in which we live (Mark & Lyon, 2010). Through a colonised lens, wairuatanga is an 

intangible concept that, in my experience, gets reinterpreted as a type of ‘indigenous voodoo.’ For this 

reason, wairuatanga is the one aspect of my Māori identity that I keep to myself, for myself.  

Mark and Lyon (2010) identified two themes of wairuatanga, ‘family spiritual guides’ and 

‘spiritual tohu’ both of which I intrinsically relate to. For me, wairua is about connecting to your spiritual 

self, so that you can understand how you connect spiritually with your ancestors. Through nurturing 
your wairuatanga you learn to recognise, tap into and understand the tohu, or signs, that guide you 

through your world. Some of my decisions on what mātauranga (knowledge) and experiences I included 

or left out of this very personal thesis were made by consulting spiritual guides, in order to keep me 

safe on this journey. Although it is not something that I was always able to recognise or acknowledge, 

wairua has invariably been an integral part of my life. For me, wairua is the richest part of my Māori 

identity. I am guided by tohu (or spiritual signposts) as I navigate my world, so long as I am open to 

them. In the past, when I closed myself off to my taha Māori (my Māori side), I closed myself off to my 

taha wairua (spiritual side). In re-embracing my Māori identity, I allow wairua to become a natural and 
normal part of who I am. 

Durie’s (1994, 1995, 2006) model of Māori health, known as ‘Te Whare Tapa Wha’ (four-sided 

house), identified wairua as one of four key tenants for hauora, or overall wellbeing. These are taha 

tinana (physical wellbeing), taha whānau (the role of family), taha hinengaro (wellbeing of the mind) and 

taha wairua (the spiritual dimension). Durie’s model proposed that “should one of the four dimensions 

be missing or in some way damaged, a person, or a collective may become ‘unbalanced’ and 

subsequently unwell” (Ministry of Health, 2017, p. 2). The years during which I deliberately turned my 
back on my Māoritanga was the time in my life whereby my taha wairua was reawakened, in ways I 

could not ignore. By sharing various experiences that I couldn’t make sense of with my whānau, I 

learned to interpret what the world beyond the physical was trying to tell me. Although sceptical at first, 

accepting the teachings of my elders and opening myself up to my taha wairua was one of the first 

steps toward reclaiming my Māori identity.        

What does being Māori mean to me? 

Whakapapa, whānau and wairua are elements that make me Māori, and inform what it means 

to me to be Māori. When I embrace these elements, then being Māori spurs me into making a conscious 
commitment to my heritage, culture and language. This means working in spaces that advance Māori 

aspirations, such as in the field of Māori education. It means making a commitment to ensure my 

language and culture are passed to my daughter in a way that it is normalised in her life, rather than 
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something she can ‘turn on and off’ or leave at the door. It means living my life in a way that honours 

my tīpuna, to be an advocate for Māori, and to use my voice.    

While I know that I can ‘pass as white’, I have learned that the more comfortable I am in my 

skin, the less I am questioned about whether I am Māori, or if I am ‘Māori enough’. I am more confident 
in Māori spaces now, and no longer doubt myself about whether I belong. I see the world through a 

Māori lens. Rather than being ashamed of this position, I understand this to be a powerful asset. I am 

no longer reserved about being Māori. I am Māori at home, in the classroom, in the office, in the 

boardroom. I am a Māori teacher, educator. Most importantly, I am a Māori mother. With my daughter 

having the same fair complexion as mine, it is my obligation to ensure that she grows comfortable and 

confident in who she is, not turning her back on her Māori identity as I did. 

Ko au tenei: I am Pākehā 

“When I first saw you, I thought you were a Pākehā from the Pākehā wānanga”.  

(A Māori academic, surprised by my presence in his class, introducing himself to me by way of 
a ‘joke’). 

 

If I was asked to describe my Pākehā identity, I would invariably use terms such as stable, 

secure and unquestioned. Perhaps the only periods of contemplation and ‘unrest’ involved deciding on 

what label to use to self-identify - a choice that is, in itself, a privilege. On the surface, my use of the 

term ‘Pākehā’ is not based on any deep contemplation. It is simply adapted to describe the side of me 

that is non-Māori. If I were to critically reflect on reasons why identifying as Pākehā came relatively 

easily to me, I would have to admit that, aside from being comfortable fitting into social circles that 
promoted Pākehā norms, it was because ‘being Pākehā’ was how I was readily identified by others, 

especially by other Māori. It was as a young adolescent that I came to realise that I have the choice of 

many identity labels: New Zealander, New Zealand European, white New Zealander, Kiwi, as well as 

Pākehā New Zealander. This occurred at the same time that I was in the process of rejecting my Māori 

identity, thus I felt equally compelled to explore how I would consciously self-identify moving forward.       

I grew up in an era when the word Pākehā was widely considered to mean ‘white pig’. As a 

young child ‘Pākeha’ was a word I rarely heard used by white New Zealanders, as there was a lot of 

mistrust associated with the term. When I did hear the word ‘Pākehā’, it was often in a way that was 
deliberately provocative. Thus, as a young person, when I was called a “Pākehā” by other Māori children 

- which was often the case - I saw this as a double-edged sword. Firstly, I wasn’t Māori like they were, 

which immediately isolated me. Secondly, it was perceived as derogatory, such was the loaded nature 

of the word during the late 1970s and early 1980s of my childhood. My adult mind now understands 

that no ill-intentions were intended; that using this term to define me was based on little more than the 

fact that I looked less like the Māori children in question, and more like the other white New Zealanders 

they knew.  
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During my teenage years I toyed with a few labels, eventually settling on ‘New Zealand 

European’ as my nomenclature of choice. For me, this term avoided controversial or derogatory 

undertones. I was also drawn to the idea that this categorisation connected me to my colonial homeland, 

which I grew up believing to be Ireland (though I later found this to be Ulster, which is now Northern 
Ireland). This link to a colonial homeland made the term more specific than that of ‘New Zealander’ or 

‘Kiwi’, which I felt were too generic. I was also more comfortable describing this part of me using English, 

one of the languages of my heritage.  

In my early twenties I followed the time-honoured Aotearoa-New Zealand tradition of the OE, 

or Overseas Experience, moving to London in 2002. This was my first time in the British Isles, from 

where I made many trips to continental Europe. I visited Ireland a few times but had limited knowledge 

of where my ancestors originated, other than knowing they were from Northern Ireland. My travels and 

experiences of Great Britain and Europe taught me that these were not my places of belonging. 
Suddenly, it felt inane telling people from places like Spain, France, or Italy that I was a ‘New Zealand 

European’. I was not European, nor did I embrace the generic term ‘New Zealander’. It was half a world 

away from home where I finally embraced the term ‘Pākehā’ to describe myself, given the unique place 

it has in our context.  

Now in my early forties, I continue to embrace the term Pākehā. For me, being Pākehā is not a 

political statement but an identity that has been created through an entanglement with Māori. Thus, the 

entangled relationship between Māori and Pākehā is one that I embody, literally as well as culturally. 

My experiences of developing and naming my Pākehā identity are not unique to me. Many researchers 
and historians have revealed just how complex, fluid, and politically loaded this construct is (See 

Chapter 1).    

Despite being undeniably Pākehā I had few clues as to who I actually was and where I came 

from. This did not matter in terms of my identity, because any gaps in my knowledge about my heritage 

did not impede my sense of belonging to the majority group in Aotearoa-New Zealand. It was when this 

research required me to consider my dual world-view that I realised I did not really know how I saw the 

world as a Pākehā, let alone as a mixed-race Māori-Pākehā. As I considered the question, what makes 

me Pākehā? I found that I could not answer this in the same way that I could as someone who is Māori. 

This privilege is afforded to a majority group who occupy dominant positions of power. As a member of 

a majority group, it is difficult to explain the uniqueness of one’s worldview when your position is 

common to many and sets the normative standard.  

My Pākehā identity was built on my sense of belonging to an ‘in-group’, to use Tajfel’s (2010) 

analogy. I shared a current language and culture, but from where did this originate? Where did I come 

from? How did this form the values I have and how I saw the world, in addition to giving me membership 

to a group? Through my rudimentary knowledge of Aotearoa-New Zealand history I knew that the 
majority of settler immigrants, both pre- and post- signing of Te Tiriti o Waitangi - Treaty of Waitangi in 

1840, arrived from the British Empire, and that many New Zealanders claim to have ‘a bit of Irish, 

Scottish, English and/or Welsh’ ancestry. But who were these diverse groups, with their distinct cultures 
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and identities, when they came to these shores? How did they merge to become one of a number of 

‘New Zealand’ or ‘Pākehā’ identities that we relate to today?  

Resolving these questions was partly motivated by a desire to challenge the (mis)conception 

that Pākehā has no defined culture, a perception that often leads to Pākehā defaulting to a national 
identity, rather than an ethnic or cultural one (Fitzpatrick, 2016). To challenge perceptions that Pākehā 

is a homogenous, white identity, Bell (2006) urged Pākehā to examine their colonial past and their 

relationship with Māori as tangata whenua in order to understand who they are today. As Fitzpatrick 

(2016) posited, Pākehā identity is a “dynamic identity, always in a process of becoming, along a 

continuum of engagement with Māori” (p. i).        

Before I could examine this notion, I first needed to uncover the colonial and settler stories of 

my lineage. As fourth, fifth or possibly sixth generation New Zealanders, we (my family who are known 

to me) have no living memory of our family’s migration, nor any familial narratives to confirm our origins. 
This prompted me to explore where my ancestors came from in order to understand who they were, 

and what aspects of their homeland culture they brought with them to this land. From there, I wanted to 

discover how much of their homeland culture has been retained by us today, and what had changed 

over time. Finding out who my Pākehā ancestors were thus became a parallel line of personal inquiry 

that informed this research.  

Tracing my colonial roots 

For my father’s family, relocation was nothing unusual. Dad had moved to, and lived in, several 

Central North Island towns and villages as a child growing up in the 1950s and 1960s. His parents, both 

South Islanders, had eloped to the town of Taihape in the central North Island in the 1940s. In doing 
so, they made a conscious decision to cut themselves off from their large, extended families and make 

their own way in the world. 

The distance between the South Island towns where my grandparents were raised 

(Southbridge in Canterbury, and Greymouth on the West Coast), and the North Island towns where dad 

and his siblings were raised, afforded scarce contact across the family. My father never met any of his 

grandparents, and ultimately, his nuclear family of himself, parents and siblings were all he had in the 

way of family. Occasionally, an aunt or uncle would travel up north, but these visits were few and far 

between.                                    

Although contact with extended family was limited, and my father knows little about our lineage, 

I grew up hearing two often-repeated mantras from my Pākehā grandparents. My grandfather would 

frequently and vigorously exclaim that ‘we’re Irish!’ while my grandmother repeatedly drilled into us that 

‘we’re not Catholic!’. Since my parents and I do not attend church and are not religious, it was hard to 

define what we were, only that we were ‘not Catholic’. Growing up in the 1980s and 1990s, my 

knowledge of Ireland and Catholics was confined to what I saw on the news in terms of ‘the troubles’, 

and the violent conflict between Irish Republicans and British loyalists. Although the conflicts were not 
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religious in nature, the two groups were conveniently pigeon-holed as Catholics versus Protestants. 

This confused me further as the name ‘Adams’ was prominent at this time with Gerry Adams being the 

head of the Irish Republican Party, Sinn Fēin, and therefore (in my unsophisticated mind) Catholic. As 

an ‘Adams’ I knew we were Northern Irish, but not Catholic, so we were different to this very well-known, 
very Irish and anti-British ‘Adams’. Yet we were also Adams’ who were ‘Irish, not poms!), as my 

grandfather so vigorously claimed, so maybe we were similar? These questions made me very 

confused growing up. 

Similar to how I tried hard to be seen, or not seen, as Māori (depending on the context), being 

seen to be ‘not Catholic’ was important to my grandmother. While I will never know why, I can only 

imagine that she had experienced some sort of discrimination around her identity that she wanted to 

protect us from. Her attitude was reinforced on my 15th birthday, when I received a small, paua shell 

‘cross’ pendant on a necklace as an innocent birthday gift from a school friend. Coming home with it 
around my neck drew a tongue-in-cheek, yet light-hearted comment from my father, who remembered 

my grandmother’s peculiar suspicions about such things – “your nana would turn in her grave if she 

saw you wearing that!”  

Other than my surname, Adams, and grandmother’s maiden name, Stephen, these were the 

only clues I had about my identity. With no extended family members to call upon I was compelled to 

approach my family research in the manner of a genealogist uncovering one’s family tree, and as an 

historian building a narrative based on multiple sources. These sources included immigrants’ passenger 

lists containing crucial information, such as place of origin, occupation, marital status and date of arrival 
in Aotearoa-New Zealand; articles published in local newspapers reporting on wedding notices and 

obituaries; birth, deaths and marriages records; published letters between family members; as well as 

the service records of soldiers who served in World Wars I and II. These sources were crucial for 

informing my subsequent examination of colonial/settler identities and links to my Pākehā identity today. 

As my doctoral research unfolded, so did my Pākehā family tree. Over the course of three 

years, I traced my colonial roots. On my Pākehā father’s side of the family I am a fourth generation New 

Zealander. I descend from eight great-great grandparents, all of whom immigrated to Aotearoa-New 
Zealand between 1862 and 1874. Six of my ancestors immigrated as independents, and subsequently 

met and married their spouses in this country. Two of my great-great grandparents married in their 

home country of Scotland and emigrated as a married couple. All my ancestors were British; two arrived 

from Ireland (as Protestant Ulster-Scots, in what is now Northern Ireland), two from England and four 

from Scotland. All eight were Presbyterian, which supported the family narrative that we were definitely 

‘not Catholic’. I also came to understand my ‘Irish/not Irish’ identity. My ‘Adams’ ancestors lived in the 

area that is now known as Northern Ireland prior to the 1900 partition. Through immigration records, I 

was able to confirm that four of my ancestors came to Aotearoa-New Zealand as assisted immigrants.  

These are the eight colonial strands of my Pākehā identity. Revealing who my ancestors were, 

and drawing on multiple historical sources, enabled me to weave the narratives of their colonial/settler 

identities. The narratives of the eight great-great grandparents provided rich details outlining their lives 
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as immigrants and settlers, from which I could build a sense of their identities. It is within these narratives 

that I have extrapolated key threads of my Pākehā identity that remain relevant today. I also located the 

social and cultural fibres of identity that we, the subsequent generations, moved away from as we 

evolved from ‘British’ to ‘New Zealander’ to Pākehā’.  

What does it mean to be Pākehā? 

Prior to this research and the associated tracing of my family lineage, I had never contemplated 
deeply what it means to be Pākehā, other than to explore which ‘label’ sits most comfortably with me. 

Being Pākehā has never been about having a cultural identity, but rather, a sense of nationalist identity, 

a way of saying that I am from Aotearoa-New Zealand. Uncovering my colonial lineage was an 

interesting journey but, perhaps surprisingly, one that has not had a profound impact on who I am and 

how I see the world.  Yet, as a bicultural person, my Pākehātanga and how I see the world as Pākehā 

is informed by my Māoritanga.  They are constant companions.     

Ko au tenei: I am Māori-Pakehā 

 
“Why are you doing this research? It’s not Māori enough! Waste of time!”   

(A Māori manager, commenting on my bicultural Master of Education thesis) 

 

As a mixed-race person I claim many identity labels. I am at once Pākehā, Māori and bicultural. 

While there are times when I lean wholly on one identity over the other, at other times my cultural, 

political and social outlooks converge to form a bicultural identity. There are deep parts of my 

Māoritanga that sit fully within te ao Māori (such as wairuatanga), and there are parts of my Pākehā self 
that I have to reconcile with my Māori side, such as my colonial ancestry. 

However, a lot of my Māori-ness is inextricably interwoven with my Pākehā side, and vice-

versa. While internally there are parts of my identity that are distinctly Māori or Pākehā, externally I 

present more like ‘milk and coffee’, blended to the point where it is impossible to tell where one ends 

and the other begins.    

How we experience our mixed-ness is unique to each mixed-race individual. As someone who 

is bicultural, it is important for me to think of my identity as both an internal connectedness and belonging 

to culture, as well as an external projection of how I look, or more importantly how I am perceived. I 
know that it is not enough for me to claim a Māori identity and then expect everyone to just ‘get it’. 

Whether I like it or not, I have learnt over the years that there will always be situations in which I have 

to explain who I am, or justify why I am taking up a space reserved for Māori. It is something I have 

come to accept.   
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Being bicultural therefore is not just about how I see myself, but how others see and respond 

to me. The assumptions that others make about who I am create situations that I need to navigate. This 

is what Webber (2007) described as the ‘third space’ (p. 44). It is a space of potential, of constant 

negotiation, and shifting boundaries.     

What does it mean to be Māori-Pākehā? 

For me, being Māori and Pākehā has little to do with ‘trying to walk in two worlds.’ It is more 

about the way I negotiate the contexts in which I live and work, and how I position myself, respond to, 

or interact with other Māori and Pākehā across these spaces. In navigating these multiple contexts, I 

am guided by three principles:  

1. Being Māori-Pākehā means not making assumptions about how the world ‘sees’ me. 

As a mixed-race person, I do not present as ‘obviously’ Māori or Pākehā. I have learnt over 

many years not to assume how people perceive me. I recall one experience when I was with a group 
of ‘kiwi’ friends in London, all of whom were Pākehā and had known me for some time. Two of our 

group, a married couple, entered into a heated argument in front of me when the husband expressed 

surprise at finding out that I was mixed-race, being both Māori and Pākehā. The volleys went back-and-

forth between “how could you not know she was Māori, I thought she was only Māori!” to “How does 

she look Māori to you? I can only see Pākehā! While I looked on somewhat bemused by their exchange, 

it was a telling lesson for me. It gave me an insight into why I am treated differently by different people 

across differing contexts. I am perceived and assigned identities in ways that are often out of my control. 

These experiences of being bicultural have taught me not to assume that I will be seen, recognised or 
immediately accepted, as either Māori or Pākehā. Sometimes, it is up to me to make my cultural 

heritages ‘visible’ to others. 

This is particularly true as a bicultural researcher. I live and work in a time where Māori 

research, conducted by Māori, for Māori, is highly valued. It has been advantageous to position myself 

as a Māori researcher and has afforded me many opportunities. My work is in Māori education, and my 

research is concerned with Māori identity. Yet, after all these years I continue to question myself. Am I 

Māori enough to work in Māori education? Can I really call myself a Māori researcher? Will I be accepted 
as a Māori researcher in my field? I hold a distinguished Māori doctoral scholarship and am frequently 

invited to contribute a Māori perspective to academic discussions through book chapters, papers or 

conference presentations. Nevertheless, I continue to be confronted and questioned by Māori, and so 

I will always be in the habit of pausing to reflect and ask myself ‘do I belong in this space?’ or ‘I am the 

right person to be in this space?’ 
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2. Being Māori-Pākehā requires me to be observant in a given situation or context, to 
assess how I have been positioned, then to evaluate how to respond appropriately. 

As stated above, I am perceived and regarded in ways that are often out of my control. As 

someone who can ‘fly under the radar’ so to speak, I regularly find myself in situations where people 
will see me either as an ally or as a threat. When viewed as an ally people will openly share their views 

with me, believing that I will align or subscribe to their way of thinking. I have been told by Pākehā that 

‘people who commit crimes and bludge off the government don’t look like us’, thereby aligning me to 

their prejudices or racist views. I have been told by Pākehā that ‘people who queue up at KFC don’t 

look like us’, again making multiple assumptions about me personally and Māori in general. I have been 

told that ‘Māori researchers give themselves Māori names so they can claim funding and scholarships, 

instead of just using their ‘real’ names’, implying that Māori researchers are somehow cheating the 

system, or using an unfair advantage. It is likely that none of these people would have shared their 
views with me had they realised I am a proud Māori woman. 

At the same time, I have been told by Māori that Pākehā are the enemy, the colonists, and 

cannot be trusted. I have been told by some Māori that they would never allow Pākehā into their whanau 

and will only settle for Māori partners for their children. I have had Māori treat me in a distrustful manner, 

upon learning that I am Pākehā. At my own uncle’s tangihanga (funeral) I was asked by a Māori 

kaumatua (elder) to explain what business I had being at the marae.  

As someone who is both Māori and Pākehā, all of these scenarios are uncomfortable and 

personally hurtful. When it is revealed to these people that I am essentially a target of their racism, the 
response is either a type of deference (‘oh, but not you, you’re different!’) or a nonchalant belligerence 

(‘sorry for what I said, but not sorry because I still think it’s true!’). These situations occur when people 

view me as being the same as them. 

Conversely, there are situations where people view me as different from them, and therefore a 

threat. One of the most powerful examples of this was during my time as a primary teacher. I taught in 

many low decile schools with Māori children whose backgrounds were marked by poverty and, in some 

cases, violence. These children were from families who treated Pākehā authority figures with suspicion. 
As a teacher, I wanted to reach out and form relationships with these parents for the benefit of their 

children. Yet again, I was mindful of how I was perceived. Although I am Māori, this is not always 

obvious to others, and I did not want to be perceived as ‘another Pākehā in a position of power telling 

Māori parents what to do’. In these situations, I made no assumptions about how I was seen before 

engaging with them. Thus, I would initiate engagement with Māori parents, as Māori do, by way of 

making connections through whakapapa. Sometimes this was as simple as asking ‘no hea koe? Where 

are you from?’ and always following up with ‘no Te Whānau-a-Apanui ahau’. For these Māori parents, 

this type of exchange usually broke the ice and allowed me to cross the divide from being a threat to 
an ally. I was no longer seen as different, thus whānaungatanga, or relationship building, could occur.  
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At times I was unable to connect to Māori parents, although Māori myself. Perhaps 

circumstantial factors kept a distance between us that a shared ethnicity could not bridge. In these 

situations, I would respectfully engage with the parents, mindful that I was being kept at arms-length. I 

didn’t take this personally. Instead, I understood their reluctance to engage with what they saw as a 
Pākehā authority figure. 

There are also times when Pākehā (particularly Pākehā working in Māori spaces) will view me 

as Māori and be nervous around me. Usually, this results from being worried about offending me 

(unintentionally) by mispronouncing Māori words or making a faux pas regarding tikanga (protocols). In 

these instances, I remind them that I am Pākehā too, and that I can be just as nervous in Māori spaces. 

In this way I utilise my bicultural background to cross a divide between them and me, creating a shared 

space in which we can both be comfortable.       

3. Being Māori-Pākehā is about taking a position. 

In these multiple and varied instances, being Māori-Pākehā compels me to reflect on the 

moment and make critically informed decisions about how to respond. Do I continue to hide that side 

of me which is invisible in this situation? Do I ‘out myself’ and bring that side of me which is being 

‘othered’ to confront the situation? Do I utilise my mixed-race background to build bicultural bridges with 

those who view me as different? Or do I just let things be? How I respond depends on the context, and 

how I am feeling in the moment. Sometimes I will take a position. At other times I remain silent. I pick 

my battles as a means of self-preservation.  

For mixed-race people, the phrase ‘walking in two worlds’ is commonly used. As a Māori-
Pākehā person it is not always my goal to find a balance, or to walk in both worlds simultaneously. At 

times I am obligated to evaluate the context and actively take a position one way or the other. 

Sometimes, I take a stand as Māori, and at other times as Pākehā. I don’t always default to a bicultural 

viewpoint. 

Unpacking the research  

“By the time I left school, I didn’t want to be Māori anymore”.     

 

From the moment I made this assertion as an eighteen-year-old, emerging from thirteen years 

in mainstream education, my identity journey has been one of rejection, reclamation and reconciliation.  
Today, I not only walk within two worlds, but also navigate across and between them. Yet this research 

was not about understanding the ways in which I reclaimed my identity. Instead, I was interested in 

understanding how things had unravelled in the first place, to the point where I was willing to actively 

suppress my Māori culture and live a life where I would ‘pass as white’.  
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My interest in stripping back the issues that caused this identity rejection was informed by my 

multiple positions as a researcher, primary school teacher and leader in Māori education. I was further 

motivated by the fact that my Māori, Pākehā and bicultural identity experiences are ones that I cannot 

locate within the research literature. Most importantly however, this research was inspired by my role 
as the mother of a blonde-haired, fair-skinned, bicultural, bilingual, Māori-Pākehā pre-school daughter. 

I have aspirations that she grows to be confident in her skin, with a secure sense of her bicultural 

identity. 

As I initially reflected on my identity journey in the early stages of this research, I came to realise 

that the most challenging times for me were when I was at school. This revelation guided the scope of 

the research, prompting me to frame the inquiry around my primary, intermediate and secondary school 

experiences.     

Locating myself in the research  

This research is located within the fields of identity, culture and education. I was motivated to 
contribute another voice to these fields since my experiences are ones that I cannot locate in current 

research. This finding could be attributed to the reality that identities are complex, layered and 

constantly evolving. Identities do not develop in isolation, nor are they solely a product of the ethnic and 

cultural heritages into which one is born.  

The social groups to which we belong, and the groups we feel excluded from, are influential. 

From a sociological perspective, these include our micro level groups (family, peer-groups), meso-level 

groups (school, cultural and ethnic groups) and macro level groups (societies and nations) to which we 

belong. Social identity researchers suggested that socialisation through shared cultural practices plays 
an important role in fostering secure identities (Borell, 2005; Durie, 1995; Houkamau et al, 2021; Moeke-

Pickering, 1996; Rata, 2012; Te Huia, 2015). In my formative schooling years, my sense of self was 

grounded in the social relationships I navigated at school. Yet, as a mixed-race child, often it was not 

the similarities but rather the cultural differences that informed my identity.    

Māori identity research is also problematic for me. Rata (2012) found that Māori cultural 

engagement, measured by indicators of te reo Māori proficiency, whakapapa (ancestry) knowledge, 

and marae participation, supports an ethnic identity. This in turn promotes psychological wellbeing. 

While I was raised with strong connections to my Māori heritage, I was unable to translate this into a 
stable Māori identity at school, mostly due to the identity I was ascribed at school rather than the 

subjective identity I considered to be my own (Moya, 2009). Durie (2003b) shed some light on this 

dilemma for me through his assertion that for Māori “Cultural identity depends not only on access to 

culture and heritage but also on the opportunity for cultural expression and cultural endorsement within 

society’s institutions” (p. 68). Similarly, in her research, Rata (2012) assessed the effects of Māori 

cultural promotion on individual ethnic identity development, finding that the more Māori culture was 

promoted, the stronger the ethnic identity of students was likely to be. Borell (2005) also revealed that 
cultural knowledge was a strong component of Māori identity for urban Māori secondary school 
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students. This included knowing their tribe, being somewhat familiar with its location, having some 

awareness and active engagement with their tribal marae, and possessing some degree of fluency with 

te reo Māori. Active participation at school in cultural activities such as kapa haka was cited as important 

in both Rata’s (2012) and Borell’s (2005) research. Borell referred to these as “conventional factors of 
Māori identity” (p. 8) and noted that many of her participants had varying degrees of knowledge of, or 

engagement, with them.  

Yet, as someone who is biculturally Māori this was not my experience. The intermediate school 

I attended would have easily aligned with the features described by both Rata and Borell as beneficial 

for Māori identity formation. This school actively engaged in a number of Māori cultural activities as part 

of the curriculum, including learning te reo, performing waiata and haka, overnight stays at the local 

marae, and engaging in powhiri and karakia. Yet amongst other Māori children, these activities did little 

more than to highlight the ways in which I was different from them. I did not look the same as other 
Māori children, nor did I enjoy Māori cultural activities, though this was more about my discomfort with 

performance, particularly if it involved singing and/or dancing on a stage or in front of a crowd.  

While research indicates that cultural knowledge is an important component of developing a 

secure Māori identity, these cultural practices were more threatening than encouraging for me within a 

school setting. Although I was well connected to my whānau, iwi and hapu, and this affirmed my Māori 

identity outside of school, cultural knowledge and engagement in cultural practices within a school 

setting were less relevant to me. As I got older, I avoided engaging in cultural activities at school 

because I did not want to be seen as being Māori and risk the shame of being thought of as 
underachieving, underprivileged, disenfranchised, or a failure at school (Sherriff, 2009). With this in 

mind, I can relate to Steele’s (1995) theory of stereotype threat. Steele has warned that, when faced 

with stereotype threat, individuals seek to dis-identify with the formerly valued social identity. Others 

noted that this occurs through significantly reduced involvement with the social domain, or by 

abandoning the domain altogether (Woodcock et al, 2012). This was a slow process for me, from 

intermediate through to secondary school. I turned my back on being seen as Māori, something I had 

been so proud of when at primary school.  

Being mixed-race means learning the rules of two cultures and finding ways to traverse both 

(Schwartz & Unger, 2010). My challenge was to navigate an indigenous, minority and marginalised 

culture that is situated within a colonial majority to which I also belong. This proved to be challenging 

for me as my early Māori identity development floundered during my years of trying to negotiate a 

mainstream education system. I failed to conform to prevalent narratives of ‘how to be’ Māori, such as 

speaking the language and ‘looking’ Māori. At home with whānau, and beyond school, my Māoritanga 

was normalised. It was only at school that I felt alienated and stigmatised to the point where I wished 

for my teachers and peers to see me as Pākehā. 

Rightly or wrongly, my dual heritages gave me the ability to cope with stereotype threat by 

hiding behind my ‘whiteness’. I was able to ‘fly under the radar’ and navigate an education system that 

not only reflected white, middle-class values, but in which some teachers held low expectations of Māori 
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and Pasifika children (Blank et al, 2016). I may have avoided being branded as a ‘dumb Māori’, but the 

fear of this stigma catching up with me was never far from the surface.   

Much of the research in other countries highlighted a need for greater understanding of mixed-

race children in the classroom. There continues to be little recognition of mixed-races in education, with 
teachers lacking knowledge on how to support a mixed-race child (Demie & McLean, 2017; Dewan, 

2008; Lewis, 2016; Morely, 2016). As Lewis and Demie (2019) stated, “Although academic success 

might depend on a positive racial and ethnic identity, mixed-race identities are often invisible in the 

classroom, and not affirmed in school life” (p. 2068). These authors claimed that mixed-raced children 

are often rendered invisible by inaccurate or assumed racial categorisations that do not always align 

with the way children see themselves. Blank et al (2016) argued that the problem lies with teachers 

holding low expectations of minority children through conscious or unconscious bias. When viewed from 

a deficit position, mixed-race children become susceptible to harmful stereotypes about themselves, 
leading to negative effects on their self-esteem, identity development and academic achievement 

(Demie & McLean, 2017; Lewis, 2016; Morely, 2016).  

Research from the United States confirmed that, for mixed-race people, identities are likely to 

change and adapt, depending on social contexts (Burke & Kao, 2013; Pew Research Centre, 2015; 

Renn, 2004). Pang (2018) observed that “Mixed-race individuals make sense of their mixed heritages 

by drawing on interactions with intimate others from their social networks” (p. 414). The fluid nature of 

mixed identities is believed to be a mix of biology, family upbringing and the perception that others have 

about them (Pew Research Centre, 2016). My experiences indicate a fluidity to my bicultural identity 
that lends itself to a desire to either conform to, or deny, these perceptions. Often, this fluidity is engaged 

with in an attempt to fit in, or to avoid being aligned with negative stereotypes.  

As an educator and researcher, I am intrigued by the ways in which mixed-race people navigate 

educational spaces, and how we see ourselves in these spaces. Thus, schools are a key site of interest 

in this research. My aim was to understand the role of schools as sites of identity formation, and explore 

concepts such as peer group behaviour, curriculum, educational policy, and power relations within the 

education system. As a mixed-raced woman, I am also interested in the role of culture in the classroom 
and in wider school settings, and how mixed-race individuals utilise their ‘mixed-ness’ to make choices 

about who they are in order to navigate the system. During my influential school years, I was not only 

learning how to navigate an education system, but how to maintain both of my cultural identities. 

Ultimately, I learned to do this at secondary school and university through standing in my Pākehā-ness, 

and suppressing my Māori-ness. It was only when I became a teacher, mentor and leader within the 

same education system that I learnt how to express my Māori identity in a positive way.    

The question ‘who am I?’ is no longer one that I seek to resolve in terms of my identity. Instead, 

I have learnt to continuously ask how I might be perceived (either as Māori, Pākehā, both or neither), 
or what my ethnicity is assumed to be in any given situation. I have learned to look at an issue from 

multiple perspectives. I evaluate how I am seen in any situation, and how I can best make a contribution 

to it. Sometimes, this means making myself ‘visibly Pākehā’ and aligning with other Pākehā to help 
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advance a situation. This does not mean aligning with Pākehā against Māori, but bringing Pākehā into 

Māori spaces in order to de-mystify those spaces for them. I know that Māori spaces can seem hostile 

at times. Sometimes, I am the hostile Māori in the room.  

Thus, the question ‘who am I?’ is no longer one that I am threatened by, nor does it form the 
basis of my research. Rather, I am encouraged to look beyond my experiences as a child, and consider 

my roles today as a bicultural teacher, educator and researcher. My intention is to find purpose in the 

learnings I gained from an autoethnographic critique of my schooling experiences and apply these to 

the educational contexts across which I work.     

My approach to this research    

        
In this research, I adopted a critical autoethnographic approach. This was motivated by my 

experiences of identity as the daughter of a Māori mother and Pākehā father, and mother of a bicultural 

child. As an autoethnography, I held the dual roles of researcher and participant. Through reflective 

examination, I explored the ways in which I negotiated my identity as I navigated my primary, 
intermediate and secondary school years. By applying a critical lens to these experiences, I sought to 

understand how I responded to situations that I found myself in, at the schools I attended, and the 

subsequent identity choices I made. While autoethnography is an approach that places personal 

experience at the heart of the research, it is equally important to understand the contexts within which 

these experiences are located. Context then became another key component of this research. In order 

to understand how my identity developed, I needed to understand the circumstances that were 

influential to this process.  

Education is a key context that I examined. The ways in which I saw myself as Māori (or not 

Māori) during my schooling experiences was a recurring theme in this research. I sought to understand 

how my white, middle-class primary school made me ‘feel Māori’; how my brown, working-class 

intermediate school made me question my Māori-ness; and how my multicultural secondary school 

made me turn away from ‘being Māori’. Through examining these three sites of identity development, I 

drilled down on a number of educational themes that had a direct impact on me. These included white 

flight, streaming, enrolment zones, teacher expectations and bias, and pedagogical approaches.       

While education is the core focus for my research, I also examined the wider context of 
Aotearoa-New Zealand as a unique bicultural setting. The defining feature of biculturalism in Aotearoa-

New Zealand is Te Tiriti o Waitangi-Treaty of Waitangi, an agreement signed in 1840 by the indigenous 

Māori and British representatives of the Crown (Orange, 1989). Today the Treaty forms the bicultural 

foundation of this nation and is the basis of an ongoing political partnership between Māori, as tangata 

whenua, and Pākehā.  Despite the creation of the Treaty, which was largely ignored following its signing, 

Aotearoa-New Zealand was subjected to the colonisation process, relegating Māori to the deficit 

position in the bicultural ‘partnership’ (Adams, 2014). Māori language and culture were decimated to 

the brink of near extinction by the 1970s and 1980s. Conversely, Pākehā New Zealand became the 
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dominant culture of this nation, favourably topping statistics that point to socio-economic success 

(Bishop et al, 2003; Statistics New Zealand [SNZ], 2013). This history is widely examined and 

documented, and it was not my intention to re-examine it. Instead, I needed to acknowledge and 

understand the political, social and historical relationship between colonised and coloniser, and how it 
played out in my identity development. My childhood experiences point to an ongoing ‘grappling’ with 

seeing myself as Māori as the inferior of my two cultural identities. Thus, an exploration of my Māori 

identity over my Pākehā side dominates this bicultural identity research. Only by coming to terms with 

my Māori identity in a positive light, could I attain a bicultural identity. My Pākehā identity, on the other 

hand, was more stable and secure over time. I learnt to engage my Pākehā identity as a survival and 

coping mechanism, because I could easily blend in with the mainstream dominant culture.  

These experiences locate me in a bicultural world today. At work and home, I constantly 

traverse the boundaries between Māori and Pākehā worlds. I have crossed from mainstream education 
as a primary school teacher, to an educator in a wānanga2. I am a student at a mainstream university, 

The University of Auckland. My doctoral supervisors are Pākehā and Māori. I am comfortable in (most) 

western research spaces, either as a Māori researcher or a Pākehā ally to other non-Māori in the 

advancement of educational opportunity and achievement for Māori. I engage in academic reflections 

of what it means to be Pākehā as an insider myself, albeit one with an insider perspective of Māori as 

well. I continue to consciously remain engaged in mainstream, university education. I lead research 

(rangahau) at a large Māori tertiary education provider. In this role, I advocate for Rangahau Māori and 

lead the direction our wānanga takes in the Māori world of Rangahau, an indigenous space of inquiry 
that does not seek to be validated by western research (Te Wānanga o Aotearoa, 2015). As Rangahau 

Lead, it is important for me to be seen as a kairangahau (Māori researcher) in my own right, to bring 

credibility to this role.  

I also navigate te ao Māori me te ao Pākehā (the Māori and Pākehā worlds) as mother to a pre-

school daughter. As a parent who struggled to be Māori at school my aspiration is to give our daughter 

a different educational experience from what my partner and I, her bicultural parents, experienced. From 

the outset, we committed ourselves to Kohanga Reo as an early childhood pathway so she can be 
immersed in te reo Māori and develop a positive sense of self as Māori. As research on bilingualism 

confirmed, we are navigating our daughter’s code-switching (May, Hill & Tiakiwai, 2004). English is the 

language she uses at home and te reo Māori is her language at school. As bicultural parents, our 

challenge is to overcome our language deficits and normalise te reo Māori at home to support our 

daughter’s ongoing development. Fostering a positive identity for both her cultures will be an ongoing, 

lifelong commitment for us, one that will not be left to chance. While it is natural to want her to be 

confident as Māori, I am keen to avoid over-compensating by making her a reluctant speaker of English, 

or embarrassed to be Pākehā. Thus, as a parent (and educational researcher) I continuously review 

 
2 Wānanga is a legally recognised tertiary education provider in Aotearoa-New Zealand, that is underpinned by tikanga and te 
reo Māori, and is obligated by law to promote, protect and uphold Māori knowledge, values, language and culture. There are 
three wānanga in Aotearoa-New Zealand. 
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and critically observe our multicultural society, and look for opportunities that nurture our daughter as a 

bicultural child, while being alert to situations that create ‘them versus us’ paradigms.    

Research questions  

   
Through a reflective examination of my schooling experiences, this research sought to 

understand how schools can support Māori-Pākehā children to develop positive mixed-race identities. 
Through a critical examination of my personal journey, I asked: 

• How did my three schools, as sites of socialisation and knowledge production, influence 

my identity development as a mixed-race individual? 

• In what ways did I utilise my mixed-raced background to navigate the school system? 

Building on the critical analysis of these questions, I turned my examination to the present day. 
Weaving literature with lived experiences, I examined what it means to be both Māori and Pākehā in 

today’s world by asking: 

• How can schools support Māori-Pākehā children to develop positive bicultural identities?                                 

How this autoethnographic research is framed 

In this autoethnographic research I adopted three voices. The first was a ‘narrative voice’ in 

which I recounted my lived experiences. This voice paints a picture of the contextual backdrop against 

which I was raised. The second was my ‘researcher’ voice. Here, I critically analyse my lived 
experiences to unfold the journey taken towards establishing a researcher identity. The third was my 

‘poetic voice’. I used this to reveal my underlying being and make myself visible in the narratives that 

point to invisibility and internal struggle.     

 

                                 What do you see, 

When you see me?  
Do you see you, when you see me? 

Or do you see through the parts of me 

That are like you, so you only see 
The parts of me, that separate we? 

Will we ever connect, you and me? 

Or will I always be seen, 
Suspiciously? 

What do you see 

When you see me?  
What do you see, when I am unseen? 
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Rangahau. Ranga-ahau. To ranga (weave or un-weave) ahau (ourselves), first we must be 

prepared to see where the kaupapa takes us. Then, we must be brave enough to go there (Davis, 

2016). 

Creating a pathway for this research to unfold was inspired by these words. In describing the 
process of research from a Māori perspective of rangahau, this laid the path before me, paving my 

journey of navigation through weaving, un-weaving and re-weaving of self. Stemming from the multiple 

interpretations of rangahau, this word is commonly used to translate the western term, ‘research’. One 

interpretation applies to the root word ranga as in raranga, which as a verb refers to weaving in the 

Māori tradition. As a noun, raranga signifies direction or bearing, thus ‘knowing where you are going’. 

The root word ranga describes ‘a rising up from the roots.’ Ahau refers to the self. In this context, 

rangahau or to ranga-ahau describes a process of examination through weaving, un-weaving and re-

weaving of self. It signifies a building of self from the ‘roots up’ and finding direction.   

The metaphor of the weaver, one who weaves and un-weaves the ‘self’, is embedded in my 

research. This thesis is a carefully crafted consequence of my conscientious weaving of warps and 

wefts.  As a critical weaver I have examined each thread of my identity, in isolation, from the waxy, 

superficial, protective layers of the surface, to the essential, life sustaining veins beneath. I have 

interrogated the intersections where warp and weft meet, become entangled, create tensions, and 

eventually, settle and find their place. I have explored the emerging and submerging of my warp and 

wefts strands, the parts of my identities that are simultaneously ‘seen’ and ‘unseen’. 

As the sole participant/research ‘insider’ I realised that I needed to gain a deeper understanding 
of Māori and Pākehā identities, worldviews, and aspirations as discreet entities, before I could make 

sense of how these worlds can be woven together to create a hybrid outlook and a dual sense of 

belonging. What began as an investigation of bicultural, mixed-raced identity quickly evolved into a 

separation of my warp and weft strands. I engaged in a deeper examination of what it means to me to 

be Pākehā. I uncovered my previously unknown colonial heritage and found links between the 

aspirations of my ancestors and the way in which I see the world today. I unravelled my indigenous 

mind, as I came to understand the gifts of a uniquely Māori identity that has been passed down to me 
from my tīpuna. Finally, from my position as a teacher, I stripped back the social, cultural and political 

constructs within which schools and classrooms are grounded, to understand the role of education in 

the process of weaving a bicultural identity. 

The limitations of autoethnographic research 

In Section One of this thesis I ‘unpacked’ my approach to the research; how autoethnography 

is framed; my role as the sole participant/research ‘insider’; and how I found my position as a critical 

autoethnographer through weaving and un-weaving self as an insider-outsider. I adhered to Ellis’s 

(2007) description that “Doing autoethnography involves a back-and-forth movement between 
experiencing and examining a vulnerable self and observing and revealing the context of that 

experience” (p. 14). Much has been written about the researcher as subject in autoethnography... 
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“…performing narrative analysis pertaining to himself or herself as intimately related to a particular 

phenomenon” (Mcllveen, 2008, p. 3). Nonetheless, the shape and form of this study has highlighted a 

number of potential limitations, given that autoethnography as a research method and methodology 

continues to be problematized.  

Detractors of autoethnography, such as Atkinson (1997), have criticised the main goal of this 

type of research as being therapeutic rather than analytic. Likewise, Walford (2004) sees no value in 

autoethnography since a social research report should aim at presenting organised, logical claims 

supported by empirical data. Foremost among the criticisms is the issue of validity, especially since 

validity of interpretations and meanings has long been a key issue in debates over the legitimacy of 

qualitative research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). Questions of legitimacy arise from the assumption that 

empiricism is rigorous whereas interpretive claims are impressionistic, subjective and biased. Mishler 

(1990) argued that validation has come to be recognised as problematic in a theoretical sense, rather 
than a technical problem to be solved by rules and procedures. He proposed ‘trustworthiness’ as a 

more useful reconceptualization of validity that better fits the theory of interpretivism. However, as 

Denzin and Lincoln (2000) have stated, “Objective reality can never be captured. We can know a thing 

only through its representations” (p. 5). 

The foremost problem identified is ethical considerations. Because one of the main features of 

autoethnography is its emphasis on the self, this entails the problematic ethical considerations of the 

method (Ellis, 2007). Shim (2018) argued that “… one problem with this approach is its failure to 

recognise the ideological generalisation in identifying the researcher’s position… (p. 1). Shim 
maintained there is a gap between historical life events and a person’s memory in the context of a 

researcher’s identity as well as a problem between “insiderness and outsiderness” in autoethnographic 

research (ibid). Also called into question is the issue of validity aligned with reliability of memory. 

Chatham-Carpenter (2010) warned that very few autoethnographers have written about “the need to 

protect themselves in the process of doing autoethnographic writing” (p. 1). Similarly, Barton (2011) 

drew attention to his autoethnographic dilemma, posing the question of who owns the story. 

In more recent times, a number of authors have offered more constructive critiques of 
autoethnography. Méndez (2013), for example, advocated for focusing on the advantages, not just the 

limitations and criticisms of autoethnography. Similarly, Poerwandari (2021) suggested that focus 

should be on “Minimising bias and maximising the potential strengths of autoethnography as a narrative 

research” (p. 310).  Māori researchers are also putting autoethnography on the map (Carey, 2018; King, 

2019; Moeke-Maxwell, Waimarie Nikora & Te Awe Kotuku, 2010; Whitinui, 2013). 

Overview of this autoethnographic thesis  

In Section One of the thesis I provided the warp strands of literature, theory and critical 

research. I gathered the warp threads of racial, ethnic cultural and social identity, and considered the 

place of my Māori-Pākehā identity within the research. I unravelled the entangled histories of Māori and 
Pākehā to reveal two very different worldviews, within which my identities are located.  
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In Section Two I presented the weft strands of my autoethnographic narratives. Here, I 

examined four pivotal stages of identity development through my school years. As each narrative 

unfolded, it was carefully woven through the critical warp strands laid out in Section One. These 

provided a critical lens through which my lived experiences were analysed and understood. The 
interlaced warps and wefts combined to shape my understanding of how I came to see the world and 

my place in it. 

In Section Three I linked the past to the present, evaluating the ways in which my Māori-Pākehā 

upbringing shaped my teacher, educator and researcher identities. I drew from literature, weaving in 

my lived experiences as a professional in education.  

My overall intention was to contribute to the limited literature on mixed-ness in the classroom, 

by proposing ways in which teachers and educators can support mixed-race identities. With Aotearoa-

New Zealand serving as the contextual backdrop to my research, I posited that our country has a unique 
opportunity to support Māori-Pākehā identities through policy and pedagogy, by operationalising the 

bicultural partnership recognised by Te Tiriti o Waitangi-Treaty of Waitangi.     
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SECTION ONE: THE ENTANGLED WARP STRANDS OF IDENTITY  

 
Hacking at nana’s harakeke (flax) plants, with no knowledge of neither tikanga (cultural protocols) 

nor technique, I clumsily attempt what has to be the easiest of pieces - a whāriki, or flat mat, about the size of a 

table placemat. I understand the fundamentals of weaving flax – over, under, over, under… how hard can it be? 

What I fail to grasp is the preparatory work that goes into each strand. I have neglected to strip back each strand, 

to soften them so they become pliable and easier to weave. I am young and impatient. 

My calm, loving nana notices my fumbling attempts to tame each unstripped strand. She sits quietly 

beside me and serenely tries to guide me through the delicate fundamentals of this timeless art form. But I am 

frustrated with the lack of instant results and unwilling to do my due diligence in the learning process. I tell nana, 

‘I give up’, and I walk away in a huff. In doing so I miss a precious opportunity to connect with nana, and to absorb 

her knowledge and wisdom. 

Many years later, after nana has passed, I returned home following a stint living overseas. I am 

looking forward to replenishing, both physically and spiritually, as I return to my turangawaewae, my place of 

connectedness and belonging. In a shop in Opotiki, the last town on the way to Whangaparaoa, I casually thumb 

through some books as I contemplate relaxing ways to pass the time at my late grandparent’s home. A series of 

books catch my eye. Titled “Flax for Beginners” they are comprehensive, step-by-step books about weaving in the 

Māori tradition, complete with pictures. Enthused, I immediately purchase all three titles, and vow to teach myself 

how to weave during this break. 

A few days later, I am enjoying a quiet moment sitting alone in the vast open garden that was my 

nana’s pride and joy. I have so many fond memories of this garden, my nana, and the many wāhine (women) 

from my whānau who have come together here. With summer’s golden glow outside, and a warmth of nostalgia 

on the inside, I reverently open the first of my books. In a departure from my usual impatience, I methodically 

start reading. I am attempting to draw out this experience, and to linger a little longer in my reverence.  

Only one page in, I am devastated. My contented glow is short lived. In the first page of 

acknowledgments, the author pays tribute to the many women who patiently and lovingly guided him in his 

learning of weaving. Slowly, my heart breaks, piece by piece, as I recognise the names of tīpuna, my nana’s sisters 

and her cousins. As I trace their names with my finger, I begin to comprehend. I come from a long line of weavers. 

My nana was a weaver among weavers, a contemporary of her sisters’, with knowledge passed down from her 

mother, my great-grandmother. I had been given the opportunity to receive the gift of her knowledge and her 

legacy, so many years earlier, but had turned away, impatient and frustrated.  

I am angry and ashamed at myself. I want to tell my nana, ‘I’m sorry’. I want to go back to that 

moment, just me and nana in the garden, and I want to do things differently. I don’t want to learn from these 

books anymore. I close the books and hide them away for a long, long time. 
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CHAPTER 1. How I explore my Māori and Pākehā identity: Weaving multiple 
methods as a reluctant autoethnographer 

 

 Strip back the layers 

of colonisation 

of urbanisation 

of disconnection 

of dislocation 

of language loss 

of discrimination 

Strip back 

so you will know 

just who you are 

NO 

I will strip back 

and lay myself bare 

but not to find 

out who I am 

or to recount 

to you 

how I was lost 

I will strip back 

to reveal to you 

that I have been here 

all along 
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1.1. Finding my position: Weaving and un-weaving self as an insider-outsider 

As a critical autoethnography, this research examined my many experiences of navigating 

multiple layers while growing up Māori-Pākehā. This motivated me to reflect on the ways in which I 

grappled with questions of my race(s), culture(s) and ethnicity(ies). I drew upon embodied memories of 

finding and navigating my places of belonging. I recalled my lived experiences of negotiating the 
developmental stages from an identity crisis to an identity actualised (Erikson, 1968; Umaña-Taylor et 

al, 2002). To understand my lived experiences as both a Māori-Pākehā person and a critical 

autoethnographer required me to unravel the research about these complex, multifaceted constructs. 

The research began with an introspective consideration of my own position in this research, 

starting with the question – am I an insider or am I an outsider? As a question to ponder, these 

reflections were not new to me, nor were they unique to my research. As a bicultural Māori-Pākehā 

participant/researcher, the intersection of insider and outsider is my default position. I am 

simultaneously an insider and an outsider. I belong to one side in ways that I cannot belong to the other. 
I am accepted and acknowledged, while simultaneously being questioned and challenged. I conform, 

and I resist conformity. I strive to extend my own knowing and sit comfortably with where my ‘knowing’ 

is at.  I am my own, walking dual paradigm.  

 

Like a woven thread 

I am there, then I’m not 

I appear, then I’m gone 

I am seen, then I’m unseen 

Emerging, submerging 

Māori, Non-Māori 

Māori, not 

Insider, outsider 

Inside and Out 

 
 

As a critical autoethnographer exploring my own identity, I acknowledged dualism as a common 

theme woven throughout this research. I am both a researcher and a participant. I am Māori and non-

Māori. I am a British colonial descendant, and an indigenous native. I am an insider. I am also an 

outsider.  

Reed-Danahay (2017) asserted that autoethnography becomes most productive when insider 
and outsider perspectives ‘in the field’ are interrogated and explored, as opposed to an autoethnography 

which privileges only the insider’s perspective. My insider-outsider duality therefore lent itself to this 

approach, with autoethnography being an appropriate method for my research. Through critical 
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autoethnography, I was able to interrogate the traditional research dichotomies of distance versus 

familiarity, objectivity versus subjectivity, and observer versus participant, by being both an insider and 

an outsider. This was the juncture where theory and research intersected with my own reflective 

experiences.    

In his work on Analytical Autoethnography Anderson (2006) described two types of Complete 

Member Researchers (CMR), which he named as opportunistic CMR and covert CMR. Anderson 

distinguished between the two in the following ways: Opportunistic CMRs are full group members before 

the research begins, having either been born into the group (as in my case) or becoming part of it 

through an earlier cause of action (such as a researcher writing about an illness after their experience 

with it). Covert CMRs start as data-gathering and data-orientated outsiders, who gain insider status 

through the course of the research. 

These two positions (opportunistic and covert) align with the social science concepts of 
enculturation and acculturation. While both terms refer to the learning of cultural rules and social mores 

to facilitate adjustment and belonging, the difference lies in the ways in which people are connected to 

the culture/s they are learning. Acculturation is defined as the adjustment to a new environment or 

culture as an initial outsider, whereas enculturation describes the process of learning one’s own culture 

as an insider (Tajfel, 2010).  

The distinction that Anderson (2006) made between opportunistic and covert CMRs was 

interesting to me, as I reflected on the ways in which I have found myself – and continue to find myself 

– as either a cultural insider and/or an outsider, sometimes simultaneously. While Anderson’s definitions 
would firmly label me as an opportunistic CMR, in that I am a full group member of this research by way 

of birthright, as a bicultural Māori-Pākehā I am constantly reminded of ways in which I live at the 

intersection of belonging. I recall as recently as the time of my Master of Education ‘bicultural’ research 

being told that it was ‘not Māori enough’ and therefore ‘a waste of time’. I am now at a stage in my short 

research career where I have gained differing perspectives about ‘biculturalism’. I am guiding innovative 

Māori research at the largest Māori tertiary organisation in Aotearoa-New Zealand, and where I am 

being asked by external agencies to provide Māori research perspectives. Yet doubt still follows me 
and I am plagued by ‘imposter syndrome’. For these reasons I describe myself as a ‘reluctant 

autoethnographer’, as exploring and interrogating these very personal experiences was not always 

easy.  

While being pushed and pulled along this binary (of being either ‘not Māori enough' or being 

the ‘Māori voice’ at the table) it is no longer as traumatic as I become more resilient over time, though 

this dynamic will always be intriguing to me. While I have come a long way from my early years of 

belonging and un-belonging, I am consistently reminded that I will always straddle the intersections of 

insider and outsider. The intersections are one of multiple places of belonging for me, as a CMR. My 
experiences of boundary-crossing, inclusion and exclusion are as much a part of my research as are 

my experiences of being Māori, being Pākehā and being Māori-Pākehā. The intersections of belonging 

are valid and legitimate contexts for me and my research, which I analysed in Section Three.  



 

 40 

 

Te Kore/The Unknown      

I am exhausted, but on a high. My energy cells are almost depleted, but with the end in 
sight I am running on adrenalin. The completion and submission of my master’s thesis has 
almost arrived, and soon I can breathe. 

I have a final meeting with my supervisor and mentor, Dr Jill Smith3, to discuss the 
submission and marking process. During the meeting, Jill asks “have you thought about your 
PhD?” 

My PhD?  

“No” I reply, somewhat taken aback. 

“Well, have you thought about perhaps doing something around bicultural identity? Using 
autoethnographic inquiry?” 

Bicultural identity? Autoethnographic inquiry? It all sounds so exciting and tempting, even in 
my exhausted state. 

“Have a rest, come back to me in six months”. 

‘Exciting!’ I think. 

 
 

1.2. Weaving multiple research approaches 

This research began with a traditional autoethnographic approach in which I recalled memories 

and experiences of being bicultural through narrative story writing. These narratives became the basis 
of my reflective analysis. As the research unfolded, I grew more aware of the limitations of a single 

autoethnographic approach for understanding the questions this inquiry sought to examine. To 

understand how autoethnographic inquiry would support my bicultural identity research, I first needed 

to articulate four key areas of my identity development:   

1. To understand my critical ‘early years’ experiences and how they shaped the ways in 

which I saw myself and my place in the world; 

 
3 Jill Smith, the supervisor for my MEd and PhD has had an extensive career exploring biculturalism in terms of relationships 
between education policy and art education practice in secondary schools in Aotearoa-New Zealand, and investigating issues of 
cultural diversity and difference in this field. 
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2. To understand my Pākehā identity, in particular the associated layers of British, settler 

and colonial personal histories that underpin my Pākehā identity; 

3. To understand my cultural identity as an indigenous Māori woman, through my 

embodied connections to whakapapa (lineage), wairua (spirituality) and whenua (land); 

4. To understand the mechanisms of my ‘blended’ identity, in order to discern how my 

multiple layers of identity and dual worldviews merge, to make me a bicultural New 

Zealander. 

In order to complete an in-depth examination of these questions, each one required a rigorous 

methodological framework. Although my research is essentially an autoethnographic inquiry, I felt that 

each question required a distinctive autoethnographic approach. Each also required a distinct writing 

technique that would convey my experiences, whether they be visible, overt occurrences, or invisible, 

internal struggles. There was no ‘one-size-fits-all’ methodology that would allow me to explore the 
complex range of issues that these questions demanded. While all forms of autoethnography 

emphasise the importance of one’s own told stories, the outcomes of such inquiries are emphasised 

differently across the various approaches. Additionally, I needed to consider cultural implications as a 

researcher who is presenting both western and indigenous lived experiences.  

Therefore, my research utilised two diverse, often conflicting, types of autoethnography - 

analytical (Anderson, 2006; Atkinson, 2006) and evocative (Adams, Holman-Jones & Ellis, 2015). Both 

approaches to autoethnography were appropriate and, thus, found a place in my research. Evocative 

autoethnography provided the vehicle through which my personal narratives could be conveyed, while 
I utilised analytical autoethnography to theorise these experiences. Through critical autoethnography I 

entered into a dialogue with myself, engaging with my personal experiences in the dual roles of 

researcher/participant. To keep myself grounded within a culturally appropriate framework, I was guided 

by the principles of Kaupapa Māori research (Pihama, 2001; Smith, 1999).  

My autoethnographic storytelling utilised three different writing techniques - narratives, vignettes and 

poetry:                    

• Narrative recounts were told in the past tense, and used to relate my experiences over a 
passage of time;                              

• Vignettes were used to retell ‘snapshot moments’ that, in retrospect, were significant to 

this research as they had long-lasting impacts on my identity. These were written in the 

first person and present tense, to take the reader back with me to that moment of time; 

• Poetry was used to bring my inner dialogue to the surface and, as a mixed-race 
autoethnographer, was utilised as a specific tool to express my ‘hidden’ identities. I was 

able to share with the reader the ways in which I saw myself and understood my cultural 

and ethnic identities at the time. Through poetry, I was able to convey how I saw myself in 
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that moment of time, while simultaneously navigating spaces where my cultural identities 

might have been ‘unseen’ by others. My poetic voice discloses the ways in which I was 

culturally connected internally, despite my external struggles to fit in or find acceptance 

(Adams, 2020).  

Using three writing styles to convey my experiences allowed me to navigate collaborative and reflective 

processes of autoethnography (Ellis, Adams & Bochner, 2013; Reed-Danahay, 2017). 

 

Te Po/The awakening 

Having recently enrolled in the PhD programme at the University of Auckland, I am 
determined to further investigate my methodology of choice. I am reading an intriguing 
publication by Carolyn Ellis (2007) which focuses on relational ethics in ethnography. It is a 
cautionary piece to researchers about accountability to those who become subjects of our 
ethnographic narratives. The paper is based on the author’s first foray into ethnography 
work, which revealed the lives and secrets of a small fishing community as an outsider who 
has infiltrated the community. As I read Ellis’ research, the enormity of what I am 
undertaking, having committed to an autoethnographic PhD thesis, overwhelms me in that 
moment. How can I, an introvert, possibly share my (and my family’s) experiences on an 
academic stage?    

 

Autoethnography 

As a collaborative and reflective process (Ellis, Adams & Bochner, 2013; Reed-Danahay, 

2017), this autoethnography became a dynamic engagement between my lived experience and critical 

theory, told through retrospective consideration of these two constructs. As a research approach, 

autoethnography developed from the predominantly anthropological methodology of ethnography, 
whereby cultural knowledge and experiences are interpreted and retold through an outside 

observer/researcher (Reed-Danahay, 2017). Autoethnography repositions the researcher as an 

immersed cultural member, tasked with challenging the master discourses that privilege objectivity and 

distance between researcher and subject (Adams, Holman-Jones & Ellis, 2014; Ellis & Bochner, 2006). 

The role of the autoethnographer is not to simply tell their story. While writers draw from 

purposively selected, retrospective experiences in a similar vein to auto-biographers, autoethnography 

requires critical examination of these experiences using methodological tools of analysis (Anderson, 

2006; Ellis, Adams & Bochner, 2013). Some of the tools include comparing and contrasting personal 
experience against existing research, interviewing cultural group members, and/or examining cultural 

artefacts (Ronai, 1995). Autoethnography as a method, is both a process and a product (Chang, 2008; 

Ellis, Adams & Bochner, 2013).   
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As the process of autoethnographic research obligated, my personal experiences were 

analysed and interrogated against past and current research. I also compared my experiences with 

those of other cultural group members, whose views contributed to my inquiry. In addition, my research 

sought to understand the socio-political and educational influences in which I was immersed during my 
formative years.  

 

Te Whaiao/Emergence from darkness 

I am two years into my autoethnographic PhD. I read autoethnographic research, PhDs and 
articles. I attend autoethnography conferences. I listen to researchers share their stories of 
pain, of loss, of violence, of trauma, of darkness, of doubt, of loathing, of fear. I am moved 
by their personal experiences, narratives that reveal resistance, resilience, survival, 
recovery, hope, strength, reclamation. Their research leads me towards a pathway of 
understanding, enlightenment, insight and freedom. I am inspired, moved to tears, to 
laughter, to anger, to hope and back again. I am enthralled by the power of their narrative 
research. Yet, despite the power of their narrative research, rather than inspire me in my 
own research journey, I am still the same reluctant autoethnographer. In my eyes, my story 
has no importance alongside these tales of struggle, of survival and of redemption. I am a 
quiet observer of life, not a bold sharer of my lived experiences. But I am committed to this 
process, one that - deep down – I know is right for me. I am guided by both worldly (and 
kindly) academics, and by my long departed tīpuna/ancestors. I need to find a way forward, 
a way through my self-doubts. 

 

Analytical autoethnography 

To examine these contexts, and specifically the predominant narratives of each, I embraced 

Anderson’s (2006) three basic premises of the analytical autoethnographer:  

1. That the researcher is a full member of the research group or setting; 

2. That the researcher is visible as such a member in their published texts; 

3. That the researcher is committed to developing theoretical understandings of broader 

social phenomena. 

Analytical autoethnography is grounded in the ‘realist’ ethnographic traditions, and privileges 

deduction and generalised theorising as a consequence of one’s biography (Anderson, 2006). The 

analytical autoethnographer therefore seeks to bring comprehension to the reader via a robust analysis 

of the narratives they present, against constructs situated within a broader social context.  
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As an analytical autoethnographer, Anderson (2006) argued that autoethnographic researchers 

should also use informants beyond themselves. This position is promoted by evocative 

autoethnographers, Ellis and Bochner (2006), who emphasise ‘dialogue’ over ‘monologue’. They 

posited that: 

[O]ur goal [as autoethnographers] is to open up conversations about how people live, rather than close 

down with a definitive description and analytic statements about the world as it ‘truly’ exists outside the 

contingencies of language and culture … As a multi-voiced form, conversation offers the possibility of 

opening hearts and increasing understanding of difference. (p. 435)   

Similarly, critical autoethnographers are concerned with the examination of social conditions to 

uncover oppressive power arrangements, and the fusing of theory and action to challenge the process 

of domination (Boylorn & Orbe, 2014; Danahay-Reed, 2017). My lived experiences of mainstream 

education (that formed the basis of Section Two) were analysed with consideration of the wider social 

context of race-relations within Aotearoa-New Zealand at the time. Utilising my multiple lenses as a 

research insider, an analytical autoethnographer and as an educator, the political/educational 
phenomena of streaming, zoning, white flight and brown flight, that were examined, uncover links to 

identity development. This analysis also incorporated the ideas of identity theorists such as Tajfel 

(Social Identity theory) and Cooley (Looking-Glass Self theory).  

It was important, therefore, that I sought the perspectives of others who identify as Māori-

Pākehā, to listen to their personal narratives, to gain an understanding of the ‘master narratives’ that 

we share, and to gauge how such master narratives have influenced our identities. As an 

autoethnographer, and not an ethnographer, I had to be clear that while undertaking research to gain 
their insights, I was not telling their stories. My goal was to use their experiences and contributions to 

clarify my perspectives, to unsettle my assumptions and ‘knowings’ of being Māori-Pākehā, and to 

perceive interactions between other cultural members as subjects within the narratives. These 

interactions guided my reflections on being bicultural in today’s society. 

 

Te Ao Marama/Enlightenment 

I am three years into my autoethnographic PhD. I return to a narrative that I wrote two 
years ago, in the early days of my research. It is a narrative that describes the passing of my 
koro (grandfather) some twenty-one years prior. I wrote this narrative late one night, as an 
exercise in capturing my memories for this thesis. It was only once my story had been 
written down on paper that I became fiercely protective of it, of keeping it private. I 
promptly buried this story away, only to spend the next two years contemplating how I 
would share it, or if I would even share it in the first place. I recognised that I had captured 
the ‘essence’ of my Māori identity in this narrative, yet I needed to know that it was okay 
that I share it. On the one hand I wondered, was it culturally appropriate to share my story? 
On the other hand, I asked myself - where would my Māori voice be in my research if I didn’t 
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share that which makes me Māori? I continue to seek a way forward, to ensure that I do not 
silence or marginalise my Māori voice. 

 

Evocative autoethnography 

Evocative autoethnographies have the same end goal as their analytical counterparts - to 
engage the reader in such a way that brings insights to the writers’ experiences. However, it is the 

means to this end that differs. Evocative autoethnography is crafted in a way to “engage the reader and 

bring them into the scene through the writer’s thoughts, emotions and reactions to real experiences” 

(Ellis & Bochner, 2006, p. 433). The end goal of evocative autoethnography is to evoke emotion through 

which the reader gains an understanding of key social and cultural issues. Essentially, the evocative 

autoethnographer brings the reader into their world, and in doing so opens up the reader to a 

perspective (or multiple perspectives) that might otherwise be inaccessible. For the evocative 
autoethnographer, their narrative becomes the platform that brings comprehension and insight to the 

reader, thus an evocative form requires a writing style that is distinct from rigid, realistic texts. 

Evocative autoethnography thus places the ‘self’ in a social context, in ways that require the 

researcher to be vulnerable and intimate (Custer, 2014; Ellis & Bochner, 2006; Wall, 2008). Ellis and 

Bochner (2006) claimed that intimacy is a “way of being, a mode of caring that shouldn’t be used as a 

vehicle to produce distanced theorising” (p. 433). This approach challenges the ‘disengaged master 

discourse’ that privileges objectivity and distance between the subject and the researcher. Although an 

evocative autoethnographic approach to research can be a daunting task for a reserved personality like 
myself, this was an appropriate method for Section Two, which centres around my school experiences 

which led me to turn away from my Māori identity.  

Retracing my Pākehā ancestry  

Although the focus of this research was understanding why I ‘didn’t want to be Māori anymore’, 

and asking how education facilitated this thinking, I found during the process of unravelling the 

underlying issues that I had huge gaps in my knowledge of my Pākehā ancestry. If I didn’t want to be 

Māori anymore, then who was I as Pākehā? In contemplating this dilemma, I was guided by the thinking 

of Bell (2006), who urged Pākehā to examine their colonial past and their relationship with Māori as 

tangata whenua in order to understand who they are today. Unlike other Pākehā, who may have only 

thought about their Pākehā identity in isolation from Māori, I only knew my Pākehā self in relation to 
Māori. As Fitzpatrick (2016) asserted, Pākehā identity is a “dynamic identity, always in a process of 

becoming, along a continuum of engagement with Māori” (p. i). My family narratives on my Pākehā 

father’s side were intertwined with Māori. What was missing was an understanding of where we came 

from initially. 
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To understand my Pākehā self I needed to know my father’s origins, to examine my colonial 

past, as Bell (2006) suggested.  I wanted to know of our roots, of where our ancestors came from and 

how the ‘homelands’ they left behind may have influenced the identity they brought with them to their 

new country. As pioneers and colonials, I assumed their settlement stories would be different from those 
of today’s immigrants. For them, assimilation into a new cultural milieu may not have been a priority. 

Rather, I wondered whether they tried to replicate their home culture in the new towns and cities in 

which they would settle and grow. 

These questions took me back 156 years, to the arrival in Aotearoa-New Zealand of my great, 

great grandfather, William Adams. I was keen to know of his roots, of where he came from and how his 

‘homeland’ influenced the identity he brought with him to this new land. The evidence of his origins, 

listed as County Down on the ship’s passenger manifest, gave me little insight as to his identity, or the 

aspirations of his successive generations. I wondered how the role of ‘settler’ or ‘pioneer’ might have 
shifted his identity in any way. I was intrigued to piece together clues from my identity experiences that 

I might be able to trace back to William Adams. We were undeniably from a Protestant background. 

Despite the lack of attendance at church in my childhood, being Protestant was confirmed by my 

grandmother’s superstition of anything Catholic. But did William claim to be ‘Irish’? Northern Irish? 

British? Scots or Ulster Scots? By migrating to Aotearoa-New Zealand – literally as far away from ‘home’ 

as possible – were there parts of his identity from which he wanted to escape? If so, what were they, 

and why? What part of his identity did he want to retain and be honoured for by his subsequent 

generations? Had we been successful in attaining (or retaining) his identity aspirations? 

Before I could explore these questions, I first needed to find out who we were and where we 

came from. Unlike my Māori heritage, this was not information that I grew up knowing, nor was it readily 

available at my fingertips once I started to explore. Instead of firm ‘knowings’, I grew up with snapshots 

and sound-bites of who we were and where we might have come from. Eventually I might want to know 

how these values, worldviews and outlooks evolved over time as a new nation grew. What part did 

interaction and co-habitation with Māori, as well as with other settler communities, play in the evolution 

from a settler/colonial identity to a Pākehā one?  

To inform my understanding, I set about retracing the lives and narratives of my Pākehā 

ancestors. This allowed me to isolate my Pākehā (including my European/Settler/Colonial) histories to 

understand the roots of my bicultural identity. In uncovering these historical narratives of my immigrant 

great-great grandparents I came to understand how ethno-cultural identities evolve and change over 

time.  

While the process of uncovering my Pākehā family tree was an important one, as a journey that 

sat alongside this research, these family narratives are not included in this thesis. This was a decision 

made from my position as a critical autoethnographer, wanting to examine social conditions to uncover 
oppressive power arrangements. In the process of reciting my school experiences, the issues around 

Māori identity denial came to the fore, and eventually became the focus of my research. Knowing who 

I was as a Pākehā was central to understanding the western lens I brought to this examination, and 
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thus prompted me to uncover my Pākehā genealogy. Yet sharing the in-depth genealogical stories of 

my forebears became less relevant to this research, beyond highlighting the fact that this side of my 

identity was unknown to me. Conversely, I grew up knowing my Māori whakapapa (ancestry), 

understanding who I was as Māori and how I belonged in the world. Somewhere in my educational 
journey, this knowledge was unravelled and, instead, I looked to my Pākehā identity for stability.  

Although the stories of my eight-immigrant great-great grandparents were interesting to 

uncover, these were not the chronicles that I would engage with through narratives as a 

researcher/participant. Instead, I chose to amplify the narratives of my school experiences, and these 

provided the ‘data’ for this research.  

1.3. Weaving two worldviews through research: Culturally appropriate research 

approaches 

Given the revealing and intimate nature of autoethnography, my position as an insider and an 

outsider in this research was beneficial in understanding how to navigate two cultural worldviews, both 

of which have contrasting approaches to research. As someone who lives at the intersections of these 
two worldviews, my research started from the position of privileging and acknowledging Māori and 

Pākehā epistemologies and ontologies as valid. It was not my intention to use a western methodology 

for my Pākehā identity research and an indigenous methodology for researching my Māori identity. My 

goal was to find culturally appropriate methodologies that would allow me the fluidity to weave across 

western and Māori cultural norms. I was motivated, in particular, to utilise a methodology that validated 

Māori knowledge and Māori ways of knowing and being. I therefore turned to Kaupapa Māori Theory 

as a research methodology that is relevant to me.  

Kaupapa Māori research developed from a movement that questioned the ways in which Māori 
were treated as research subjects, and the lack of benefits that emerged as a result of such research 

(Pihama, 2001; Tuhiwai-Smith, 1999; Walker, Eketone & Gibbs, 2006; Walker, 1996). Seminal Kaupapa 

Māori researcher, Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999), cited Said (1989) in describing “…western discourse 

about ‘the other’ as the process by which knowledge regarding indigenous peoples was ‘collected, 

classified and the represented back to the West, and then, through the eyes of the West, back to those 

who have been colonised” (pp.1-2). 

Thus, Kaupapa Māori methodology questions western research norms. In particular, it rejects 
notions of the distant, detached, objective researcher who views Māori as ‘the other’, often with attached 

deficit views. As Tuhiwai-Smith (1996, 2012) argued, Māori have historically been measured, 

categorised, racialised and, ultimately, dehumanised as the ‘researched’ under western methodologies. 

In response, Kaupapa Māori privileges the Māori voice in research. In this way, the principles of 

Kaupapa Māori approaches align with the philosophy underpinning autoethnography, in that both reject 

the idea of the detached researcher, devoid of emotion (Custer, 2014; Ellis & Bochner, 2006). 
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The principles of Kaupapa Māori provides guidance for engaging with Māori, both as people 

and as a cultural body of knowledge. Kaupapa Māori theory advocates for researchers who are part of, 

or connected to, the research and Māori culture. It was appropriate therefore that this research followed 

the underpinning principles, philosophies, theories and methodologies of Kaupapa Māori theory, which 
focus on Māori aspirations and positive benefits to Māori communities (Bishop, 2005; Smith, 2012). 

Importantly, Kaupapa Māori research challenges western notions of what counts as knowledge and, as 

a consequence, validates Māori ways of knowing and doing. Of particular importance to me was the 

principle of ‘taonga tuku iho’ which asserts Māori knowledge, values and culture as valid. This includes 

spiritual as well as earthly knowledge (Pihama et al, 2002). The acknowledgement and consideration 

of ‘taonga tuku iho’ is of vital importance to the research, as it gives assurances to participants that all 

shared information and experiences that are pertinent to a Māori worldview will be respected as valid. 

The importance of taking up a Kaupapa Māori position to validate my post-colonial Māori lived 
experiences cannot be underestimated.  

Another way in which I employed Kaupapa Māori research was how I made decisions about 

what to include, and what to leave out. Over the course of this research, I explored parts of my Māori 

identity that I ultimately chose not to share in this thesis, due to the personal and spiritual nature of 

these experiences. In making this decision, I needed to take into account Māori notions of tapu (‘sacred’) 

and noa (‘normal’). After much deliberation, and having sought cultural guidance, I decided against 

including earlier evocative autoethnographies, and to take a more critical autoethnographic approach. 

In place of these tapu narratives, I chose to share a small, select number of pūrakau, in the hope of 
providing the reader an insight into my Māori worldview. 

Pūrākau is a traditional form of Māori storytelling. Lee (2008, 2009) elucidated that within their 

construction and transmission, pūrākau contain “…philosophical thought, epistemological constructs, 

cultural codes, and worldviews that are fundamental to our identity as Māori” (p. 1). Pūrākau has been 

reclaimed as a culturally responsive qualitative method that recognises legitimate perspectives of Māori 

worldviews, contained within both the surface and deeper contexts of the narrative. Lee et al (2005) 

amplified that “A pūrākau approach encourages Māori researchers to research in ways that not only 
takes into account cultural notions but also enables us to express our stories to convey our messages, 

embody our experiences and keep our cultural notions intact” (p. 8).  

The use of pūrākau is important in my autoethnography as it provided a narrative framework 

that authenticates my experiences of indigenous identity, notably through interactions with my 

grandmother and great-grandmother. Pūrākau allowed me to recount my stories in a way that unpacks 

cultural subtleties from a Māori perspective. The pūrākau shared in my research was purposefully 

placed at the beginning of each section, including the prologue, to invite the reader to experience small, 

intimate moments where I am encouraged to view the world through the lens of my Māori tīpuna 
(ancestors). These pūrākau offered a personal presentation of my Māori identity and distinctiveness, 

as embodied connections to whakapapa (lineage), wairua (spirituality) and whenua (land). 
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Summary 

Sharing my experiences on how my Māori-Pākehā identity became entangled was the focus of 

Section Two. Here, I shifted to an analytical autoethnography to uncover how my entanglement was 

influenced by the social and political tensions to which I was exposed. My analysis reveals how these 

processes led to the subversion of my Māori identity during my critical early/adolescent years.  

Section Two provides the raw data of this research. In the spirit of autoethnography, the 

following ‘collections’ (rather than chapters) present a departure from the restrictive rules of academic 
writing. Instead, I recount my lived experiences using a series of narratives, poems and vignettes, to 

capture and present my story in different ways. Through narrative writing, I present a ‘passage of time’ 

as an overview of my experiences at each school. Woven in amongst the narratives are a number of 

vignettes, or snapshots of particular, impactful experiences, as well as poems, that bring my inner 

dialogue to the surface.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Laying the first warp strand of autoethnography 

 

Through the series of poems ‘How do I belong here? Let me count the ways…’ (a play on the 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Sonnet 43, ‘How do I love thee? Let me count the ways’) I convey my 

internal perception of my cultural identity and share how these perceptions changed over time. In this 

respect, poetry is the writing tool I used to explore multiple dichotomies and binaries of belonging and 

un-belonging. I am an indigene and a colonial. I am indigenous Māori and I am a settler-descendant 

Pākehā. I am seen and I am unseen. I am an insider and I am an outsider. I belong and I don’t belong. 
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I am visible and I am invisible.  Through poetry I shine a spotlight on my identities that would otherwise 

be concealed (Adams, 2020). 
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CHAPTER 2. What is identity? Untangling the threads of identity research  

2.1. Defining identity – the complex layers of time, place and belonging 

Identity, and the process of identity building, is complicated, multifaceted, dynamic and fluid 

(Moeke-Pickering, 1996; Webber, 2009). Researchers in this field of study have consistently grappled 

with the complexities and challenges of defining identity. A broad view posits that identity entails the 

process of how individuals organize meanings of self over time, and enact them across multiple social 

situations (Burke & Stets 2009; Davis, Love & Fares, 2019; Stets & Serpe 2013; Stryker & Burke 2000). 

However, Fearon (1999) described this process as “complicated and unclear” (p. 7). Castello et al 
(2021) also contended that identity is an amorphous concept, and that the ways that it is understood 

and used is frequently contested with multiple, embedded meanings. Brubaker and Cooper (2000) 

claimed that identity “tends to mean too much (when understood in a strong sense) or nothing at all 

(because of its sheer ambiguity)” (p. 1). Because of this, these authors further argued that the term 

‘identity’ is “made to do a great deal of work” (ibid.). Buckingham (2008) described the term ‘identity’ as 

“ambiguous, slippery … and perhaps overused” (p. 1). In examining this word, he noted the 

contradiction in the Latin root - ‘idem’ - meaning ‘the same’ while remarking that identity also denotes 

uniqueness. Identity therefore explores concepts of ‘sameness’ alongside, and within notions of 
difference and diversity, while also seeking to understand how ‘sameness’ and difference’ align with the 

idea of ‘belonging’.   

To add further complexity to these challenges, the field of identity sits across multiple research 

disciplines, most notably psychology and sociology (Buckingham 2008; Davis, Love & Fares, 2019; 

Fearon, 1999). Underlying each of these disciplines is a plethora of identity paradigms, including 

developmental, social, cultural, racial and ethnic, gender and sexuality, and identity politics, to name a 

few. Complicating the matter of identity further is the entanglement of mixed, hybrid and fluid identities. 
As someone who is mixed-race, understanding the initial intricacies of identities, and then contemplating 

the further dynamics of hybrid identities adds another level of complexity. This additional challenge is 

expressed by Aspinall and Song (2013) who stated, “There is no unified understanding of mixed 

identities” (p. 415). 

When I reflect on the multiple layers of complexities of my own identity, many iterations come 

to mind:   

• I have a discreet Māori worldview as well as a discreet western, or Pākehā worldview                                                      

• I have a blended Māori-Pākehā worldview 

• I have a Māori worldview as an insider, yet I understand outsiders’ interpretations of a 

Māori worldview, as an outsider 
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• Conversely, I have a western/Pākehā view of the world as an insider and as part of the 

majority, yet I understand outsiders’ interpretations of a Pākehā worldview, because I 

can also be an outsider to this world 

• I have an understanding of what it means to be part of the majority, and simultaneously, 

a minority 

• I have embodied experiences of complete group-member acceptance and of isolation 

and ‘otherness’                              

Singling out a definitive description of identity is as challenging and fraught as the process of 
identity development itself. Therefore, to provide a single, overarching definition of identity is not only 

difficult, but also inappropriate, given its contested nature.  

While it is not possible to provide a definitive explanation of identity that encompasses all of 

these threads, Castello et al (2021) suggested that it is necessary for researchers to unpack the theories 

and definitions relevant to a bounded study. For academics, the notion of identity is a useful tool in 

helping to think about sameness and difference, belonging and exclusion, both in a single moment, and 

as a dynamic construct that evolves over time. Brubaker and Cooper (2000) took this thinking further, 
advocating for ‘identities’ over ‘identity’, in acknowledgement that identities are constructed, fluid and 

multiple, rather than singular and essentialist in nature.  

It therefore became clear from the outset of this research that if the concept of identity in itself 

is complex, then making sense of my biracial, indigenous-colonial identities, situated within post-

colonial, politically bicultural, socially multicultural settings, was going to be extremely challenging. 

Given the additional layers of complexity that my identity exploration presented, it was pertinent for me 

to reflect on and uncover my multiple ways of knowing and being. As a starting point, I needed to read 

widely across the spectrum of identity research in order to understand the ways in which I align (or do 
not align) with the multiple definitions contained within this research. Only then could I articulate my 

own definition of identity to make the term relevant to my research. This definition would then guide my 

thinking in this bounded study. 

Unpacking the pertinent identity theories applicable to this research gave me a starting point to 

unravel the multiple, tangled threads that form the fabric of my identity. Being a bi-racial, bi-cultural 

researcher reflecting on my early experiences of belonging and exclusion, within the context of primary 

and secondary schooling in Aotearoa-New Zealand, meant starting with theories of race, ethnicity and 
culture. With belonging and exclusion as key themes in my inquiry, unpacking theories and research 

on social identity, specifically ‘in-group’ and ‘out-group’ dynamics, was also important. By understanding 

these fundamental components of identity, I was able to determine and articulate a definition that could 

locate, frame and examine my autoethnographic experiences of identity development outlined in 

Section Two of this thesis. 



 

 53 

2.2. Unravelling ethnicity, race and culture        

One of the ongoing challenges for identity researchers has been to settle on a definitive and 

consistent measurement of racial and ethnic identity (Cokley, 2005, 2007; Helms, 1990, 1996, 2005, 

2007; Helms & Cook, 1999). Cokley (2005) highlighted “conceptual confusion in the psychological 

literature between the constructs of ethnic and racial identity” (p. 224). This is because some scholars 

conflate racial identity and ethnic identity. Rivas-Drake et al (2014) suggested that both racial and ethnic 

identity can be developed through mutual cultural practices or specific shared experiences such as 

racial discrimination. Umaña-Taylor et al (2014) advocated for the term ‘Ethnic Racial Identity’, citing 

considerable overlap when measuring the components of ethnic identity and racial identity, insisting 

that “racial identity and ethnic identity measures were not designed to be exclusively racial or ethnic” 

(p. 23). Others defined ethnic identity and racial identity as separate constructs broadly claiming that 
race is about biology, while ethnicity is about culture (Helms, 1990, 2007). Helms and Cook (1999) 

argued that some people incorrectly use the term ethnicity as a euphemism for race, claiming that 

ethnicity is used “simply [as] a nicer term for the concept of race” (p. 19).  

Racial identity      

Historically, the notion of race was considered a biological concept, primarily by anthropologists 

trying to explain racial differences as well as social inequalities (Kwabi-Addo, 2017). This argument 

referred to race as fixed, physical characteristics, such as skin tone, eye and hair colour and bone 

structure, that are genetically inherited and common within shared groups. The idea that race is 
fundamentally biological has long since been discredited by researchers and academics. Race is now 

widely recognised as being socially constructed (Meeks, 2018; Morning, 2007). Part of the debunking 

is rooted in the notion that race, or racialisation, can only be understood through the historical and social 

contexts it is contained within. A cursory analysis of the ways that the term ‘race’ is used, such as 

‘racism’, ‘race relations’, ‘race riots’ or ‘racial discrimination’ (to name a few) demonstrates the social 

nature of the construct. 

The outdated idea that race is fundamentally biological is closely aligned to the concept of 
‘essentialism’. Omi and Winant (1994) and Shanklin (1994) described essentialism as the belief in traits 

that are invariable, inherent, real, immutable, natural and empirical. Essentialism is founded in the belief 

that racial group membership is fixed through an underlying essence shared by like individuals (Pauker 

et al, 2016).  Accordingly, racial identity can be ‘reduced’ to the presence or absence of fixed biological 

traits, promoting visual cues such as skin colour, or the shape of one’s nose, as valid indicators of racial 

identity. Critics have argued that essentialism denies the fact that individuals have agency to grow, 

nurture and develop their sense of self.  As Ornelas (2020) stated, “Essentialism occurs when racial 

identities are “analyzed … without properly historicizing or contextualizing them” (p. 1). Bell (2004) 
claimed that the underpinning divisiveness of essentialism is “a zero-sum game which no side can ‘win’” 

(p. 78). She contended that:      
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Any attempt to define the human self or human groups is an exercise in essentialism, because to define 

someone as an ! and not a " logically seems to depend on the existence of determining and distinctive 

(often exclusive) characteristics. (p. 31)     

Ethnic identity                     

Despite the conflicting perspectives between race and ethnicity, most scholars agree that 

ethnicity is commonly associated with a commitment to a cultural group and shared cultural practices 

such as the customs, language, and values (Helms, 2007). Furthermore, ethnic identity encompasses 

the degree to which individuals have explored their ethnicity and are clear about how they perceive 

themselves as included and aligned to their ethnic group (Phinney, 2004; Smith & Silva, 2011). Ting-

Toomey et al (2000) viewed ethnic identity as a multidimensional construct, built around group 
membership, self-image, ethnic affiliation and larger cultural affiliation, as well as in-group and 

intergroup attitudes. Houkamau et al (2014) agreed that ethnic identity is a multidimensional construct 

that includes self-categorization, as well as positive feelings about one’s group membership, and 

attachment or investment in the group through participation in cultural activities and shared knowledge. 

Therefore, ethnic identities are considered to be social in nature. 

Jenkins (1994, 2014) supported the notion that ethnicity should be viewed as more of a social 

identity, in that “ethnicity is situationally defined, produced in the course of social transactions that occur 
at or across (and in the process help to constitute) the ethnic boundary in question” (p. 198).  Along 

with the cultural kinship that an ethnic group shares, ethnic identity reflects how one chooses to identify, 

based on the commitment made to the ethnic group and the sense of belonging shared by its members 

(Helms, 2007; Phinney, 1990; Yoo & Lee, 2008). The ethnic identity choice reflects the degree to which 

individuals have explored this aspect of their identity and made a commitment to it (Douglass et al, 

2016). 

Seminal identity researcher Erik Erikson (1958, 1963, 1964, 1968) considered the process of 

building an ethnic identity to be an important aspect of adolescent development because it involves 
finding out about who you are and what your purpose and direction in life might be. According to Erikson, 

adolescents are tasked with negotiating, evaluating and selecting values they will embody in adult life. 

Given the importance of this undertaking, adolescents' behaviour during this period can be unsettled 

and even unruly as they actively explore potential self-definitions. In the process of self-exploration, 

adolescents will often find themselves questioning or rejecting previously held beliefs. Hamman and 

Hendriks (2005) confirmed Erikson’s belief that one of the dilemmas, or identity crises that adolescents 

face, is simultaneously attaining a sense of uniqueness while also working towards a sense of unity or 

sameness, in order to establish psychosocial wellbeing and belonging. 

Like Erikson, Umaña-Taylor et al (2002) claimed that ethnic identity is about establishing a 

secure and stable sense of belonging through shared participation and beliefs, which underpins 

psychological well-being. This claim is supported by Webber (2012), whose research with Māori 

adolescents noted the importance of strong racial-ethnic identity development that frames “who they 
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are, how they belong and their achievement aspirations” (p. 21). Paringatai (2014) posited that Māori 

“participation and adherence to a shared belief system, knowledge of ancestry, geographical location 

and associated historical information” (p. 47) was interrupted by the arrival of Europeans and the 

subsequent processes of colonisation and assimilation. The disruption of cultural knowing and 
belonging highlights the problematic nature of ethnic identity for some Māori, who have struggled to 

develop positive, secure ethnic identities. In the face of these challenges, Kukutai and Webber (2017) 

asserted that Māori have shown significant resilience in maintaining a distinctive culture and identity.  

Resilience was highlighted by Dubrow et al (2000) as another key feature of adolescent ethnic 

identity formation, especially for minority groups required to cope with discrimination and racism. 

Likewise, Phinney (2004) believed that resilience is particularly important for ethnic minorities who face 

additional challenges in building positive ethnic identities. These challenges stem from power and status 

imbalances in the wider societal context. As such, ethnic minorities are tasked with developing secure, 
stable ethnic identities and a sense of belonging within societies that do not reflect their values. In 

addition, Phinney argued that it is from these power and status imbalances that prejudice and 

discrimination flourish, further complicating ethnic identity development for minorities. 

Webber (2012) defined resilience as a “multidimensional construct, the definition of which is 

negotiated between individuals and their communities” (p. 24). This highlights the importance of social 

and cultural contextual factors in ethnic identity building. Furthermore, Webber (2012) and Macfarlane 

et al (2014) acknowledged that Māori youth in particular are challenged in terms of exposure to negative 

experiences and stereotypes, especially within the school environment. These experiences further 
underpinned the importance of a secure racial-ethnic identity for Māori, to build the resilience required 

by Māori students to successfully navigate negative experiences at school. 

An important construct, that is central to the development of positive ethnic identities, has been 

described by Ting-Toomey et al (2000) as ‘ethnic identity salience’. This refers to the extent to which 

individuals hold their ethnicity to be important. This notion of identity salience underpinned Phinney’s 

(1994, 2004) four stages of ethnic identity development:   

1. Ethnic belonging through positive affirmations with one’s ethnic group; 

2. Ethnic identity achievement, involving the active search for ethnic identity knowledge; 

3. Participation in ethnic practices; 

4. Other-group orientation, or how individuals locate themselves within one ethnic group 
against other groups. 

The focus on group belonging and interaction closely aligns with ideas of social identity. Thus, 

participation in ethnic practices is central to building positive ethnic identities. Much earlier, Hans (1979) 

proposed, in this respect, that some expressions of ethnicity are symbolic gestures to align individuals 

to ethnic belonging, such as cooking traditional foods, observing ethnic holidays and anniversaries and 

wearing ethnic costumes or clothing. 



 

 56 

Cultural identity 

Cultural identity is defined as the extent to which one feels aligned to a group that shares 

common customs, practices or beliefs, and refers to any kind of social group that has a distinct culture 

(Ministry of Social Development (MSD), 2010). This notion of cultural identity includes groups that are 
religious, social, nationalist or generational in nature. Although ethnic and cultural identity are used 

interchangeably in common vernacular, cultural identity is a wider-ranging concept than ethnic identity. 

In the context of this research, I focused on cultural identities in Aotearoa-New Zealand. 

In many ways, cultural identity can be linked closely to ethnicity, as is the case with a Māori 

cultural identity. For many Māori, the link between ethnic and cultural identity is so intrinsic that the 

boundaries between them become blurred. Commonly cited cultural practices that underpin Māori 

identity include the ability to speak the Māori language (Te Huia, 2015), and to live among your own 

people and be involved in daily cultural practices through the observation of tikanga (Durie, 1995; 
Moeke-Pickering, 1996; Penetito, 2010; Rangihau, 1975). Thus, for many Māori their culture is their 

heritage, their language, their ethnicity, their lifestyle and their identity. Some Māori do make the 

distinction however, by claiming Māori ethnicity through heritage, but identifying culturally as a New 

Zealander, most often due to growing up without experiences of, or connections to, Māori culture 

(Kukutai & Webber, 2017). 

Not all cultural identities need to be linked to ethnicity. The concept of a ‘New Zealand’ identity 

is one that transcends ethnicity. Pākehā identity researchers (Bell, 2009; Gray et al, 2013) highlighted 

a ‘void’ in Pākehā knowing and naming of who they are culturally and ethnically, tending towards a 
nationalistic identity as ‘New Zealanders’ or ‘kiwis’. Thus, the national identity of ‘New Zealander’ is, in 

many ways, a default cultural identity for many Pākehā. Rather than a common ethnicity, a New Zealand 

identity draws on a sense of national belonging that is underpinned by achievements in sports and arts, 

as well as a shared national history (MSD, 2016). A ‘New Zealand’ identity transcends ethnicity because 

anyone, from a seventh, eighth or later generation Pākehā settler to a recent immigrant, can claim a 

New Zealand identity if they feel a sense of belonging to a shared national vision and national 

achievements (MSD, 2016). The idea of a homogenous national identity is, however, contentious. 
Downes (cited in Mitchell, 2010) noted the importance to "…render notions of national identity 

problematic or discomforting" in the interests of avoiding the homogenization of diverse expressions of 

place and identity (p. 20). 

Some Pākehā, too, draw on Māori culture as an inherent part of their identity, though not 

through an ethnic claim or by an immersion in the culture, but by citing Māori culture as unique to 

Aotearoa-New Zealand and belonging to all New Zealanders (King, 2006; Sibley & Liu, 2007). Māori 

culture is often seen on the international stage as representative of Aotearoa-New Zealand through 

ceremonial performances such as the famous All Black’s haka. The adaptation of Māori customs in 
mainstream settings – both as practices and performance – has grown in the last twenty years. In many 

mainstream schools, for instance, Māori practices such as pōwhiri (welcoming ceremonies for new 
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guests) and karakia (blessings used to open and close the day) have become commonplace (Adams, 

2014).  

Again, these practices problematically focus on Māori culture as ‘palatable’ aspects to be 

incorporated into a national identity, while conveniently ignoring the political struggles and structural 
racism Māori experience (Sibley et al, 2011; Terruhn, 2015). In her research on Pākehā settler identity, 

Terruhn (2015) found that while many Pākehā participants had genuine intentions regarding the place 

of Māori culture within a ‘national’ identity’ grounded in biculturalism, their outlooks expressed colonial, 

nationalist and racialised assumptions of Māori people, an outlook intended to protect the privileged 

position of Pākehā. 

The comparison between a Māori cultural identity and a New Zealand identity fuels the, often 

recited, argument that Pākehā New Zealanders have no culture (Bell, 2006; Fitzpatrick, 2016). This 

argument treats culture as an intangible part of ethnicity - as it is for Māori - when in fact the two (culture 
and ethnicity) can be independent of each other, as with New Zealand identity. Although a Māori cultural 

identity is strongly grounded in traditions unique to Māori language and arts, while New Zealand identity 

is nationalistic by nature, focusing on achievements in sports, arts or other endeavours (MSD, 2016), 

both are cultural identities by definition.     

2.3. Revealing the social threads of identity and belonging                             

In many respects, both ethnic and cultural identity are closely aligned with ‘social identity’, in 

that they are underpinned by shared experiences of belonging (and conversely, exclusion). A social 

identity refers to one that is facilitated by an attachment to a social group (Jenkins, 2014). Building on 
Erikson’s (1958, 1963, 1964, 1968) early work, identity research evolved from a psychological 

philosophy towards socio-cultural foundations, which posited that interactions within social groups 

foster a sense of belonging, security and stability that contributes to the development of one’s identity.  

The seminal theory from a socio-cultural context is Tajfel’s (1974; 2010) Social Identity Theory, 

which suggests that identity is based on social group membership. Tajfel proposed that a social identity 

grows from membership of a group via two key dimensions. First, members have a cognitive awareness 

of their membership within a group. The second-dimension rests on the value or emotional significance 

that one places on their group membership. Membership within the group provides individuals with a 
secure sense of belonging and informs their self-esteem. Thus, identity derives from interpersonal 

relationships that lead to acceptance into a larger group. 

Tajfel argued that central to social identity theory is the concept that self-identity is enhanced 

by elevating the status of our social group, while simultaneously de-emphasising the status of other 

groups. This dynamic creates an ‘us’ and ‘them’ divide known as ‘in-groups’ and ‘out-groups’. ‘In-

groups’, and their individual members, strive to maintain a positive sense of self through comparisons 

made to other ‘out-groups’. Failure to find satisfaction from in-group membership, and comparisons with 

out-groups, may lead to disconnection or disassociation with that group membership. By being part of 
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the ‘in-group’, individuals learn what is accepted as appropriate behaviour, which then become norms 

through which individuals categorise and identify themselves. Social group belonging can also facilitate 

cultural identity if the social group also reflects one’s ethnic group. The concept of ‘in-group’ and ‘out-

group’ interactions was compelling to me as someone who regularly crosses the intersections of 
belonging and un-belonging as a Māori-Pākehā person. The notions of ‘them’ and ‘us’ were challenging 

for me to understand and navigate in my youth, as I could often claim to be part of one ‘in-group’, while 

simultaneously being placed in the ‘out-group’.  

Another significant theory which developed from the social identity field is Self-determination 

Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2002, 2010, 2012), which proposed that three basic psychological needs 

are essential for identity development and well-being. La Guardia (2009) posited that these are a sense 

of autonomy, competence and relatedness. Autonomy allows an individualistic sense of being in control 

and complicit, therefore enabling one to engage in behaviour willingly and whole-heartedly, while less 
autonomous behaviour feels contrived and controlled. Competence reflects behaviour that portrays an 

awareness of, and competence in the specific act, without the expectation of reward. Relatedness refers 

to the need for inter-personal connection through caring, sharing and belonging. The concepts of 

autonomy, competence and relatedness were important to consider in this research, to frame my 

reflection and understanding of my own identity development. 

A further view of social identity, one which underpins this research, is Cooley’s (1902) Looking 

Glass Self theory. Cooley’s theory claimed that we build our identity based on the way we internalise 

the perceptions that others have of us. Thus, with this theory, there are three established stages of self-
identity development. Yeung and Martin (2003) described these as: 

• We imagine how we must appear to others;            

• We imagine and react to what we feel their judgement is of us; 

• We develop our sense of self through their judgements.  

Cooley (1902) suggested that ‘other’ people in our world, both in our immediate microsystem 

and the wider societal macro-system, play a significant role in how we see ourselves, particularly those 

whom we see as ‘ascendant’ over us. As Cooley stated, “In the presence of one whom we feel to be of 

importance there is a tendency to enter into and adopt, by sympathy, his judgement of our self” (p. 206). 

The significance that we attribute to these people results in a tendency to ‘buy-into’ their evaluations of 

who we are and/or who we should be.   

Yeung and Martin (2003) supported Cooley’s basic premise, yet further claimed that our 
internalised perceptions form only part of our identity. For the most part, our identity is based on how 

others perceive us, and how they reflect these perspectives back to us. In turn, we have the ability to 

reflect and react to these projected perceptions of ourselves by either defying or accepting them. The 

simplicity of Cooley’s theory lies in the two-way relationship between the subject (‘self’) and the people 

in the subject’s world (‘others’).  
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2.4. Entangled identities: Biracial and multiracial  

For biracial or multiracial individuals (herein referred to as ‘mixed-race’) identity development 

is complex. Mixed-race people are often required to confront prevalent deficit notions which suggest 

that their identity will only be marginal. This is reflected in the early work of Stonequist’s (1935) seminal 

‘Marginal Man’ theory which claimed that biracial people will never wholly belong to one group. 
Understanding the complexities of mixed identities, including how they are defined, and how they are 

fostered and developed within and across multiple contexts, was important to this research. 

At its simplest, a mixed identity is described as learning and juggling two or more cultures. This 

is supported by LaFramboise (2010), who stated that “[M]ost definitions of biculturalism refer to 

psychological duality associated with simultaneously learning the rules of behaviour, expectations, 

values, and developing a sense of security and personal identity in more than one culture” (p. 143). In 

this sense, biculturalism refers to the cultures that one is exposed to or immersed in and is not restricted 

to one’s racial or ethnic heritage. It could also refer to being immersed in a culture that is not your own, 
and having to ‘uncover the rules’ (Ivory, 2010). Biracialism and biethnicism, on the other hand, include 

recognition of one’s racial or ethnic heritages. This can be in addition to the cultures to which one is 

exposed. In the strictest sense, Cipriani-Price et al (2010) defined biracial people as “those whose 

parents are each of a different race” (p. 155).         

My examination of racial, ethnic, and cultural identity revealed that each is not so easily 

distinguishable because they involve multiple layering of underpinning ideals. While I recognised the 

ways in which I could locate myself as mixed-race, the paradigm that best allowed me to unravel my 
layers of complexities is hybrid identity. A hybrid identity emerges from the influence of two or more 

cultures, such as Māori and Pākehā (Webber, 2007). Hybridity moves beyond distinct, rigid dichotomies 

towards a more fluid understanding of how people respond and adapt through identity both within and 

across cultures (O’Hearn, 1998).    

Definitions of hybridity therefore seek to distinguish mixed identities as more than a sum of its 

parts. O’Hearn (1998) described hybrid identity as “…a third, wholly indistinguishable category where 

origin and home are inter-determinate” (p. xiv). Webber’s (2007) exploration of Bhabha’s ‘third space’ 

(Bhabha, 1983), in relation to hybrid identities of Māori-Pākehā, diverted from an ‘either-or’ approach, 
or being ‘caught in-between’. Webber defined the potential of the third space as one which “…releases 

hybrid individuals from a sense of unbelonging, dislocation and alienation, and instead gives them a 

sense of partial participation and location within their cultures of origin” (p. 44). Thus, the ‘third space’ 

provides a platform within which hybrid individuals can take ownership of the ways in which they 

negotiate their identity in relation to their historical past. Hybridity best defined the way I fluidly navigate 

my world, including how I continually evaluate the contexts within which I work and socialise, and how 

I choose to align or oppose these situations. While I may not be able to control how I am perceived or 

defined by others, adopting hybrid identity gives me the autonomy to present myself back to the world 
in multiple ways. I can be Māori, Pākehā or Māori-Pākehā. I don’t present in one fixed way.  
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Understanding my identity in terms of hybridity validates the ways in which I navigate different 

contexts in fluid ways. Given the dual nature of my worldviews, my identity is never fixed or rigid. I 

traverse the dichotomous threads of ‘am’ and ‘am not’, while at the same time sitting comfortably under 

the cloak of ‘Māori’, ‘Pākehā’ and ‘both’. Within the context of a hybrid identity, multiple ontologies and 
epistemologies can be validated, rather than played against one another.  

My position was informed by Cross’ (1971, 1991, 1995) ‘nigrescence theory’ which proposed a 

five-stage theory of identity acquisition4 that focused on African-American identity. Specifically, Cross 

considered how African-American identity develops within a predominantly white culture. Cross’ stages, 
which he referred to as ‘the process of becoming Black’, progressed as follows: 

1. Pre-encounter, which sets the identity to be changed in subsequent stages. Little 

emphasis is given to race at this stage, and individuals may focus on other more salient 

factors of their identity, such as religion. Race is not acknowledged as something that 
has affected their lives thus far. 

2. Encounter isolates the point at which the person feels compelled to change. 

Individuals are confronted with an event that makes them re-think how they view their 

race/ethnicity. Cross (1991) pointed out that the encounter “needs not to be negative” 

(p. 197). What matters is that the encounter has a personally significant impact to be 

the catalyst to spur change in their thinking. 

3. Immersion/Emersion is the point at which individuals begin to eradicate their old 

worldview and construct a new frame of reference with the information they now have 
about race. The person has not yet changed, but commits to change. Cross (1991) 

emphasised that immersion is “a strong powerful dominating sensation that is 

constantly energized by rage (at White people and culture), guilt (at having once been 

tricked into thinking Black ideas), and developing a sense of pride (in one’s Black self, 

Black people, and Black culture)” (p. 203). 

4. Internalization encompasses a transition period where one is working through the 

challenges of a new identity. During this time people moved away from how others 
viewed them (ascribed identity) to how they view themselves (subjective identity).  

5. Commitment focuses on the long-term interest in maintaining an African-American 

identity over an extended amount of time. 

While the research of Cross (1971, 1995) focused on African-American identity in the United 

States, his model held some relevance for me from the perspective of a minority endeavouring to foster 

their identity within a white majority context. The processes of encounter and entanglement with a white 

majority explored how individuals might view the world as being non-Black, anti-Black, or the opposite 

 
4 Cross has since combined steps four and five (Internalisation/commitment), making this a four-step model.  
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of Black. As Owens (2010) explained, one’s personal view “may or may not reflect self-hatred; however, 

there is a reverence and idealization of White culture” (p. 165). This aligned with my experiences, where 

early on I internalised the view of my school and wider society as being Pākehā-centric, and led me to 

utilising my mixed-race heritage by turning towards my white identity at the expense of my Māori one. 
Thus, Cross’ model raised some relevant dilemmas, particularly around ideas of choice, adaptability, 

cognitive dissonance, and ascribed versus subjective identities.  

Like Cross, Poston (1990) traced biracial identity through five sequential stages: 

1. Personal Identity. This stage reflects identity through the early years, while still a 

young child. Identity independent of ethnic background, as their Racial Group 

Orientation (RGO), is yet to develop. While this does not necessarily mean that children 

don’t have an awareness of their own ethnicity, Poston posited that at this stage, 

children’s identity is grounded more towards feelings of belonging and self-worth 
developed in the home.                          

2. Choice of group categorisation. At this stage, biracial children are becoming aware 

of their two ethnic backgrounds, and may feel pushed to choose one group to orientate 

towards over another. Alternatively, individuals may reject monocultural/monoracial 

identity, in favour of a biracial one. Key factors that influence these decisions include 

(1) the status of each parent’s ethnicity; (2) the social support available and provided 

to the child, to nurture either or both ethnic identities, and (3) personal factors such 

as one’s physical appearance, access to cultural participation (through skills such as 
language knowledge), political views and participation, to name a few. 

3. Enmeshment/denial. At this stage, individuals may experience confusion, self-hatred 

and/or guilt over having to choose one ethnicity over the other, or from a lack of 

acceptance of one or both groups. Feelings of disloyalty to one or more parent may 

manifest at this stage. 

4. Appreciation. At this stage, individuals begin to appreciate their multiple identities, and 

broaden their Reference Group Orientation (RGO).   

5. Integration. At the final stage, individuals are able to fully appreciate their biracial 

identity and existence, and can recognise both ethnicities. As Poston stated, “At this 

level, individuals develop a secure, integrated identity” (p. 154). 

In terms of biracial identity, Poston’s (1990) model incorporated several key factors for 

consideration. One is that “…biracial individuals might tend to have identity problems when they 

internalise outside prejudice and values” (p. 154). Another is that “biracial individuals may experience 

alienation at the choice phase, and may make a choice even if they are uncomfortable with it” (ibid). 
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Poston claimed that his Biracial Identity Development Model departed from previous theories 

by developing the stages through to a point of resolution, acknowledging that biracial people can reach 

self-actualisation across two ethnic identities. This was an important advance from earlier theories, 

which proclaimed that biracial people exist in a state of constant limbo between two cultures, never 
quite fitting within either.     

2.5. How I see my identity in the context of this research 

Given the complex nature of identity, and the multiple layers of consideration taken across the 

field of identity research, it was important to offer my own definition of identity to help bind my personal 

examination in this thesis. To do this, I first needed to outline the components of my identity that I 

wanted to consider for this research.    

Knowing and declaring my cultural and ethnic ‘make-up’ was essential to this research from the 

outset. At the most basic level of knowing, I am mixed-race, being both Māori (indigenous to Aotearoa-

New Zealand) and Pākehā. Yet beneath this simplified definition lies many layers of complexity to 
consider. In Aotearoa-New Zealand, Māori and Pākehā are not necessarily two discreet cultures. 

Culturally, being Māori in the 20th and 21st centuries encompasses both traditional (pre-European 

contact) aspects of an indigenous culture, as well as contemporary notions of being Māori that have 

become a fusion of Māori and western influences (as discussed in Chapter 2). 

Additionally, in a study on mixed-race Māori-Pākehā identity I needed to consider the social 

and historical aspects of each culture, paying particular attention to the unequal power relations 

between them. Since European contact and the subsequent colonisation of Māori in Aotearoa-New 
Zealand, the indigenous culture (including the language) has been repeatedly subjugated and 

repressed. Today, Māori are an ethnic minority comprising 16.5 per cent of the Aotearoa-New Zealand 

population (Statistics New Zealand, 2019) and are overrepresented in negative socio-economic 

statistics, including poverty and unemployment, life expectancy, and poor mental and physical health 

outcomes (Ministry of Health, 2014, 2016; Ministry of Social Development, 2016; Mitrou et al, 2014).  

The relational nature of Māori and Pākehā from a power relations viewpoint was also an 

important consideration, in terms of understanding how each group’s knowledges are valued (or not 

valued) and how the narratives of each group’s histories are told (see Chapter 5). Far from being 
theoretical concepts that are primarily discussed in research literature, these were real-life experiences 

that played out in my crucial identity development stages. Growing up in Aotearoa-New Zealand in the 

1980s and 1990s, the realms of television and the arts were almost exclusively white-dominated 

spaces. Even in my schooling experience, from ages five to eighteen, I did not have a single Māori 

teacher at any of my schools, let alone a Māori principal. The only exception was a Māori language 

teacher at secondary school, although I chose not to pursue this subject. By contrast, the Māori faces 

in my world were relegated to the lower socio-economic end of the spectrum, were prominent in 

unskilled labour jobs, and were often dominant on television as voices of protest and dissent. Therefore, 
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the narratives that pervaded my world were skewed towards the white majority, who held all the 

dominant platforms. 

My ‘mixed-ness’ was another aspect to consider. I am the daughter of a Māori mother and a 

Pākehā father, rather than being the child of mixed-race parents. This blended-ness was therefore 
unique in our family. I did not look like my mother and constantly faced questions and doubts from 

outsiders regarding how I belonged to her family. Being mixed-race meant that from a racial, cultural or 

ethnic perspective, the world did not always see me in the same way that I saw myself. This mismatched 

view had significant impacts beyond how I was seen racially, ethnically or culturally. The assumptions 

and ascriptions made about me also came with stereotypical undertones. In ‘white’ classrooms I was 

ascribed a ‘brown’ identity, underpinned by assumptions that I came from a poor family and was 

academically inferior to my peers. In brown classrooms I was ascribed a white identity and viewed as 

rich, privileged and clever in relation to my peers. Either way, I didn’t fit in.    

Recently, Houkamau et al (2021) found that Māori tend to feel more warmth towards their own 

‘in-group’ and less towards New Zealand Europeans. However, my mixed-race experiences found the 

opposite to be true. Instead, I eventually turned away from my Māori identity to avoid being identified 

with the negative traits stereotypically associated with being Māori. In my experiences, being labelled 

as ‘brown’ was a lot more negative than being labelled ‘white’, even if both contexts located me as an 

outsider. Ultimately, when I took control of my ascribed identity I did so by choosing to adapt to the one 

that came with fewer negative connotations.                                               

The concept of belonging was fundamental to how I framed identity in this research. As 
discussed earlier in this chapter, we find our places of belonging through the commonalities between 

ourselves and those we see as similar to us (Tajfel, 1974; 2010). Conversely, we also find belonging 

within groups who see us as similar to the group. This is often determined in the first instance by our 

physical characteristics, such as skin colour or facial features. These fixed, essentialist traits are used 

as cues to ascribe or impose an identity from the outside, to determine whether one belongs to the 

wider group. For mixed-race people like myself, the physical markers can be less distinct, creating 

hypothetical questions around ‘who you are’ and ‘where you fit in’. Consequently, my blended-ness 
created another layer of complexity to the quest to find my place of belonging. My mixed-race 

background imposed an ambiguity on me that, at times, created barriers to belonging, which 

subsequently had detrimental effects on my identity. At other times my mixed-ness gave me a fluidity 

in my identity which, over time, I learnt to harness and use in order to navigate the education system. 

These experiences are revealed and critically analysed in Section Two of this autoethnographical study.  

In taking the above perspectives into consideration, I was able to draw my own boundaries 

about how I defined identity in the context of this research. I was closely influenced by Moya’s (2009) 

definition of identity as an evolving tension between how people identify themselves and how they are 
identified by others. Moya further specified that identity is “…the non-essential and evolving products 

that emerge from the dialectic between how subjects consciously identify themselves and how they are 

identified by others” (p. 46). Aligning with Cooley’s (1902) ‘Looking Glass Self’ theory, this definition 
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considers the dynamic relationship between an ‘ascribed identity’ (how others see you) versus a 

‘subjective identity’ (how you see yourself). For me, as a mixed-race Māori/Pākehā, indigenous/colonial 

person, my views about identity took on board these concepts. Thus, identity is an ever-changing 

dynamic between how I see myself, how I perceive the world sees me, and how I find my place of 
belonging within these two perceptions.     

These constructs are relational concepts rather than separate and discreet. Acknowledging that 

identity is a life-long and ongoing negotiation between them gave me room to consider all the complex 

layers that make up my identity. We simultaneously understand (and are evolving our understanding) 

of who we are, not just in an ethnic or cultural sense, but also socially and politically. 

This definition further recognises the importance of context at any given time when managing 

the tensions between my subjective and ascribed identities. As discussed in the Introduction, being 

bicultural sometimes requires me to be observant in a given situation or context, to assess how I have 
been positioned, then to evaluate how to respond appropriately according to who I am. Therefore, my 

ascribed identity is contextually relevant at any given time and may influence my subjective identity and 

how I choose to present myself in that moment. Thus, in order to make sense of the complex layers of 

racial, ethnic, cultural and mixed identities in my research, I chose to: 

1. View them from within these two perspectives (by asking - how was I identified by 
others, and how did I subjectively identify?) 

2. Understand the context of the time (what were the contextual influences at play?) 

3. Look for ways I found places of belonging within these contexts and moments (how did 
I reconcile these tensions to find my place?) 

Along with this position of identity, Poston’s (1990) Biracial Identity Development Model was 

also taken into account. While Poston’s work might be dated, his model, and the stages in particular, 

provided a valuable guide against which I could track my biracial identity development though my 

formative years, and understand and unpack the issues faced at each stage. While some people will 

have a fixed, permanent identity, my identity is not a place that I have ‘arrived’ at, nor will it ever be 

definitive. Instead, mine is a perception that is constantly evolving, culturally located and contextually 

relevant. The purpose of this research was not to understand how I identify today but how I arrived at a 

place, as an 18-year-old, where I did not want to be seen as Māori anymore. In other words, how did 
education influence my ascribed and subjective identities, and how did I find groups of belonging within 

the schools I attended? Thus, the concepts of ascribed identity, subjective identity and belonging 

provided me with the first ‘weft strand’ of critical analysis, through which my lived experiences 

(presented in Section Two) could be examined.  
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Summary 

The themes of ascribed identities, subjective identities and belonging became the first weft 

strand of my personal examination, through which my autoethnographic recollections (in Section Two) 

were woven. While analysing my lived experiences I ensured that I took time to pause and reflect on 

how I saw myself and how I believed the world saw me in those moments. I pondered the ways in which 

I knew myself to be Māori and/or Pākehā in that time, and how comfortable I was in these labels. I also 

took time to consider where and how I found my places of belonging, which I claim to be a fundamental 
part of identity. Given the underlying premise of this thesis – that ‘by the time I left school I didn’t want 

to be Māori anymore’ – understanding identity in relation to feelings of belonging and acceptance as 

well as denial and rejection was vital.  
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CHAPTER 3. How Māori and Pākehā view identity 

As with all diverse cultures, Māori and Pākehā have differing worldviews that influence the ways 

in which they see the world and their place in it. To suggest that the concept of identity is similar between 

these two groups of people is naïve. For Māori, the constructs of race, ethnicity and culture are 

inextricably linked. Shared cultural practices, such as a common language, are much more salient for 

Māori (Durie, 1994). Matthew’s (2018) maintained that, in contrast, Pākehā are still grappling with the 

notion of identity, having descended from settler colonies with which they largely have little or no 
connection. Māori and Pākehā experiences of colonisation are broad-ranging, which not only impacts 

how they see their world, but also where they see themselves sitting in the hierarchy of the social, 

economic and political realms that they share.  

Although both Māori and Pākehā identities are complex and diverse, some central ideals about 

each identity exist within the respective cultures. For Māori, identity is about the collective rather than 

the individual, whereby connectedness to others and belonging is expressed through whakapapa (see 

Chapter 3.1). For non-Māori New Zealanders, identity may be aligned to the national narrative of being 

a New Zealander, or more colloquially, a ‘kiwi’ (Fitzpatrick, 2016). Yet, others contend that this is a 
broad and shallow view which does little to acknowledge the multiple positionings of people whose 

identities are inexplicably linked to Aotearoa-New Zealand, but who do not claim an indigenous identity 

(Kinnear, 2020).  

The diversity and complexities of Māori and Pākehā identities are unpacked in this chapter. 

Here, I explore Māori identity from three perspectives: traditional, colonial and post-colonial, highlighting 

the ways in which Māori identity has been disrupted and reclaimed over time. Non-Māori New Zealand 

identities are explored along the same trajectory, to reveal the evolution from settlers to the diverse 
identities expressed in Aotearoa-New Zealand today. 

3.1. ‘Traditional’ Māori identities  

In the Introduction to this thesis, I explored whakapapa, whānaungatanga and wairuatanga as 

the core threads of my indigenous identity, which are explicitly Māori. I refer to ‘my’ Māori identity as 

these are not the only traditional markers through which some Māori identify. In addition to whakapapa, 

wairua and whenua, Durie (1994) named familiarity with te reo Māori (Māori language) and tikanga 

Māori (cultural customs) as central indications of Māori identity. Māori educationalist Rose Pere (1988) 

expanded on these dimensions, outlining six elements of identity which include: a relationship with land 

(which provides a sense of belonging); spirituality (which provides a sense of meaning, connection and 
purpose); ancestral ties (which provide ancestral based wisdom and appropriate guidelines for living); 

tikanga Māori (customs which carry values and cultural practices unique to Māori); kinship ties (which 

carry obligations to contribute to well-being of the family and extended family); and a sense of humanity 

(which involves a sense of belonging to a wider community).   
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The identities of the indigenous peoples of Aotearoa-New Zealand as ‘tangata whenua’ (literally 

‘people of the land’) are built on our intrinsic kinship connections to each other and our environment 

(Mahuika, 2019). These connections are traced across whānau (family) and hapū (extended family), iwi 

(tribe) and waka (origin canoe in which ones’ ancestors arrived) (Connor, 2019; Gibbons et al, 1994). 
This interconnectedness is known to Māori as whakapapa and provides the cornerstone of Māori 

identity and belonging. Although whakapapa is commonly translated to mean ‘lineage’ or ‘descent’ as 

in the western notion of genealogy, for Māori whakapapa describes the process of layering, overlaying 

or stacking. In this way, whakapapa refers to the overlaying of lineal lines of descent that demonstrate 

Māori interconnectedness (Roberts, 2013).        

The layered nature of whakapapa is built upon the cyclic journey of birth/emergence, of growth 

and of death, which returns us to the earth. Central to this cyclic process is Papatūānuku, who Māori 

view as the Earth Mother (Connor, 2019). Papatūānuku is the land beneath our feet, or the earth or 
whenua on which we reside. It is from Papatūānuku that all things are born, and to whom all things 

return. This is reflected in the term itself, whaka meaning ‘to be of’, thus ‘to be of Papa(tūānuku). Our 

layers of descent are therefore built from Papatūānuku, with each of our tīpuna or ancestors adding 

another layer until arriving at us, a line we continue through our children and their children. In this way 

whakapapa is similar to the western notion of lineage, portrayed as a family tree (Mahuika, 2019).  

Yet the lineal lines of descent are only one function or layer of a whakapapa framework. As well 

as describing our connections to people, whakapapa also encompasses our links to the physical, 

geographical world, as descendants of both Ranginui (our Sky Father) and Papatūānuku. Thus, 
whakapapa embraces the geographical features of the land and sea and includes flora and fauna within 

our world. We are therefore as connected to all aspects of our physical world, particularly our mountains, 

our rivers and our oceans, as we are to our own family members (Roberts, 2013). This forms an intrinsic 

part of our identities.  

This intrinsic connection to whenua influences the ways in which Māori view land and our 

relationship to it. Māori land is not bought or sold but, instead, remains within the whānau, hapū and iwi 

throughout the generations, with each generation acting as kaitiaki or guardians. Our connection to 
Papatūānuku is also reflected in our traditions involving childbirth. As well as meaning land, the term 

whenua is the name given to placenta, or afterbirth. Tikanga (cultural customs) dictates that a child’s 

whenua is returned to the earth, buried in a location with which that the child has an ancestral 

connection. Running through the lines of whakapapa is wairua (spirit), providing another layer of 

connection and giving us a spiritual connectedness to all things within our physical world.  

When introductions are made in formal settings a person’s whakapapa is declared through the 

reciting of one’s pepeha, an elaborate and eloquent process that situates one’s belonging within this 

multi-layered framework. Through our pepeha we recite our connections to our physical and 
geographical ancestors and confirm our belonging to our tribal and familial groups. Our pepeha locates 

our place in our ancestral lines through to our living families.  
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Ko Tihirau te maunga     (Tihirau is my mountain) 

Ko Whangaparaoa te awa    (Whangaparaoa is my river) 

Ko Tauira-mai-tawhiti te waka    (Tauira-mai-tawhiti is my canoe) 

Ko Te Whānau-o-Kauaetangohia te hapū  (Kauaetangohia is my sub-tribe) 

Ko Te Whānau-a-Apanui te iwi    (Te Whānau-a-Apanui is my tribe) 

Ko Pauline Adams tōku ingoa    (My name is Pauline Adams) 

 

3.2. First encounters: The making of ‘Māori’ and ‘Pākehā’ identities 

The need to collectively identify as Māori arose from the arrival of European settlers to 

Aotearoa, which initiated a new dynamic of ‘them’ and ‘us’. In terms of delineating who was who, the 

general term ‘Māori’ was utilised to define those who were ‘normal’ (from the centre of their own 

worldview), while ‘Pākehā’ was a term used by Māori to define the mainly white settlers, who had been 

arriving on the shores since Captain Cook’s visit in 1769 (King, 2003).  

Over time tensions arose between the colonial settlers and indigenous tangata whenua as the 

two sides struggled for the right to occupy the same space simultaneously. In an attempt to dissipate 

these tensions, Aotearoa-New Zealand’s founding document, Te Tiriti o Waitangi-Treaty of Waitangi, 

was formalised in 1840. The Treaty would go on to form the basis of the political construct of 

‘biculturalism’ in place in Aotearoa-New Zealand today (Hayward, 2004), yet it remains contentious, 

owing largely to the differing versions that were signed.   

Upon the first day of signing in 1840, William Hobson, the Queen’s representative and Governor 
of New Zealand, is said to have declared ‘he iwi tahi tatou – we are now one people’ (Orange, 1989). 

Yet while Hobson signed both the English and Māori versions of the Treaty on behalf of the Crown, 

Māori only signed the Māori version. Thus, in the English version of the Treaty of Waitangi, Māori give 

sovereignty to the British Queen, meaning absolute and total control. So, in the English version, Māori 

gave the British total control of the country. The version that Māori signed agreed to give British 

‘kawangatanga’ or governance. The Māori version did not mention sovereignty, or ‘rangatiratanga’. In 

1846, Governor Robert Fitzroy5 claimed that: 

Some persons still affect to deride it [the Treaty]; some say it was a deception; and some would 
unhesitatingly set it aside; while others esteem it highly as a well-considered and judicious work, of the 

utmost importance. (Fitzroy, 1846, as cited in Orange, 1987, p. 1)     

 
5 Robert Fitzroy, who first visited New Zealand as commander of the Beagle in 1835, was Governor from 1843, succeeding the 
late William Hobson. He served until 1845, when he was recalled to Britain and replaced by George Grey. 
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Fitzroy’s words still ring true for many Māori and Pākehā. Today, the Treaty continues to be a 

political and symbolic recognition of partnership between Māori and Pākehā, albeit one that is 

controversial, contentious and at times, divisive. On one side, Māori continue to lead the call to redress 

historical Treaty breeches, seeking the “restoration of lands, territories and resources and formal 
recognition of their mana (power and authority, including sovereignty)” (Mutu, 2018, p. 209). On the 

other hand, Pākehā who are resistant to the Treaty redress invoke claims of “Māori privileging”, arguing 

that Māori are given special treatment which has encouraged a “racially divided nation” (Brash, 2004, 

p. 3).  

The entanglement of Māori and Pākehā across a contested history continues to have an 

ongoing implication for identities. As Matthews (2018) summarised, “the breakup of the British Empire 

and a subsequent immigration-driven shift towards multiculturalism has thrown the identity of New 

Zealand Pākehā (non-indigenous New Zealanders) into uncertainty” (p. 45). Meanwhile, the revival of 
language and land claims based on Treaty claims (supported by the Waitangi Tribunal) has seen a shift 

in Māori towards embracing their indigenous identity and lineage, by learning about their history, culture 

and language (MacIntosh et al, 2021). 

3.3. Post-colonial Māori identities 

Although many Māori today are able to embrace their indigenous identity, this has not always 

been the case, nor is it the experience of all Māori. Since contact and colonisation, locating ‘traditional’ 

elements of Māori identity in the modern era has proven to be problematic for many whose ties to 

culture, land and language have been severed (Paringatai, 2014). The disruption of Māori identity is 
considered a dilemma by many academics and researchers in the identity research field (Bennet & Liu, 

2018). Māori identify is evidenced through both contemporary and traditional markers that reflect 

diverse personal and collective experiences. Subsequently, a Māori identity based on cultural traditions 

and ways of belonging cannot be taken for granted. A concern shared among Māori researchers, in the 

context of social identity and belonging, is that disconnection to Māori communities or practices, as well 

as a social identity developed outside of Māori interactions, may contribute to identity isolation. As Durie 

(1995) warned much earlier on:   

As Māori move towards self-determination and defining their own futures, there is a danger that a narrow 
focus based on prejudice about a ‘typical’ Māori could distort a view of Māori people by relying on 20th 

century stereotypes rather than 21st century realities. In order to avoid classifying Māori solely according 

to traditional cultural knowledge and skills, or on the basis of affiliation with marae, hapū and iwi, it is 
necessary to emphasise the range of circumstances which not only shape cultural expression but also 

permit or inhibit cultural identification and practice. Most frameworks used to describe Māori have been of 

a single dimension stressing links with traditional knowledge and skills but failing to capture the range of 
activities, lifestyles and multiple affiliations which characterize Māori people in modern society. (p. 470) 

Durie’s argument is supported by Borell (2005), who cautions that affirming an identity through 

one’s level of engagement in cultural activities continues to be problematic for some Māori youth. While 

a majority of her participants affirmed a positive Māori identity through conventional identity indicators, 
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the ongoing defining of Māori through engagement in conventional cultural activities serves to isolate 

those who do not participate in such activities. Instead, these participants pointed to shared experiential 

indicators of Māori identity which they outlined as material deprivation, such as ‘being poor’ (whether 

real or perceived) or playing down wealth to appear more Māori, having a ‘hard life’, failing at school, 
being active in sports, and socializing through partying. Although the two groups of participants 

identified vastly different identity markers, both sets of indicators are underpinned by shared experience 

that facilitates a sense of belonging, as espoused by theories of social identity.    

In an attempt to bound contemporary Māori identities, both from psychology and sociology 

perspectives, researchers have developed a number of Māori identity frameworks. One that is located 

within the field of psychology categorises contemporary Māori identities as fixed, fluid, or forced 

(McIntosh, 2005). Fixed Māori are defined by their knowledge of their whakapapa ancestry and active 

involvement in traditional Māori cultural practices. Fluid Māori are those who may be less distinct from 
mainstream culture but still identify positively as Māori and reject negative stereotypes. Forced Māori 

are defined as those who are isolated from traditional cultural identity indicators but are defined from 

the outside as Māori through the process of categorization rather than self-identification.  

Another examination of Māori identity from a psychological perspective is Houkamau and 

Sibley’s (2010) ‘Multi-dimensional Model of Māori Identity and Cultural Engagement [MMM-ICE]’. The 

MMM-ICE is a self-reporting tool constructed to quantitatively measure Māori identity. It takes into 

consideration indicators from both traditional sources, such as ‘spirituality’ and ‘cultural engagement’, 

and contemporary sources including ‘socio-political consciousness’. Houkamau and Sibley also 
measured ‘authenticity beliefs’, which they define as “the extent to which individuals believe that to be 

a ‘real’ or ‘authentic’ member of the social category Māori one must display specific (stereotypical) 

features, knowledge and behaviour” (p. 21). These beliefs relate to the credence one associates with 

constructs such as blood quantum measures and physical features.  

Through these frameworks, McIntosh (2005) and Houkamau and Sibley (2010) authenticated 

Māori identities across a broad range of backgrounds and experiences, in ways that adherence to 

‘traditional’ identity markers do not. McIntosh’s ‘forced’ Māori, and to a lesser degree ‘fluid’ Māori 
identity, acknowledged that not all Māori have access to, or choose to engage with, shared Māori 

cultural knowledges and practices. Houkamau and Sibley’s MMM-ICE recognised that there is more 

than one way to be Māori.  

Although I locate my Māori identity within ‘traditional’ cultural markers, my lived experiences as 

a post-colonial Māori-Pākehā woman situate me at the contemporary end of these frameworks. Herein 

lies the dilemma of my mixed Māori-Pākehā identity that I was motivated to examine in this research.  

The social threads of connectedness, experienced through participation in shared cultural 

activities, are important for affirming Māori identities and are strongly underpinned by the notion of 
belonging. From a sociological perspective, Rata (2012) explored the links between Māori cultural 

engagement, Māori identity and psychological well-being for secondary school students in her research. 
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Her findings suggested a positive causal correlation between these three dimensions. Analysis of the 

findings informed Rata’s (2012) ‘Pōwhiri Identity Negotiation Model’ which she used to locate Māori 

youth into four categories of identity development: a) those who were yet to display an interest in Māori 

cultural identity; b) those who were interested in developing a Māori identity; c) those who were actively 
exploring a Māori identity; and d) those who felt secure in their Māori identity. Rata’s research indicated 

that cultural connectedness through engagement in Māori cultural activities informs and enhances a 

positive Māori identity. 

Herbert (2011), who explored Māori identity in Māori-Pākehā individuals who do not physically 

look Māori, named a desire to connect to things Māori alongside the importance of whakapapa, as two 

key components of a positive Māori identity. Within the context of her subjects, connectedness was 

expressed as expanding knowledge through “…learning the language, their whakapapa, connecting 

with their whānau, hapu and iwi and learning about tikanga and kawa” (p. 55).  

For Borell (2005), a shared sense of involvement and belonging was a prominent finding in her 

research which explored how Māori youth in a low socio-economic, urban setting, affirm positive 

identities. Borell’s participants, who affirmed a positive Māori identity, did so through cultural indicators 

such as: knowing your tribe and tribal area; having some awareness of your marae; having a degree of 

fluency in te reo Māori/Māori language; being fully immersed members in Māori educational settings 

such as Kohanga Reo (early childhood) or Kura Kaupapa Māori (primary); and being involved in cultural 

activities such as kapa haka and waka ama.  

As stated previously, while my Māori identity is located within ‘traditional’ cultural markers, my 
lived experiences during my school years placed me outside of traditional Māori identity frameworks. If 

anything, Rata’s (2012) sliding scale of identity negotiation was one that I experienced in reverse, 

starting school at age five with a secure Māori identity, and finishing school aged 18 with no interest in 

being Māori. Like Rata, Herbert’s (2012) participants expressed a desire to connect positively to Māori 

culture, something I struggled with in my adolescent years. Similarly, I could not claim many of the 

cultural indicators that Borell’s participants expressed as central to their identities.  

These multi-faceted perspectives reinforced the challenges that Māori face in fostering positive 
Māori identities in post-colonial contexts (Borell, 2005; Durie, 1995; Paringatai, 2014). Prior research 

discussed here identified the conditions required for positive identities, something I did not acquire at 

school. Consideration of these frameworks in my research was, thus, important in seeking to uncover 

if experiences of mixed-race Māori identity development was in any way similar to those who identify 

solely as Māori. 

3.4. How Pākehā view identity: The evolving threads of Pākehā identity 

Since the arrival of the first colonial settlers, the constructs of the ‘white New Zealander’ and 

‘New Zealandness’ have been dynamic and evolving. Early settlers who originated from Europe and, in 

particular Britain, retained that link through their identity under nomenclatures such as ‘British’ or ‘Irish’, 
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or even ‘Irish Catholic’ for the next few generations to come (King, 1999). Later generations popularised 

generic terms such New Zealander, New Zealand European or ‘Kiwi’, due to their lost living memories 

of their homelands. This evolved into King’s (1999) controversial descriptor in which he challenged us 

to think of Pākehā as a ‘second indigenous culture’6.   

Today, the ways in which non-indigenous New Zealanders self-identify are diverse (Bell, 2006; 

Gray et al, 2013). There is no one collective term for non-indigenous New Zealanders. Instead, people 

choose to self-label and self-categorise in multiple ways, including (but not limited to) New Zealander, 

New Zealand European, Caucasian, Pākehā-New Zealander, Pākehā or Kiwi. Each label has its own 

histories, its own whakapapa, its own mythologies and connotations, and its own contentions.  

‘New Zealander’ is a broad term that can be adopted by, or applied to, anyone who claims a 

feeling of belonging to this country. It is not bound by ethnic characteristics or cultural practices, nor 

distinguishes between citizens (New Zealanders by birth) or residents (New Zealanders by habitation). 
Whilst some embrace the label, New Zealander, for others this nomenclature lacks a level of distinction 

that defines those who are multi-generational settlers in this country and sets people apart from recent 

immigrants (Broman & Kukutai, 2021; Kukutai & Didham, 2009, 2013). This view is supported by 

Callister et al (2009) who claim that a national identity neutralises diversity and renders indigenous 

identity invisible. 

Another nomenclature, ‘New Zealand European’, is often adopted by New Zealanders who 

descend from European, often British, immigrants. It is less about highlighting a direct link to Europe, 

and more about expressing a non-indigenous New Zealand identity (Kukutai & Didham, 2009). During 
the 1980s and early 1990s, at a time when the term ‘Pākehā’ was controversial, ‘New Zealand 

European’ was seen as a more favourable alternative for those who wanted to express an identity linked 

to Aotearoa-New Zealand, but as distinct from Māori (Mercetic, 2018). Due to its reference to Europe, 

many third, fourth, fifth and later generations born in Aotearoa-New Zealand later rejected this identity 

label because they feel they have no connection with Europe (Callister, 2004).  

The reference to ‘white New Zealander’ is one that is rarely used in this country. While I use 

the terms ‘white’ and ‘brown’ throughout this thesis, these labels, along with ‘black’ and ‘coloured’, sit 
uncomfortably within the New Zealand vernacular (Callister, 2008). ‘Pākehā’ is possibly the most 

contentious descriptor. On the one hand, this label has been actively rejected by many across the 

population who consider it to be racist (Broman, 2018; Broman & Kukutai, 2021, Mercetic, 2018). On 

the other hand, others embrace a Pākehā identity as one that is unique to Aotearoa-New Zealand 

(Fitzpatrick, 2016). According to Spoonley (1991), the term Pākehā was rarely used in the 1950s and 

 
6 King (1999) based his claim on the premise that being Pākehā has diverged from the origin cultures of the settlers, to a culture 
of occupation in much the same way as the concept of tangata whenua. King also characterised Māori as setters, albeit settlers 
that just happened to arrive ahead of the Europeans. In this respect, King repositioned Māori and Pākehā as equal halves of a 
partnership, in an attempt to neutralise what he saw as the ‘radicalisation’ of Māori politics. King also contested Māori claims of 
‘tangata whenua’ status, in an attempt to “unilaterally impose boundaries in terms of what was acceptable for an Indigenous 
people demanding self-determination, and what was not” (McDonald, 2016). 
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1960s, becoming more prominent in the 1970s (during my early years) as a label that related to a 

specific cultural group. During this time the term was not always well received. Such was the intensity 

of the debate surrounding the nomenclature ‘Pākehā’ during my childhood years in the 1980s that it 

was removed as an option from the 1996 New Zealand Census form and has been absent ever since 
(Broman, 2018; Broman & Kukutai, 2021).    

In many ways, Pākehā-New Zealanders continue to grapple with the concepts of racial, ethnic 

and cultural identities, given that Pākehā identity is complex, multi-layered and, in many ways, still 

emergent (Bell, 2009, 2014, 2017; Green, 2014). There continues to be a lack of a clear definition of 

what it is to ‘be Pākehā’ evident in the decisions of those who make their own meanings for the term. 

Some claim Pākehā as an ethnic identity, based on pre-settler ethnic ancestry and post-settler links to 

Aotearoa-New Zealand (Bell, 2004; Gray et al, 2013; Spoonley, 2007). Green, (2014) found that for 

others, ‘Pākehā’ is a label that is consciously adopted as a deliberate political statement that aligns 
themselves with Māori. This deliberate action is either to acknowledge their place alongside Māori as a 

Treaty partner (see Chapter 3), or to align with Māori through post-colonial struggles. Green (2014) also 

found that ‘Pākehā’ is a unique nomenclature that, for some, gives a sense of connection to Aotearoa-

New Zealand in a way that other descriptors do not provide. Some reject the term ‘Pākehā altogether, 

preferring to identify more generally as ‘New Zealander’.     

One of the underlying issues, is the contested origins of the term ‘Pākehā’, and the perpetuated 

myth that the name has derogatory meanings, such as ‘white flea’ or ‘white pig’ (Green, 2014, Mercetic, 

2018). Others reject the label due to the word originating from within the Māori language, thus is seen 
as a descriptor that has been imposed from the outside (Broman & Kukutai, 2021; Jellie, 2001; Pearson, 

1990).  

In addition, there continues to be much debate around what constitutes a Pākehā identity and 

who can claim one (King 2003; Spoonley, 2007), because motivations for choosing to identify as 

Pākehā are varied. While some claim Pākehā identity on the basis of ethnic heritages that link back to 

colonial homelands, this is less of a marker of Pākehā identity. According to Spoonley (2007): 

Firstly, it positions those who use it as being of New Zealand. In other settler societies, there is no 
equivalent to the word Pākehā, especially not one that derives from the Indigenous people but is then 

adopted by the majority to refer to themselves. Secondly, it can be used to express a relationship towards 

Māori, especially as a marker for someone who supports biculturalism as a way of moving forward and as 
need to offer reparations for historical wrongs… Thirdly, the label Pākehā is controversial. There is still 

some, largely an older generation, who object to its use. Some use ‘New Zealander’ as though this was 

an ethnic label. Others are happy to use the term Pākehā but do not accept the political (post-colonial) 
dimensions. (p. 11)  
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3.5. Mixed Māori-Pākehā identities 

Māori-Pākehā researcher Helene Connor (2019) stated that “Experiencing a mixed cultural 

heritage is steeped in contradiction and ambiguity… and that… historically, interracial 

marriages/relationships and the children of these unions have been viewed with hostility by both sides” 

(p. 13). While I cannot claim to have experienced race-based hostility within my family, I can relate to 
the feelings of uncertainty that being Māori-Pākehā sometimes brings. Much of the struggle for Māori-

Pākehā identity is a hangover from the consequences of colonisation, which isolated Māori from their 

language, land and cultural practices (Smith, 1998). This isolation has seemingly created a divide within 

Māoridom of ‘those who can’ and ‘those who cannot’, in terms of being able to speak the language, 

recite and connect to their marae, hapū or iwi, and share in Māori practices (Durie, 1994). It is by these 

measures that Māori continue to be judged, resulting in severe consequences for salient identity 

development. In addition, although the concept of racial groupings according to physical, biological traits 

are often criticised for their essentialist and reductionist notions it has been, in my experience, my lack 
of physical traits that has served to distance me from my cultural group. Many Māori-Pākehā face 

criticism around claims of ‘being Māori’ and are judged on whether they are, or look, ‘Māori enough’ to 

call themselves Māori.    

A public example of this occurred in 2018, when the Honourable Simon Bridges became the 

first Māori leader of the National Party, a centre-right Aotearoa-New Zealand political party, in opposition 

to the ruling left-wing Labour coalition. On the one hand, Bridges’ appointment as the first Māori leader 

was hailed as a breakthrough for the conservative, mainstream party, made even more poignant by the 
fact that the Deputy Leader, the Honourable Paula Bennett, was also Māori. However, the lauding of 

both Bridges and Bennett drew vocal cynicism from critics, who questioned whether Bridges was ‘Māori 

enough’ to be called a Māori leader (Bennett also faced the same criticism). The premise of this critique 

was that, while Bridges has a Pākehā mother and a Māori father, he was raised as a Pākehā and knows 

little of the Māori world, a situation that Bridges himself acknowledges. Calling Bridges a ‘Māori leader’ 

was seen by some as a publicity stunt to win Māori voters (Bridges went on to win a leadership race 

following the National Party’s unexpected and narrow loss in the election), with some raising the 

question that if Bridges considered himself to be Māori then “why are we only hearing of this now?” 
Such questions were raised by both Māori and Pākehā, including Barry Soper, a veteran political 

journalist and Pākehā: 

Bridges' generational change then is about as solid as his claims to his Maori heritage and that of his 

deputy, neither of whom have made much of it in their rise up through the ranks, not altogether surprising 

considering their new leader is just three sixteenths Maori and Bennett's grandmother was half-Maori. 
They're now fully fledged tangata whenua it seems and he's pleading for the Maori vote which is unlikely 

to wash.      

Bridges’ speeches were also dissected by media determined to establish the veracity of his 

‘Māori-ness’. Journalist Audrey Young noted that “Bridges has referred to Maori in ways which suggest 
he doesn't identify as Maori himself.” She said, "Like Winston Peters (another political party leader) he 
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tends to describe Maori in terms of 'they' rather than 'we'”. In his defence, the debate around Bridges’ 

ethnicity drew support from both Māori and Pākehā. Gwynn Compton (2018) summed up the issue: 

This absurd line of attack seems to draw on two equally as stupid measures: one being what percentage 
of Māori ancestry they have, and the other being whether they're either fluent in te reo or able to recite a 

mihi. What makes these lines of argument absurd, and essentially racist, is that they completely ignore 

the fact that both Bridges and Bennett's experience of being urban Maori are largely representative of 
urban Maori in general over the past century. The migration of Maori from rural New Zealand to urban 

centres over the past century, combined with backward policies towards Maori culture for much of that 

time, saw many Maori separated from their cultural identity. 

Ward Kamo (2018) shared Compton’s position about Bridges’ Māori heritage:  

It's just insulting for that question to even be raised. As we say in Maori – his whakapapa is his whakapapa 

and no one can question that. And that's my point. To be Maori is to have a whakapapa and a right to 

exercise that if it is your wish. You are not less Maori if you don't go to the marae, if you don't speak te 
reo, if you don't fit 'what a Maori is'. Your heritage is your heritage. All the leaders of Maori descent in 

Parliament have acknowledged their Maori whakapapa and it's a beautiful thing. 

This debate around Simon Bridges’ ethnicity drew similar stories from others who face 

questions about the authenticity of their heritage. In covering this ‘Māori-ness’ debate, journalist Stacey 

Kirk shared her experiences: 

I'm very fair skinned, whereas my sister is very dark. We look alike, it's just that one of us has mum's 

(German/Scottish) colouring and one of us has dad's (Māori). And no one ever questions her Māori 

heritage - in fact, it's assumed. When people find out I'm Māori - and after we clear up that yes, we're full 
sisters, same parents, neither of us are adopted - invariably the very next question is 'what percentage 

are you?' Putting aside the racial undertones of that, it's just an incredibly thick question.  

Kirk went on to say, “I am proud of my Māori heritage but I'm sad to admit, I've given up talking 

about it unless I'm standing next to my sister. I'm a New Zealander”.    

Connor (2019) has suggested that “Moving between two worlds is not always simply about 
erasure or denial, but rather about the creation and establishment of alternative experiences” (p. 13). 

This perspective is endorsed by Webber (2007) in her explorations of utilising a ‘third space’:   

[T]he concept of a ‘third space’ is liberating in that it opens up a new way of thinking about New Zealand 

culture. It is emancipatory in that its existence releases hybrid individuals from a sense of unbelonging, 

dislocation and alienation, and instead gives them a sense of partial participation and location within their 
cultures of origin. It also provides a platform upon which the hybrid Māori/Pakeha can straddle two different 

and often opposing cultures. This ‘third space’ opens up a new category of cultural location where hybrid 

Māori/Pakeha can constantly negotiate their ethnic identity in relation to their unique historical 
circumstances as native/colonial, colonised/coloniser and Māori/Pakeha. (p. 44) 
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The experiences expressed in these narratives aligned more closely to my own, especially in 

terms of having one’s Māori identity discussed and debated without consent or input. Having someone 

query my presence at a cultural event, or exclaim surprise upon hearing my whakapapa, have played 

a part in the dislodging of my identity stability (along with the threat of negative stigma and stereotypes). 
It was these views that resonated with me, more than those expressed in research literature of affirmed 

Māori identity, and in some ways authenticated my own experiences.  

Summary 

Understanding the different cultural perspectives of identity for indigenous Māori and for 

colonial and post-colonial Pākehā in the context my research was the important third warp strand of my 

autoethnographic examination. If the underlying premise of this thesis is my assertion that ‘by the time 

I left school I didn’t want to be Māori anymore’ – then I needed to consider the conflicting worldviews 

that I had to navigate in order to understand how I came to this decision. I realised early on in this 

research that, on reflection, school was the only context in my world where I felt this way. Somewhere 

and somehow on my journey through education, I had come to learn that I was not Māori enough to be 

Māori, and that it was more advantageous to be Pākehā instead. Not only that, I learnt that I could make 
this decision because I was able to ‘pass as white’. I therefore needed to weave my lived experiences 

through this vital warp strand, in order for me to understand my struggles to identify as Māori within a 

school context.     
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CHAPTER 4. How narratives of Aotearoa-New Zealand and its people inform 
Māori and Pākehā identity.    

In examining the question of ‘why I didn’t want to be Māori anymore’, I sought to understand 

how Aotearoa-New Zealand society reflected the narratives of its people, particularly Māori and Pākehā. 

I wanted to understand whose voices were being privileged and whose voices were being silenced. I 

wanted to track these narratives over the course of my childhood and adolescent years and determine 

whether I was being exposed to a balanced, Māori-Pākehā dialogue or if, instead, I had been subjected 

to a white, middle-class monologue. I asked how our histories were both portrayed and conveyed in our 

schools, on our radios and televisions, and in our social and political arenas. From an educational 

perspective, I was curious to know what part these discourses played in contributing to the ‘hidden 
curriculum’ of my school days. Using autoethnography as a vehicle, I have reflected on how these 

narratives influenced my identity journey, and the ways in which I navigated two cultures.            

Narratives formed a significant part of the examination of my Māori-Pākehā identity. Through 

autoethnography, I utilised my internal voice to convey lived experiences as a Māori-Pākehā woman 

(see Chapter 1). This involved a retrospective interrogation of my personal narratives and recollections, 

analysed against current theory and research. As a critical examination, this research also interrogates 

the power and influence of external discourses on my identity, paying particular attention to the master 

narratives of the privileged majority in Aotearoa-New Zealand, and counter narratives voiced by its 
indigenous minority, both groups to which I belong. This required careful deliberation of my place within 

stories, interactions with them, and how I have come to align or reject narratives in ways that inform my 

identity. In bridging the gap between my voice and that of society, this research recognises the dynamic 

interaction between self and narratives.  

Because an examination of schooling influences my identity development, this thesis focusses 

on the dominant social discourses involving Pākehā and Māori that were prevalent in Aotearoa-New 

Zealand during my crucial identity building years, and in the curriculum content of the era. Through this 
research journey, I considered some of the more prevalent Māori and Pākehā discourses of my 

childhood and reflected on the ways that these influenced my identity development.  Central to these 

narratives were the cultural, political and historical relationship between Māori and Pākehā, which are 

underpinned by the threads that were outlined in Chapter 2. Critical reflection of these narratives 

revealed a common theme that persisted of a perpetuated view that Māori are inferior to Pākehā. It is 

a discourse that is replicated in colonised societies throughout time. This ‘master narrative’ was to have 

an extremely negative impact on the way I, as a Māori-Pākehā person, saw myself in relation to my 

peers, and was influential in determining the ways I ultimately chose to identify. Thus, understanding 
the narratives of my time, and the role they played in shaping my identity, are important factors in this 

research.           

    



 

 78 

4.1. What are narratives and why are they important? 

We all have a narrative. Several narratives, in fact. We are subjects in our own storylines, actors 

that inhabit multiple roles, across many scenarios in our lives. We dictate the narrative. We embody the 

narrative. We become the narrative. We are the narrative.     

At the same time, narratives exist in our periphery. We are exposed to external narratives. They 
are objects in our realms, with which we interact. Some narratives are powerful and assert their 

influence over us. They shape who we are and how we see the world.   

 

I am a narrative         

I am the sum of my narratives  

I am some of my narratives 

I am someone’s narrative 

I am sometimes the narrative 

I am a narrative 

… This is my narrative 

 

 
 

 As Imada and Yussen (2012) succinctly pointed out, “Narratives are one of the oldest forms of 

communication in human societies” (p. 114). They are universally utilised as a form of communication 

and are found virtually across all cultures and all contexts of everyday life. Narratives are fundamental 

to social life, and to how individuals and societies see themselves. We find our sense of belonging 

through the dialogues that proliferate our consciousness and subconsciousness. They are prevalent in 
our social, political and economic lives and are, therefore, influential in shaping how we see the world 

and our place within it. 

Imada and Yussen (2012) also claimed that narratives are a “…reflection of what people 

consider normative expectations. They tell people who they are, what they should aspire to be and how 

they should relate to others” (p. 115). Narratives thus act as tools that reinforce cultural norms and have 

an important function in the reproduction of cultural values (van Alphen & Carretero, 2015). Identity 

building, therefore, becomes a life-long negotiation of finding one’s location both within a single 

narrative, and across multiple discourses. Indeed, the very act of identity development requires us to 
absorb and internalise cultural, social and political accounts about ‘who we are’. Because narratives 

have psychological, social, cultural and political functions (Mishler, 1995) they inform identity at all levels 

of human social life. As Lebow (2014) asserted, “…individual and social identities are created, 

transmitted, revised and undermined through narrative and practices” (p. 46).  
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Narratives are constructed, disseminated and reinforced across many contexts, most notably 

in the media and news outlets, in schools and curriculum, and in politics as well as in everyday 

conversation. While scholarly interest in narratives has long centred on the literary analysis of classic 

texts, social researchers have expanded this field to include other forms. Loseke (2007) cited examples 
such as court documents (Ewick & Silbey, 1995; Nolan, 2002), public policy hearings (Asen, 2003; 

Stein, 2001), mass media newspapers (Clawson & Trice, 2000) and social advocacy documents 

(Berbrier, 1998). Social researchers have also moved beyond written texts to analyse oral narrative 

forms such as political speeches and television news, as well as fictional narratives conveyed through 

films and television.   

In isolation, an examination of the hierarchy of narratives and how they are viewed and 

privileged by different groups and sub-groups can reveal a great deal about our communities, societies 

and cultures. For example, in the dominant, western worldview, written narratives are privileged over 
oral narratives (Adams, 2020). Narratives of ‘truths’, supported by evidence of facts, dates and first-

hand accounts are valued over ‘fantasy’, ‘myths’ or ‘fairy tale’ accounts where accuracy is disputed. In 

the context of colonial Aotearoa-New Zealand, Pākehā narratives have enjoyed an elevated status over 

Māori narratives as ‘true’ accounts of the world, reflecting Eurocentric views as norms by which Māori 

narratives become ‘othered’.  

On the other hand, an examination of Māori culture from the ‘inside’ reveals a culture that is 

driven by oral narrative traditions rather than written, and the central place these narratives have in 

Māori knowledge production, retention and transmission. Māori oral narratives take many forms, as 
moteatea, waiata, whaikōrero. Māori narratives are also contained within the physical world, in the 

whaikaro (carvings), tukutuku (weaving) and kowhaiwhai (painted patterns) of the wharenui (meeting 

house) or in the geographical forms of a tribal area such as mountains and rivers. For Māori, the 

meaning contained within these narrative forms can be literal, metaphorical or figurative, and are equally 

weighted in importance. The narrative is about uncovering, deconstructing and revealing the lessons or 

the meanings contained within the story, rather than pursuing its factual or scientific accuracy or 

historical authenticity. 

This examination of societal and cultural narratives, particularly those which (rightly or wrongly) 

informed my identity, prompted a number of questions around issues of power and privilege. In 

interrogating these narratives, I sought to understand the assumption of truth, the position of bias and 

agenda, and the role of hegemony. 

Narrative identities   

Loseke (2007) argued that to understand narrative identities, and the work that narrative 

identities do, requires “…examining the reflexive relationship among stories of cultural identity (at the 

macro-level), institutional, organisational identities (meso-level) and personal identity (micro-level)” (p. 
663). For example, narratives of institutional identities (which underpin policy decisions) or 

organisational identities (that drive organisational responses to narratives of ‘broken’ identities) may be 
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located within, or originate from, the meso-level. However, their end-game may be to influence change 

or become ingrained at the macro level of cultural identities. One such example in Aotearoa-New 

Zealand is ‘Hobson’s Pledge’, an organisational group whose vision is that “New Zealand is a society 

in which all citizens have the same rights, irrespective of when we or our ancestors arrived” (Hobson’s 
Pledge Trust, 2015). Aotearoa-New Zealand’s three wānanga7 and the broadcaster Māori Television 

are further examples of sites within the institutional meso-level whose aim is to make shifts at the macro 

(cultural) level of our society. As institutional sites (whose legitimacy is legislated by government policy) 

that are actively involved in narrative production and dissemination, they occupy a platform that allows 

for alternative voices to be heard, and are acknowledged across spaces that have traditionally been 

monocultural monologues. Over time, the end goal is for these ‘alternative’ voices to become 

normalised. 

Loseke’s (2007) research on identity narratives facilitated my thinking about the importance of 
looking beyond narratives in isolation, and guided me to locate narrative contexts that are relevant to 

my identity journey. Thus, before engaging in examinations of the interrelatedness of identity narratives, 

first I needed to locate identity narratives of influence within the bounds of each context. Placing a 

theoretical perimeter around the constructs of socio-political, ethno-cultural and educational contexts 

and personal identity narratives was essential. This allowed me to explore how different types of 

narratives are constructed, the purpose for their construction and/or existence, and the impact or 

influences these narratives have on both collective and individual identity. 

Whilst Loseke’s work centred on cultural, institutional, organisational and personal identity 
narratives, my research explored narratives located within the socio-political, ethno-cultural and 

educational contexts. Socio-political contexts necessitated an exploration of media, including Aotearoa-

New Zealand literature, film, television and music. Within an ethno-cultural context this research 

investigated traditional and contemporary narratives of ‘being Māori’ and ‘being Pākehā’. The 

educational context focused on narratives perpetuated through school curricular, both overt and hidden. 

As an autoethnographic study, particular attention was given to the decades of the 1970s, 1980s and 

1990s to reflect the time period in which I was born and raised. As a critical investigation of identity, my 
personal experiences could not be considered in isolation, thus are woven across these contexts which 

formed the backdrop to my upbringing.   

Master Narratives and Counter Narratives 

Multiple and conflicting narratives are common, reflecting the numerous views of the many 

players and observers involved across different issues. Of particular interest to me was understanding 

the master narratives that espoused the views of the powerful and privileged (in this case, the Pākehā) 

and the counter narratives of the indigenous Māori minority (Came, 2014). Counter narratives arise 

from marginalised groups whose experiences do not fit the master narrative of the majority. In this way, 

 
7 Te Wānanga o Aotearoa, Te Wānanga o Raukawa and Te Whare Wānanga o Awanuiarangi 
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counter narratives provide alternatives that act to deconstruct the master discourse (Stanley, 2007). As 

Stanley pointed out, “…the master narrative is not a single narrative but rather multiple, interlocking, 

mutually supporting narratives” (p.15). Lawless (2003) contended that: 

[U]ntil we recognize that there is a master narrative in place and that we have all been participants in the 
structuring and application of that master narrative can we call it into question, examine it, and ask 

ourselves whether or not we want to change it. Even those who are oppressed by the master narrative 

are complicit in its survival and effectiveness. (p. 61) 

As deliberated in Chapter 3, Māori and Pākehā are relational people in that one is defined 

through the presence of the other. Māori and Pākehā discourses interact in a similar way. The counter 

narratives of the Māori minority are responses to the master narratives that have privileged the Pākehā 

majority.  

The starting point for my research was the premise that ‘by the time I finished school, I didn’t 

want to be Māori anymore’. When I was about to enter university as an 18-year-old, I wanted to actively 

situate myself within the Pākehā-driven master narrative of the day because I saw this as the only way 
to be successful in education. There were very few counter-narratives of Māori educational success 

with which I could align. Any counter-narratives that promoted a view of Māori educational success did 

so by showcasing Māori who did not look like me or shared my experience in mainstream education.  

In my experience, Māori success stories came from kaupapa Māori contexts, either through the 

pathway of full immersion Māori education (kohanga reo and kura kaupapa Māori) or by studying te reo 

Māori and engaging in kapa haka in the mainstream system. My experiences were different, in that as 

a Māori person I ‘saw’ myself more so in stereotypes that were prevalent at the time, many of which still 
exist today.  

Stereotypes and Stereotype threat 

Stereotypes are a commonly cited form of narrative that have been reinforced over time. They 

become an entrenched belief about a group of people or a distinct part of a society and are particularly 

influential in how individuals see themselves and others. As Puxan-Oliva (2016) stated: 

A stereotype is therefore an idea that appears fixed, is repeated, and that has a content that, as a result 

of its insistent repetition, becomes ingrained in the language and the culture to such an extent that it falsely 
occupies the space of knowledge, which endows it with authority. As a result, this idea may be mobilized 

by the subtlest indication once it is widely shared and operative in society. (p. 335) 

In his seminal publication, ‘There ain’t no black in the Union Jack’, Gilroy (1987) highlighted 
how stereotypical traits of indigenous people have their origins in the colonial interpretations of ‘natives’. 

These entail views that describe ‘natives’ as primitive, inferior, socially deviant, violent, physically strong 

but inherently lazy, and of low intellect. One prominent example of publicly enacted stereotypes of Māori 

in Aotearoa-New Zealand came via the caricatures of Māori comic and entertainer, the late Billy T. 
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James. Beloved by New Zealanders of all backgrounds, James made a successful career of playing 

clichéd Māori characters, who were often ‘happy-go-lucky’, sneaky and cunning.  

These characters contributed to the promotion of an idea of what was seen as ‘typically Māori’. 

Wall (1997) defined James as an example of what she calls the ‘comic other’. Wall posited that the traits 
personified by James’ characters have their origins in colonial perspectives of natives. Being ‘happy-

go-lucky’ signalled a low intellect or low educational achievement; bludging indicated laziness; and 

shady or cunning behaviour revealed a sense of being criminal. In addition, Wall described sporting 

prowess as something considered an ‘acceptable’ form of the modern Māori stereotype. In the 1970s 

and 1980s era of my youth, the most visible Māori people and ‘role models’ were sportsmen and women. 

In particular, rugby players were afforded the status that this sport holds nation-wide. Yet rather than 

being positive, Wall warned that this pigeon-holing is another form of reinterpreting native traits, 

whereby physical strength and violence displayed on the battlefield is envisaged as low intellectually, 
but desirable on the sports field. 

Through the resistance movements of the 1970s and 1980s, Māori have taken steps to reclaim 

the right to define who they are and what it means to be Māori. These movements included multiple, 

high-profile protests for the return of stolen land (which led to the Waitangi Tribunal), and the 

revitalisation of Māori language. This renaissance of Māori identity has reimaged Māori as 

quintessentially spiritual, irrevocably attached to whenua (land) and extensively interconnected to each 

other through tribal connections and whakapapa (bloodlines and genealogy) (Wall, 1997). Both the 

resistance to colonisation and their imaging of Māori by Māori has contributed to another stereotype, 
that of the radical protester. 

Stereotypes are borne through the repetition of narratives that become fixed and ingrained in 

our language, ideas, beliefs, and eventually, our behaviours. During my formative identity building 

years, stereotypes played an influential part in how the world ascribed an identity to me, and how I 

wanted to be seen by the world. In my experience as a Māori student at an affluent, white primary 

school, I was perceived as fitting into the stereotypical view of Māori in comparison to my peers – that 

is poor, underprivileged, and academically an underachiever. Similarly, my intermediate school years 
saw a shift towards the counter narrative, where I was seen as ‘not Māori enough’ due to the belief that 

I was rich and privileged, therefore aligning to the stereotype of the wealthy Pākehā.  

Over time, I became acutely aware of how I was susceptible to being stigmatised, a response 

referred to as ‘stereotype threat’ (Steele, 1995). Spencer et al (2016) described this type of threat: 

When members of a stigmatized group find themselves in a situation where negative stereotypes provide 

a possible framework for interpreting their behaviour, the risk of being judged in light of those stereotypes 
can elicit a disruptive state that undermines performance and aspirations in that domain. (p. 415) 

Stereotype threat played out in my early to late adolescence. It began in intermediate school 

(as a 10-year-old) when I had my first experiences of being questioned about being Māori because I 
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did not look or act ‘Māori enough’. As I became older and entered secondary school, I witnessed the 

negative stigmas attached to being Māori. Academic achievement levels were low, a reality made visible 

by the streaming system that placed almost all Māori and Pasifika students at my school in the lowest 

two classes. Socio-economically, another visible reminder of differences was in the chartered buses 
that brought the out-of-zone brown students from marginalised communities into the middle-class white 

suburb where our school was located.  

The ‘single story’ 

It would be disingenuous to claim that the ‘disadvantaged Māori’ stereotype is inaccurate. Since 

colonisation, Māori have been marginalised and continue to trail behind Pākehā in terms of wealth and 

wellbeing. Blank et al (2016) have identified social and economic inequalities between Māori and 

Pākehā:  

• Māori have lower incomes and poorer quality housing than European/Pākehā; 

• Māori are more likely to live in poorer residential areas; 

• Māori are also less likely to succeed in New Zealand’s mainstream educational system 

compared with European/Pākehā; 

• In relation to employment, Māori tend to be concentrated in lower-paid primary and 

semi-skilled occupations; 

• There are major health disparities between Māori and Pākehā with Māori experiencing 

higher rates of illness, infection and disease.  (p. 9) 

While the data confirms truths in the inequities that Māori face, therein also lies a danger that 
this discourse becomes the ‘single story’ through which Māori are represented.  Examination of my 

early years of identity development uncovered the absence of counter-narratives that portrayed Māori 

success. In the news, on television and in other parts of the media, there was a ‘single story’ for Māori. 

Adichie (2009, as cited in Plaias, 2013, p. 8) warned that:  

[I]f we hear only a single story about another person or country, we risk a critical misunderstanding. The 

'danger of a single story' is the potential of a single narrative to create stereotypes, to offer a small, limited 
stereotypical frame to what a culture is.  

This ‘single story’ was prominent. Māori stories that dominated the news reflected a perception 

of Māori as second-class citizens who were angry with the hand they were dealt. From my young 

perspective, Māori counter-narratives of success were not visible in the white-collar world. None of the 

teachers at my school were Māori, or from any other minority culture. At this age, I could not 
comprehend that Māori teachers might exist. Māori people whom I knew worked as labourers in 
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factories. I saw Māori on the public buses that my mother and I would often catch to get to or from work, 

when my father was unable pick us up and drive us home. 

In contrast, the construct of ‘whiteness’ dominated our television screens. Watching the news 

at six o’clock every evening was routine in our house, where television newsreaders and reporters were 
all Pākehā New Zealanders, who spoke with clipped British accents. Academic success was also the 

realm of ‘white New Zealand’. At my primary and intermediate schools, the entire staff – from the 

principals through to the caretaker - were white Pākehā New Zealanders. At secondary school, the only 

Māori staff member was the Māori language teacher. The thought of having a Māori teacher never 

occurred to me in those early days, let alone having the ambition to become a teacher myself.     

4.2. Unravelling the master narratives of Māori and Pākehā of my identity development 

years  

As a critical researcher, and autoethnographer, I was aware that I was retrospectively analysing 

lived experiences that occurred thirty to forty years ago, to understand why I turned away from my Māori 

identity. Reflecting back on my schooling years, from 1981 to 1994, I recalled a number of discourses 
that influenced and shaped my view of ‘who’ I was meant to be. For me as Māori, most of these 

narratives were inherently negative, and contributed to an overarching master narrative – that Māori 
and Pākehā were unequal in society, that Māori were inferior to Pākehā, and that Pākehā held 
the position of power and privilege in Aotearoa-New Zealand.  

In making this claim, I was situating myself in a time that reflected inequality between Māori 

and Pākehā, as disclosed in my autoethnographic memories shared in Section Two. If my research 

was going to have relevance for teachers, as well as Māori-Pākehā people today, I had to not only 

deconstruct the circumstances of my youth, but also critically review current discourse. This would 
confirm whether the master narrative is still relevant today, and therefore needed to be a continued 

consideration for Māori-Pākehā identity building moving forward. 

Underpinning this autoethnographical study are numerous narratives that were constant 

companions in my youth. I framed these under two of Stewart’s (2020) ‘four typologies of whiteness’ in 

Aotearoa-New Zealand education, based on her extensive and lifelong experiences as a Māori 

academic and educator. Stewart deliberately used provocative language in describing these typologies 

as ‘vampires’, ‘saviours’, ‘exterminators’ and ‘overlords.’ The premise, or narratives that underpinned 
each typology, was of notable interest to me, more so than the typology itself.  

Stewart (2020) contended that ‘vampires’ and ‘saviours’ are those who consider themselves as 

being aligned to, or allies of Māori, yet will place their whiteness at the centre of the narrative. Stewart 

described ‘vampires’ as those who see Māori not as people, but as a resource to be utilised, or as a 

means to an end. In this way, ‘vampires’ will often call on Māori for ‘cultural tasks’ such as reciting a 

karakia (prayer), or arranging a pōwhiri (welcome ceremony), as a display of inclusivity or diversity. 

While it is common for those Māori who are culturally more knowledgeable to take lead roles in such 
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situations (and for Māori to be generous in stepping into these roles), a ‘vampire’ will be motivated to 

engage cultural protocols as a means of grandstanding their cultural responsiveness. In this way, the 

‘act’ itself becomes performative rather than culturally authentic. Several examples of ‘vampire’ 

behaviours were shared in my master’s research, which examined the ways in which te reo (language) 
and tikanga (customs) Māori are used and implemented in mainstream classrooms (Adams, 2014).  A 

number of Māori teachers described their discomfort at being asked (or expected) to lead ‘cultural 

aspects’ across the school, particularly when the stakes were high. This often occurred during visits by 

the Education Review Office (ERO) who are tasked with monitoring and evaluating school performance 

(Adams, 2014).   

Like vampires, Stewart described ‘saviours’ as being outwardly positive towards Māori, and 

seeing themselves as allies, yet simultaneously holding deficit views of Māori. In this sense, the desire 

of a white ‘saviour’ is to support and help ‘lift’ Māori from their disadvantaged position, while 
simultaneously ‘blaming’ Māori themselves for being in this deficit position through laziness or poor 

lifestyle choices (Stewart, 2020). When challenged to look beyond the individual and unpack the wider 

constructs of colonisation and racism, a white ‘saviour’ will often become defensive and unwilling to 

reflect on their place in the inequality. Instead, a white ‘saviour’ is comfortable engaging in more 

palatable aspects of Māori culture, like karakia and/or pōwhiri, but will not engage in the uncomfortable 

conversations or learnings that lead to (first) the acknowledgement of, and (second) the dismantling of 

racism and inequality. If ‘saviours’ cannot critically confront the discourses of racisms and colonisation, 

then the master narrative of Pākehā superiority cannot be dismantled.  

Stewart (2020) described the ‘exterminator’ typology as typified by those who “take Māori 

assimilation to an extreme degree” by denying Māori the right to exist as Māori (p. 300). Instead, an 

exterminator attitude expects that, through assimilation, Māori should act and behave like Pākehā. As 

Stewart stated, “Throughout the history of the inter-ethnic relationship, Pākehā have expected Māori to 

assimilate, and the underlying logic of assimilation is to anticipate a time when Māori are the same as 

Pākehā” (p. 300). This view is founded on early colonial presumptions that Māori were a dying race, an 

attitude memorialised by the prominent obelisk placed on the summit of Maungakiekie (a volcanic cone 
and Auckland landmark) by colonial John Logan Campbell. 

To illustrate the concept of the ‘exterminator’ typology, Stewart (2020) highlighted the often-

repeated narrative – that there are no full-blooded Māori left. The logic of this mindset is that with no 

full-blooded Māori left, there is no distinct Māori population, thus alleviating the necessity for there to 

be ‘race-based’	policies. Exterminator thinking is grounded in the philosophy of ‘one land, one people’, 

as in the words of Governor Hobson (‘he iwi tahi tatou’/we are now one people) (Orange, 1989). 

Exterminator mindsets will argue that attempts for Māori equity create ‘Māori privilege’	that are unfair to 

white and other minority ethnic groups. These vocal arguments continue today, spearheaded by right-

wing, conservative Pākehā political figures such as Don Brash, (see Chapter 2.2) and current National 

Party Leader, Judith Collins (Small, 2021).   
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The ‘exterminator’ typology was prominent in my early years of identity development. It is a 

mistruth that had (and continues to have) negative impacts on Māori. As Moeke-Pickering (1996) 

argued, “…the reality is that the blood quantum mentality has fuelled the undermining of Māori identity” 

(p. 4) which continues to play out today. A prominent example is the racist rhetoric written by Bob Jones, 
a businessman, who argued that “…as there are no full-blooded Māori’s [sic] in existence it indisputably 

follows that had it not been for migrants, mainly Brits, not a single Māori alive today … would have 

existed” (Jones, 2018). Jones followed up by saying that to show gratitude to the migrant Brits to whom 

Māori owed their existence “I have in mind a holiday where Māori bring us breakfast in bed or weed our 

gardens, wash and polish our cars and so on, out of gratitude for existing” (ibid). 

Derby and Macfarlane’s (2018) anecdote about blood quantum is one to which I relate:     

“Are you part-Māori?” “How much Māori blood do you have?” “S/he is only one sixteenth Māori so not 
really Māori” “You’re one quarter Māori?! Wow you don’t look it” “I can tell you have something in you – 

it’s your eyes that give it away” and “But there aren’t any full-blooded Māori left anyway” are comments 

many of us have heard, and some of us may have made, as we grapple with this complex and intricate 
thing called ‘identity’. The archaic notion of defining who is (or who is not) Māori based on a mathematical 

formula, whereby (we think) we are supposed to divide the number of generations since our tūpuna 

(ancestors) were ‘full-blooded’ by the number of marriages with people who are non-Māori in order to 
determine who is a ‘real Māori’ (or not). (p. 219) 

The peppering of questions regarding one’s claim to be Māori, posed by Derby and Macfarlane 

(2018) cut close to my heart. I have personally experienced each of these questions at some time in 

my life and continue to do so today. Even when describing my dual ancestry, that I have a Māori mother 

and Pākehā father, people have ‘explained’ my blood quantum back to me, making such comments as 

‘well, you’re actually less than half, because your mother can’t be full-blooded’ [emphasis added].  

In her doctoral thesis exploring Māori blood-quantum and identity, Edwards (2020) shared a 

personal account of her experience as a five-year-old: 

My earliest memories of being told that I was a quarter caste occurred when I was five years old and 

attending Wallacetown Primary School, Invercargill. I was sent home one day with homework that required 

my parents to complete a mathematical equation and explanation of where I belonged. However, this 
belonging did not represent my positioning of myself that I would come to understand more fully when I 

was older. This belonging was a western educational tool to fractionise me as a person… When my father 

completed the required equation, the teacher returned it to him requesting he rewrite his answer. The 
teacher said to me “Your father has got this wrong, your father must have made a mistake, and there are 

no full-blooded Māori anymore in New Zealand” … As a child, I took what the teacher said as meaning 

that my father was wrong, and that the primary school was right. (p. 8) 

Edward’s (2019) account also resonated with me, not only with respect to the senseless 

argument of blood quantum, but of the undisputed authority of teachers and schools as holders of 

absolute knowledge. Therefore, to question a school or its teachers is not an option for those who have 

been oppressed to the point of a hegemonic mindset. In Edward’s example, it never seemed to occur 
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to the teacher[s] that he/she/they may have been wrong, such was the veracity of the ‘no full-blooded 

Māori’ narrative. 

A further dominant narrative I encountered many times is one that encourages ‘people like me’ 

to find out ‘who you are’; to ‘reconnect’ with ‘what you have lost’; and that ‘you don’t know who you are, 
until you go home’. Over time, this narrative has been reinforced and internalised to the point where I 

started to believe that this was the case. But there are many problematic layers to this narrative. First 

is the assumption that someone is ‘lost’, and second, that the onus is on that ‘lost someone’ to ‘find 

themselves’. The implication is that by finding the magical missing pieces we will feel whole again, and 

find our place of belonging. 

Stewart’s (2020) ‘overlord’ typology is typified by the attitude and belief that Māori, along with 

their language and culture, are inferior to Pākehā and their western culture. Stewart contended that: 

[T]here is an unspoken sense of superiority that underwrites Pākehā cultural domination across the entire 
social spectrum of Aotearoa New Zealand… namely, that te reo Māori is vastly inferior to the English 

language, and Māori culture is vastly inferior to European culture. While it is no longer socially acceptable 

to refer to Māori people as biologically inferior, Māori culture and language are overwhelmingly seen as 
primitive… (p. 302) 

As with the ‘exterminator’ typology, the ‘overlord’ typology is underpinned by discourses that 

continue to permeate through society in Aotearoa-New Zealand. Key narratives cited by Stewart include 

derogatory references, such as ‘Māori time’ to mean unreliable and tardy, a ‘Māori job’ to refer to a task 

that is poorly completed, and a ‘Māori day off’ for laziness or an unjustified leave of absence. Such 
disparaging remarks position Māori as inferior to those of the more reliable and skilled Pākehā.  

Further examples of ‘overlord’ discourse involve the view that te reo Māori (Māori language) is 

dying and is irrelevant. This sentiment was reinforced by Mike Hosking (2018), one of Aotearoa-New 

Zealand’s most prominent and highest-paid broadcasters, who declared: 

It is not a government's job to go round [sic] saving languages. Why not? Because you have to ask yourself 

why it's in trouble. And the answer is simple: People don't want to bother with it. It's not like they don't 
have the choice. It's not like they haven't had the choice forever ... And if you forced kids to learn it they 

would learn at the expense of what? Maths? History? 

Another common ‘overlord’ narrative I was constantly exposed to as a child was that ‘Māori 

were lucky to be colonized by the British and should be grateful.’ I often recall hearing the phrase, ‘if it 
wasn’t for the Pākehās [sic] Māori would still be running around in grass skirts.’  

While there are (and will be) many people who take the view that Māori language and culture 

is inferior, it is hard to measure whether or not this is a significant portion of the population. What is 

evident, however, is the alarming number of people who are given a media platform to brazenly share 

their racist views. In 2021 alone, the following examples stood out: 
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• In January 2021 conservative broadcaster, talkback host, and former Member of Parliament 

(MP), John Banks, was permanently stood down when he failed to condemn a caller’s 

comments that said Māori were a “stone age people with a stone age culture…” who were 
“genetically predisposed” to crime, alcohol addiction and educational underperformance. 

Instead, Banks (2021) told the caller that his kids would have to “get used to that stone-aged 

culture”.  

• In February 2021, during an on-air interview with another talk back host (Leighton Smith), 

historian and former MP Dr Michael Bassett, shared his ‘overlord’ views when commenting on 

the claim that colonisation had negative impacts for Māori. Bassett (2021) stated, “[colonisation] 
obviously had some impact on Māori, but boy it worked the other way… The benefits Māori got 

from the colonists were overwhelming… Māori were very lucky they got the Brits”. 

• In the same interview, Bassett shared his views on the Government’s planned update of the 

curriculum (see 4.3 below), including new themes such as: the arrival of Māori, early colonial 

history and encounters with Māori. Bassett (2021) stated that “Māori couldn’t even read or write 

when the colonists turned up. What does that do to our literature?” 

• In March 2021, Bassett made headlines again. This time he shared his views in an article 

headlined ‘Racism on a grand scale’ and printed under the banner “New Zealand as we know 

it”. While the article was published in, and later removed by the Northland Age (a regional 

newspaper), and its parent paper, the New Zealand Herald, the piece is still available in its 

entirety on his blog, where the quotes below were sourced. In the article, Bassett bemoaned 

what he called a “bizarre craze” of embracing Māori culture, adding the following remarks: 

All things derived from Europe, except our creature comforts, must be set aside as we are expected to 

embrace all things Māori… It won’t be long before the woke who are driving all of this insist on officially 

changing our country’s name.  (para. 1)  

In the same column, Bassett (2021) elaborated on his views about the updating of the history 
curriculum, saying: 

Similar examples of cultural cringe are showing up with the move to teach New Zealand history in our 

schools. Scratch the surface and it becomes clear that those driving the idea want to downplay the huge 

significance of the arrival of European culture in New Zealand. Rather, they intend to replace it with only 
partially accurate accounts of the difficulties Maori faced when brought into contact with a more developed 

culture. (para. 4)  

In describing the working group tasked with updating the history curriculum, Bassett 

(erroneously) declared that, “There were a couple of academics, both Maori. No serious Pākehā 

historian in sight” (para. 4), implying that the only ‘serious and reputable’ historians are Pākehā. 
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These examples brought me back to my earlier claim - that the overarching master narrative of 

our society during my school years was that Māori and Pākehā were unequal in society, that Māori 
were inferior to Pākehā, and that Pākehā held the position of power and privilege in Aotearoa-
New Zealand.  I have elevated and highlighted these prominently promoted opinions as recent and 
current examples that confirm an underlying, yet continued, sense of Pākehā superiority across 

Aotearoa-New Zealand. They illustrate that the ‘master narrative’, and the numerous underpinning 

discourses that fed into it during the 1980s and 1990s of my childhood, still exist today. This confirmed 

for me that although my ‘data’ as an autoethnographer is dated, the findings and recommendations I 

could take from my experiences would still be relevant in today’s context. The intent of this research 

was to understand why I turned away from my indigenous identity in school. If my research exposed a 

‘hidden curriculum’ at play, then the above exchanges (published and disseminated in mainstream 

media in 2021) indicated that this discourse might still be a factor for Māori-Pākehā students navigating 
identity today.  

4.3. The position of Māori and Pākehā in education 

In order to understand the master narrative as it pertained to my educational experiences 

between 1981 and 1994, it became clear that I needed to examine the relational histories between 

Māori and Pākehā in education. This was important, as it was in school where my Māori identity was 

largely marginalised. If school was a site that reinforced the premise that Māori were inferior to Pākehā, 

then it was imperative to comprehend how this had come about, in order to understand how this premise 

can be deconstructed in today’s classrooms. 

The Report on the Department of Māori Affairs (Hunn 1961), known as the Hunn Report, was 

seminal in shining a light on the ongoing disenfranchisement of Māori in Aotearoa-New Zealand. In it, 

the report exposed the impoverished state of Māori in sectors ranging from education, employment, 

crime, housing and land. The report outlined, in an official capacity, what many Māori knew personally, 

through their ongoing, intergenerational experiences.  

As an advocate of integration, the Hunn Report (1961) called for the merging of Māori schools 

into the public system (Mead, 1996). This recommendation was partially based on the 1956 National 

Advisory Committee on Māori Education [NACME] Report that claimed the basic educational needs of 
Māori and Pākehā were identical (Barrington, 2008). In both reports, integration was a one-sided 

expectation that Māori would act, live and speak as Pākehā, while Pākehā retained their own ways 

(King, 2003). 

The damning findings of the Hunn Report (1961) initiated a follow-up review focused on 

education, resulting in the Currie Report (1962). The Currie Report acknowledged that Māori needed 

to be better equipped to succeed in the education system of the day. It advocated for an assessment 

of how well the current schooling system was suited to the needs of Māori. To support Māori learners, 

the Currie Report recommended that Māori culture should be included “to give pupils a sense of 
belonging to a known and respected culture” (Barrington, 2008, p. 269).  
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In 1969 the National Advisory Committee on Māori Education reinforced the importance of 

providing Māori culture and language in the primary school curriculum, claiming that this would not only 

benefit Māori, but would also be useful to Pākehā pupils. The suggestion was that raising awareness 

of Māori culture at school would enhance race relations. Yet by the time I entered school twelve years 
later in 1981, Māori language and culture were still largely absent in the curriculum.  

4.4. The contested histories of Māori and Pākehā in the curriculum 

As highlighted above, in 2019 the New Zealand Government announced a significant overhaul 

of the history curriculum. It signalled the inclusion of Aotearoa-New Zealand history, with this being 

compulsory in all schools by 2022. As a study that situated Māori-Pākehā identity within a school 

context, these changes to the history curriculum were significant to note, particularly in view of my 

research being concerned with how the narratives and histories of Māori and Pākehā have been 

‘packaged’, privileged and taught, either through the prescribed syllabus or in the ‘hidden curriculum’. 

Reporting on the proposed changes, Prime Minister, the Right Honourable Jacinda Ardern, stated: 

This Government is committed to a better New Zealand that we can all be proud of and which recognises 

the value of every New Zealander… We have listened carefully to the growing calls from New Zealanders 

to know more about our own history and identity. With this in mind, it makes sense for the National 
Curriculum to make clear the expectation that our history is part of the local curriculum and marau ā kura 

in every school and kura… The curriculum changes we are making will reset a national framework so all 
learners and ākonga are aware of key aspects of New Zealand history and how they have influenced and 
shaped the nation (New Zealand Government, 2019, NZ History to be taught in all schools, para 2-4). 

In the government’s announcement, the Minister for Education, Chris Hipkins, outlined seven 

key themes expected to be included:  

1. The arrival of Māori to Aotearoa New Zealand 

2. First encounters and early colonial history of Aotearoa New Zealand 

3. Te Tiriti o Waitangi / Treaty of Waitangi and its history 

4. Colonisation of, and immigration to, Aotearoa New Zealand, including the New Zealand Wars 

5. Evolving national identity of Aotearoa New Zealand in the late 19th and early 20th Centuries 

6. Aotearoa New Zealand’s role in the Pacific 

7. Aotearoa New Zealand in the late 20th century and evolution of a national identity with cultural 
plurality 

These changes mark a significant shift, especially since Aotearoa-New Zealand representation 

in the curriculum has always been low (Derbyshire, 2004; Manning & Harrison, 2018; Sheehan, 2008, 

2010). Back in 2010, Sheehan observed that in the secondary curriculum, New Zealand history “is 
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largely Eurocentric in orientation, narrowly topic-based, and few students engage with significant and 

controversial aspects of the national past” (p. 671). 

In 1994, my final year at secondary school, and the time when I turned away from identifying 

as Māori, Ramsden (1994) claimed that the dominant Pākehā culture’s preoccupation with a ‘once were 

warriors’ approach to the teaching of Māori history was having a negative impact on the ‘psychological 

wellbeing’ of young Māori; particularly those living in urban settings, often far away from their ancestral 

lands:  

What is largely offered to Māori students through the primary and post-primary education system is a 

powerfully reconstructed version of history utterly deprived of the vigorous truth of colonial and subsequent 

Māori, Pākehā and Crown interactions … Deprivation of powerful role models and replacement with 

unrealistic song, dance and warrior/sport or assimilationist imagery have left many young Māori with few 
identity choices. (pp. 20-21) 

Since the ‘discovery’ of the native inhabitants of Aotearoa-New Zealand by European explorers, 

the histories of both peoples, as told by and to their descendants, have been contentiously intertwined. 

Western views of history and Māori views of history are often different, and heavily contested. Linda 

Smith (1999) reminded us that “Under colonisation indigenous peoples have struggled against a 
western view of history… we have often allowed our histories to be told and reclassified as oral traditions 

rather than histories… which makes us feel like outsiders looking into the stories that have been written” 

(p. 33). Māori historian, Harawira Pearless warned against the lack of a Māori voice in stories of 

Aotearoa-New Zealand history, claiming that “without knowing, we are without mention in our national 

narrative” (H. Pearless, personal communication, October 18, 2017).   

4.5. Considering the position of power and privilege in Māori and Pākehā narratives 

Earlier on, Gamson and Wolsfeld (1993) claimed that the narratives of professionals or 

scientists are more generously received than narratives told by disadvantaged people, whose narratives 
are often ignored. This perspective goes some way to explaining why Bassett’s voice (and those of like-

minded counterparts) are consistently given a platform through which to espouse their racist views. This 

power imbalance and how it impacts how narratives are told is succinctly summed up by another 

prominent Māori historian, Sir Harawira Gardiner (2017), who stated that “It is not in the interest of the 

coloniser to promote the stories of those they have oppressed” (H. Gardiner, personal communication, 

October 18, 2017). Smith (1999) also emphasised her views on who has control of history, stating that 

“History is about power. It is the story of the powerful and how they became powerful, and how they 

use their power to reinforce positions in which they can continue to dominate others” (p. 3). Similarly, 
Nairn (2016, May) asserted that “Māori are essentially separated out from other New Zealanders”, 

observing that media coverage of Māori reinforces negative stereotypes by portraying ‘settler attitudes’ 

in which Māori are the enemy, and are the unacceptable “other” people."  

As Stewart (2020) has emphasised, the notion that western knowledge and culture is superior 

is central to ‘overlord’ typology. Therefore, the way that Māori and Pākehā knowledge is framed and 
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presented is also important to consider. As a young person growing up in the 1980s, Māori knowledge 

was framed as ‘myths and legends’ while New Zealand European knowledge and history was presented 

as ‘accurate truths based on scientific facts.’ As a result, the ancestries of Māori as a people have long 

been debated, debunked, re-proposed and re-purposed, often by western historians, ethnographers, 
anthropologists and academics. An early example is summed up by Prendergast-Tarena (2008), who 

commented on the works of Elsdon Best and Percy Smith: 

These two historians were to have a significant impact on Māori traditions as they were prolific writers 

who often altered and compiled traditions according to their own will… [and] that the approach by Elsdon 

Best lacked any theoretical analysis of any kind resulting in him publishing unauthentic and modified 
accounts. (p. 18)                            

A further example is the treatment given to the great Māori navigator Kupe, whom Māori recite 

as being the earliest tipuna, or ancestor, to arrive on the shores of the land we now know as Aotearoa-

New Zealand. While Kupe remains a central figure across Māoridom, debate among western 

researchers has long continued over the authenticity of this story (King, 2003). These debates include 
questions of whether Kupe was indeed the first Māori to arrive on these shores. If so, where did he 

come from and when it can be accurately assumed that he arrived here? Others question whether Kupe 

was one person or, in fact, a number of people.  

Muru-Lanning (2020, July) related the experiences of secondary school student Chevron 

Hasset in her low-decile, predominantly brown secondary school:     

During one class the teacher claimed that Abel Tasman had “discovered” New Zealand. When one of 
Chevron’s friends challenged the teacher, saying that Kupe had in fact discovered Aotearoa, the teacher 

responded with “you’re dumb, you’re savages” and “we civilised you”. Up until last year the teacher was 

still working at the school. 

The inability to settle on a single ‘true’ account of Māori origin demonstrates the conflicting 

epistemologies and ontologies of Māori and Pākehā, raising questions of ‘what counts as knowledge?’ 

and ‘who’s knowledge is valid?’. Māori histories are primarily oral and, as such, are complex and diverse 

(Mahuika, 2017). For Māori, multiple origin stories exist across multiple iwi, or tribal groups, each one 

considered valid and intrinsic to their identity. Most will have several origin stories to reflect the links of 

their iwi, their waka (the seafaring vessel to which their arrival is traced) as well as hapū, or large 

extended family groups. 

Conversely, without a written account of Māori history, western academics have treated Māori 
oral accounts as unreliable, susceptible to change and subject to interpretation (Johnston, 2012). Thus, 

in the hands of western writers, academics and historians, Māori origin stories, which are inextricably 

linked to Māori identity, were retold as homogenised narratives, mythologies, legends and tales of 

imagination. As Makuiha (2017) pointed out, the consequences for Māori of today, and of the last 250 

years, have been that our histories have been constructed within Pākehā-centric perspectives. 

Sorrenson (2013) explained that this is problematic because “More often than not the European 
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theorists read into Māori origins and culture what they wanted and expected to find, on the basis of 

theories derived from their own cultural and philosophical traditions” (p. 1).                     

These perspectives were to have real repercussions in terms of how Māori history (and 

therefore Māori identity) was packaged and presented to generations of both Māori and Pākehā New 
Zealanders, namely through our education system (Johnston, 2012).  By as early as 1910 (only 70 

years after the signing of Te Tiriti o Waitangi-Treaty of Waitangi), and as late as the time of my birth in 

the 1970s, condensed and even fabricated versions of Māori history were commonplace in the New 

Zealand syllabus (King, 2003).   

Summary 

Understanding the underpinning dynamics of social and cultural discourses was instrumental 

to the process of critically analysing my own experiences in Section Three of this thesis. My research 

delved into the narratives that inform Māori, Pākehā and mixed Māori-Pākehā identity, either 

deliberately or inadvertently. Thus, consideration of master narratives, contested histories and 

discourses of subjugation became the fourth warp strand through which my autoethnographic accounts 

were woven. Rather than viewing my own experiences in isolation, I was able to deconstruct the 
assumptions that underpinned and informed my experiences.  

 

 The fourth warp strand – Narratives of Aotearoa-New Zealand 
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CHAPTER 5. How education views Māori and Pākehā identity 

 

By the time I left school, I didn’t want to be Māori anymore. School was the only place in my 

life that I felt this way. 

 

As an autoethnographic piece of research, the starting point was the above-mentioned premise, 

which prompted the question ‘why’? Why was it that I did not want to be Māori anymore? What was it 
about my schooling experiences that brought me to this conclusion? 

Unlike traditional research, where the question guides the research process, this 

autoethnographic narrative required me to go straight to the ‘data’, so to speak, in order to draw out 

significant themes. Thus, my lived experiences (presented next in Section Two) became the starting 

place. Through the process of recalling, recounting and reflecting on my narratives, key themes began 

to emerge. These were revealed to me as I utilised my lens as a Māori-Pākehā person, and as a trained 

and experienced mainstream primary school teacher. Having recognised these themes meant that I 

could then interrogate them in more detail. This reflection helped me to understand the impact these 
experiences had on my Māori-Pākehā identity, and how they shaped the choices I made regarding my 

self-efficacy, in order to survive the school system as a minority student.  

Using a critical pedagogy approach was the most appropriate pathway to understanding my 

identity development, and the role that education played in this journey. Developed from the seminal 

work of Freire in 1968,8 critical pedagogy is grounded in the assumption that teaching is a political act 

(Freire, 2000). As such, critical pedagogy challenged me as a participant/researcher to look beyond my 

immediate experiences and understand the political and socio-economic contexts in which these 
experiences occurred. 

From an ontological perspective, this research recognises the constructed and contested 

nature of ‘reality’ as experienced in classroom and school settings. Due to the salient nature of identity, 

Moya (2009) asserted that the same classroom will be experienced differently by different students. 

This perspective recognises the diverse cultural (including religious), racial and ethnic worldviews that 

students and teachers bring to the shared space. As such, there is no ‘one point of truth’ or ‘one shared 

reality’. Instead, all realities are constructed through social, political, cultural and economic power 

structures, and individuals’ relationships within them.  

 

 
8 Freire’s seminal publication ‘Pedagogia do Oprimido’ was first written in Portugese and published 1968. This was followed by 
the first English language edition Pedagogy of the Oppressed’ published in 1970. This important socio-educational text has since 
been repblished multiple times, with a 50th Anniversary edition released in 2018. This thesis references the 30th Anniversary 
edition (17th Edition), released in 2000. 
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5.1. Schools as sites of identity development 

A study of schools as sites of identity development in a western context needs to take into 

account the influences of the major domains in which we are located. Early on, Baumeister and Muraven 

(1996) noted: 

 It is obvious that identities do not come into being in a vacuum. Nor do they emerge first then merely seek 
out a suitable context for themselves. Thus, societies clearly play an important causal role in creating and 

shaping identity. (p. 405)  

Given that the majority of our developmental years are spent within structured educational 
institutions, schools undoubtedly have an influence on how we see ourselves and our place in the world. 

Sociologically, schools are powerful influences of identity, through the social interactions that occur 

between individuals and across groups. They are one of the main contexts in our early lives through 

which we seek to find places to belong.  

Webber (2011) found that “…racial-ethnic group pride and connectedness can be both 

constrained and enhanced in the school context” (p. 167). Kukutai and Webber (2017) also contended 

that, “…schools have long been recognised as a site where students receive and begin to understand 

messages from society about the value of their ethnic identity. Schools are therefore contexts where 
we make each other ‘ethnic’” (p. 72). These messages are contained, perceived and received across a 

plethora of sites, including (but not limited to) peer interaction, student-teacher interaction, social and 

economic status, curriculum content and hidden curriculum. This view is supported by Callister (2008) 

who posits that, as public figures, teachers (alongside police, employers, and doctors, for example) are 

important societal gatekeepers who make snap assumptions about the identities of ‘others’ based on 

visible, recognisable characteristics such as skin colour.  By this definition, teachers are also likely to 

contribute to the process of constructing the ethnic identities of their students. In my experience, this 

became problematic when the same teachers either consciously or unconsciously ascribed negative, 
pre-conceived stigmas to those students, particularly for minorities. In response, students are tasked 

with developing coping mechanisms in order to negotiate constructed identities in the classroom. Steele 

(2004) referred to this process as ‘identity contingencies’ defined as a “…specific set of responses a 

person with a given identity has to cope with in specific settings” (cited in Moya, 2009, p. 45).  

A related social phenomenon that minorities have to contend with in the classroom is 

‘stereotype threat’ (Steele, 2004; Webber, 2012). This is a particular type of identity contingency that 

stems from the stigmas that underpin some identities. Steele (2004) claimed that stereotype threat 
occurs when negative stereotypes that are affixed to certain groups become personally relevant to an 

individual of that group in ways that can be harmful. Stereotype threat creates a sense of anxiety in 

individuals who fear being tarnished by negative traits unfairly attributed to the group. This threat and 

anxiety can alter a person’s behaviour, in an attempt to protect themself. In an educational context, 

Moya (2009) warned that stereotype threat “…can measurably affect a person’s performance in a realm 

that might alter the course of his or her future” (p. 48). As one who made a conscious decision to turn 
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my back on being Māori at school, stereotype threat was certainly a factor in my schooling experience. 

If the realm that Moya (2009) referred to is the classroom (as in my context), then it was the threat of 

the negative Māori stereotype of academic underachievement (or ‘being dumb’) that drove my identity 

choices.  

The correlation between the contextual environment of the classroom and performance is an 

issue identified by Rubie-Davies (2010; 2015). She argued that schools and classrooms are social 

domains as much as educational and instructional sites and are second only to family and the home in 

terms of the influence they hold in shaping one’s psychological development, including identity. As a 

consequence, Rubie-Davies claimed that a school’s climate or environment is a powerful influence on 

a student’s motivation and their beliefs about their own academic capabilities. In effect, student 

achievement cannot be attributed to individual effort or intellectual aptness alone, therefore the 

importance of providing the ideal conditions for learning (and by extension, identity development) cannot 
be understated. 

5.2. How western schools foster Māori identities. 

As a bicultural educator and researcher today, I had an added interest in understanding the 

role that schools play in identity building for Māori-Pākehā students.’ Kukutai and Webber (2017) 

stressed that while no Māori identity choice is more ‘tuturu’ or authentic than another, developing a 

Māori identity can be complex. For some, schools continue to be places where they are exposed to 

experiences that create a negative perception of their sense of self, which has adverse implications on 

their academic performance. Therefore, to comprehend my identity journey in education (and why I 
rejected my Māori identity at secondary school, choosing instead to ‘pass as white’) it was important to 

recognise how western schools and classrooms contributed to my sense of self and belonging between 

1981 and 1994. Of particular interest to me was understanding how minority and mixed-raced students 

find their sense of belonging in white-dominated education systems. 

A brief overview of the history of education in Aotearoa-New Zealand provides further insights. 

In this country, as in many others, schools have been used as a tool of colonisation. Much has been 

written about this process of assimilation and integration of Māori through the education system 

(Hokowhitu, 2004; Simon, 1994; Simon & Smith, 2001). More recently, Webber (2007) articulated the 
multiple impacts of colonisation on Māori: 

Education for most Māori since the arrival of Pākehā has been a process of assimilation via policies and 

practices aimed at civilising ‘the noble savage’… The subsequent ‘europeanisation’ of the education 

system and domination of English over Māori language, denied Māori cultural capital by rendering Māori 
language and culture ‘valueless’ in educational settings. (pp. 10-11) 

As a hangover from early colonisation and the intent to assimilate Māori, classrooms in 

Aotearoa-New Zealand tend to be monocultural (Simon & Smith, 2001). As Prendergast (1997) 

explained, up until the 1970s, Māori were “expected to conform to the linguistic and educational 

demands of strongly monocultural classrooms” (p. 150). By the time I entered school in the early 1980s 
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little had changed, and the classrooms of my primary, intermediate and secondary schooling continued 

to be monocultural.  

In Aotearoa-New Zealand, mainstream schools are dominated by the culture of the Pākehā 

majority (Savage et al, 2011). The lack of connection between the monoculture of the school and Māori 
students has been associated with educational disparities that exist between Māori and Pākehā (Bishop 

et al, 2003; Currie, 1961; Hunn, 1961); the bias of schools towards reflecting middle-class Pākehā 

values (Mead, 1996; Milne, 2013); and deficit views of Māori students (Bishop & Berryman, 2009; Blank 

et al, 2016; Pihama, 2001; Sherriff, 2009). While a monocultural (particularly western) classroom 

privileges those from within its culture, the same class can be problematic for minority learners. As 

Maged (2014) claimed: 

[A] student who comes from a dominant socio-cultural background succeeds in a learning environment 
that is framed by dominant cultural values. In the same way, a student coming from a non-dominant 

(minority or marginalised) cultural background, struggles to learn in a ‘learning’ environment informed by 

dominant cultural values. (p. 186) 

For Māori, the knock-on effect of colonisation has also been harmful in the development of 

secure identities. As Jack Ennis, a highly respected educator and school inspector, wrote in 1987, 

“Schools come to mean humiliation, shame and cumulative failure for many Māori children, and it should 

come as no surprise at all that many Māori children find reaching the age of fifteen a blessed relief” 

(cited in Hirsh, 1990, pp. 21-22). Yet, while negotiation of the racial, social, political and economic 

messages that Māori adolescents navigate at school is integral to the identity building process, Kukutai 

and Webber (2017) reminded us that this process builds resilience against adverse or racist 
experiences. 

Since the 1970s, Māori-led responses to address the concerns articulated above, have been 

initiated and continue to grow in momentum today. These include the establishment of Kaupapa Māori 

education, from Kohanga Reo (early childhood), Kura Kaupapa Māori (primary and secondary) and 

Wānanga (tertiary). This has been accompanied by the development of culturally responsive 

pedagogies (Bishop & Berryman, 2006; McFarlane, 2004).  

The importance of culturally responsive pedagogies - those that recognise and cater to the 

cultures of minority learners – have become widely adopted in Aotearoa-New Zealand, particularly for 
Māori learners. This movement supports a growing recognition of the need to create conditions that 

foster success for Māori students (Bishop & Glynn, 1999; Bishop et al, 2003; Macfarlane, 2004). In the 

last twenty years, the following strategies and projects have emerged in support of culturally responsive 

pedagogies for Māori students: 

1. Te Kotahitanga (Māori Research Centre, University of Waikato, 2001). Te Kotahitanga is an 

evidence-based professional development programme for teachers and schools. Te Kotahitanga 
aims to raise teachers’ awareness of the needs of Māori students and the unconscious biases that 
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exist for Māori, and supports teachers and schools to create culturally responsive learning 

environments that fosters success for Māori (Bishop & Glynn, 1999; Bishop et al, 2003); 

2. Ka Hikitia – Ka Hāpaitia: The Māori Education Strategy (2021) is a government education 

strategy that sets out a cross-sector framework to “support Māori learners and their whanau, hapū 

and iwi to achieve excellent and equitable outcomes” (Ministry of Education, 2021, Ka Hikitai – Ka 
Hāpaitia/ The Māori Education Strategy, para. 4). This current strategy builds on the work of two 

earlier strategies:  

a. Ka Hikitia - The Māori Education Strategy: Managing for Success: 2008 - 2012 (MoE, 
2008). 

b. Ka Hikitia – The Māori Education Strategy: Accelerating Success: 2013 - 2017 (MoE, 

2013).   

3. He Kākano (University of Waikato and Te Whare Wānanga o Awanuiarangi, 2010). Like Te 

Kotahitanga, He Kākano is an evidence-based professional development programme aimed at 

schools and school leaders, with “an explicit focus on improving culturally responsive leadership and 

teacher practices to ensure Māori learners enjoy educational success as Māori” (Te Kete Ipurangi, 
2021, He Kākano. Te Awe o Ngā Toroa, para. 1). 

4. Ka Awatea (2014) is an iwi-based case study of Māori educational success. It sets out four themes 

that emerged as key indicators of successful Māori learners: 

a. Mana Motuhake – a positive sense of identity 

b. Mana Tu – a sense of courage and resilience 

c. Mana Ūkaipo – a sense of place connecting learning to the context 

d. Mana Tangatarua – a sense of navigating success in two worlds 

A constant overarching of these four themes is Mana Whānau, acknowledging the integral role 

of the wider family unit and, significantly, the importance of the student’s place within their 
whānau (Macfarlane et al, 2014). 

 

These initiatives are targeted at closing the achievement gap between Māori and non-Māori by 

focussing on Māori succeeding as Māori [emphasis added]. A key goal across each is the fostering of 

secure cultural identities for Māori students through recognising that identity, student well-being and 

educational achievement are clearly linked, and acknowledging the part that teachers play in this 

process.  

The first key strategy, Te Kotahitanga (2001), oversaw the development of an Effective 
Teaching Profile (ETP) for teachers of Māori students. This ETP is grounded in evidenced-based 

research that drew directly on the experiences of Year 9 and 10 Māori students (mostly thirteen-to 

fourteen-year-olds), as well as their families, teachers and principals. These conversations with 

students allowed researchers to gain better insights into the experiences of Māori in the classroom. The 

ETP urged teachers to acknowledge and monitor their pre-conceived and often unconscious biases 

towards their Māori students, a warning expressed by Bishop and Berryman (2009): 
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It is clear that our actions as teachers, parents or whoever we are at that particular time are driven by the 

mental images or understandings that we have of other people. To put it simply, if we think of other people 
as having deficiencies, then our actions will tend to follow this thinking, and the relations we develop and 

the interactions we have with these people will tend to be negative and unproductive. That is, despite our 

having the best intentions in the world, if the students with whom we are interacting as teachers are led to 
believe that we think they are deficient, they will respond to this negatively. (pp. 28-29) 

Such deficit thinking cuts to the core of one’s identity. As Bishop and Berryman (2009) recounted: 

The students spoke about negative relations being an assault on their very identity as Māori people. They 

told us of their aspirations to participate in learning, and with what the school had to offer, but they spoke 
in terms of negative relations and interactions being an all-out assault on who they were— on their very 

basic need to be accepted and acceptable— which precluded them from being able to participate in what 

the school had to offer. (p. 29) 

Both Ka Hikitia – Managing for Success: The Māori Education Strategy 2008 - 2012 (2008) and 

Ka Hikitia – Accelerating Success 2013 - 2017 (2013) aim to support Māori students, with the later 

stating its intent for them to “gain the skill, qualifications and knowledge they need to enjoy and achieve 

education success as Māori [emphasis added]” (p. 9). Both strategies see identity as integral to this 

success, with identity, language and culture articulated as a key principle. In the strategic intent, identity 

and culture are named as essential ingredients of this success. 

More recently, Macfarlane et al (2014) deliberately shifted the dominant research focus from 
deficit Māori identities, moving towards understanding the attributes of successful Māori students. Ka 

Awatea, their iwi-based case study of Māori students’ success, acknowledged that a strong identity is 

an integral attribute of successful Māori students. Their positive identities (Mana Motuhake) are 

underpinned by cultural efficacy, a positive connectiveness to others, and a strong sense of belonging. 

Under these conditions, Māori students are less likely to succumb to stereotype threat, with Webber 

and MacFarlane (2019) asserting that “success should never come at the expense of a Māori identity” 

(p. 15). 

As a Māori educator, I am an avid supporter of these approaches. As a mother, I have chosen 
a Kaupapa Māori pathway for my daughter’s education, while my own work has been in a wānanga 

setting for over ten years. Yet as someone who is mixed-race, I question what more can be done to 

foster Māori-Pākehā identities in educational settings in ways that do not force people to choose one 

identity over the other. Macfarlane et al (2014) and Webber (2012, 2015; Webber & MacFarlane, 2019) 

come closest to addressing bicultural concerns through their advocacy of Mana Tangatarua, or the 

ability of Māori students to successfully navigate two or more worlds.   

5.3. Critical pedagogy: A critical approach for interrogating my lived experiences at 

school  

Critical pedagogy engages at the intersection of education and power. According to Coghlan 

and Brydon-Miller (2014), “…critical pedagogues look at how education itself can be an oppressive 
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force and how outside oppressive forces, such as neo-liberalism, shape the purpose and function of 

education” (p. 212). Critical pedagogy interrogates, uncovers or identifies the enduring historical forces 

in educational discourses, practices, and values (McLaren, 2020).  Through this interrogation, critical 

pedagogy seeks to “…transform oppressive structures in society using democratic and activist 
approaches to teaching and learning” (Braa & Callero, 2006, p. 357). 

Using critical pedagogy as an applied analytical tool enabled me to contribute new theory and 

literature in the fields of education and Māori-Pākehā identity in Aotearoa-New Zealand.  According to 

Kincheloe et al (2011), a key aspect of critical teacher research involves engaged dialogue between 

teachers and students. This approach is supported by Trahar (2009), who also advocated for reciprocal 

dialogue between academics and students. Combining narratives as a key method of ‘data collection’ 

and critical pedagogy as an analytical tool was advantageous, as each approach underpinned the 

importance of dialogue between student/teacher, academic/subject, and participant/researcher. 
Autoethnography added another element to the approach, in that I was essentially engaging in a 

reflective critical conversation with myself, as I embodied all roles of student/teacher, academic/subject, 

and participant/researcher. 

Freire (2000) argued that this dialogue should question the traditional power relations that have 

served to marginalize minority groups and individuals. Kincheloe et al (2011) supported Friere’s claim, 

stating that “critical teachers listen carefully to what students have to say about their communities and 

the problems that confront them” (p. 241). 

Critical pedagogy and autoethnography 

As an autoethnographical study, my lived experiences provide the raw data for this research. 

My personal narratives exposed a broad range of educational issues to be interrogated, each with 

social, political and psychological underpinnings. Positioned primarily within the field of education, the 

research includes a focus on assessment practices and the system of streaming I was subjected to, as 

well as pedagogical approaches that focused on individualism, competition and ‘survival of the fittest’, 

whilst ignoring cultural diversity. 

As an autoethnographer, I assumed many roles in this research. I am the subject of this study, 
and my lived experiences as a student at primary, intermediate and secondary school in Aotearoa-New 

Zealand provided the data. I have conveyed my lived experiences from the perspective of being a child 

and adolescent student. In my role of researcher, I also engaged with the ‘data’ from the position of an 

educator and researcher. Critical pedagogy as an analytical tool facilitated my engagement in the study 

across multiple roles. Ultimately, through critical pedagogy I reconciled my experiences as a student in 

ways that inform my thinking and pedagogical practices as a teacher.  

In this respect, I relate to Kincheloe et al’s (2011) definition of “…a critical scholar/ 

pedagogue/researcher/teacher or theorist who attempts to use their work as a form of social or cultural 
criticism” (p. 237). As someone who has ‘walked in the shoes’ of each of these roles, my intent was to 
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interrogate my lived experiences from these multiple perspectives during the process of critical 

reflection, analysis and theorising.  

Additionally, Kincheloe et al (2011) conceded that this type of critical researcher/educator/ 

theorist role must accept the following basic assumptions: 

1. All thought is fundamentally mediated by power relations that are socially and historically 

constituted.                                                                                                  

2. Facts can never be isolated from the domain of values or removed from some form of ideological 

inscription.  

3. The relationship between concept and object and between signifier and signified is never stable 

or fixed. 

4. Certain groups in any society and particular societies are privileged over others and, although 
the reasons for this privileging may vary widely, the oppression that characterizes contemporary 

societies is most forcefully reproduced when subordinates accept their social status as natural, 

necessary, or inevitable. 

5. Oppression has many faces, and focusing on only one at the expense of others (e.g., class 

oppression vs. racism) often elides the interconnections among them. (p.237) 

As a critical researcher/educator/theorist, I accepted these assumptions which then guided my 

thinking during the examination of my collections of lived experiences in Section Two. 

Through a critical lens, teachers can come to understand the ways students perceive 

themselves, their relationships with other people and their social reality, as noted in the example of Te 

Kotahitanga (2001). This in turn, informs the pedagogical decisions that teachers make to engage their 

students in ways that not only ‘fills students with knowledge’ but empowers them to engage critically 

with knowledge themselves. Critical teachers do this by coming to understand how their students make 

sense of schooling from their lived perspectives.  

In the case of my research, the dialectal conversations between student and teacher are 
autoethnographic because the student and teacher/critical researcher are one and the same. Therefore, 

recalling and critiquing my experiences as a Māori-Pākehā student in mainstream education will inform 

my critical pedagogy as a teacher within the same educational structure. This internal dialectical 

process involves a ‘stripping back’ of each of the interwoven political, social and economic strands that 

underpinned my education. In essence, I am having a conversation with myself through the multiple 

roles I inhabit across the research, in an effort to raise my awareness of the effects of such external 

influences.  

Raising awareness is a key component and aspirational outcome of critical pedagogy, which 
Freire (2000) referred to as the process of conscientisation. Freire understood this process to represent 

the idea that education is an act of freedom inviting the learner to take a critical approach to 
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understanding reality. In addition, he recognised conscientisation as the ability to intervene in one’s 

reality, in order to change it. 

Summary 

As an autoethnographer, critical pedagogy was the most useful analytical tool for 

acknowledging the wider sociological and political issues that were inextricably woven into my day-to-

day encounters as a student in the classroom between 1981 and 1994. Thus, my examination 

incorporates the socio-political climate at the time of each experience, rather than focusing solely on 
them in isolation. This approach encouraged me to critique the underpinning tensions between the 

western, majority culture that dominated my educational spaces, and the indigenous Māori culture to 

which I belong. It also facilitated my quest to understand how I negotiated this ongoing power dynamic 

through my Māori-Pākehā identity.  

Critical pedagogy also challenged me to consider the role of economic and racial inequalities 

in the construction of my classroom identity, through questioning educational themes including 

pedagogical approaches to teaching and learning, assessment practices, streaming, teacher 

expectations and unconscious bias. From a sociological perspective, themes pertaining to identity, such 
as ascribed and subjective identity and belonging were scrutinised. In the autoethnographic process of 

critically engaging with my experiences, I hoped to raise my own level of consciousness around the 

societal inequalities at play. These were the same inequities that brought me to a point where I chose 

to turn my back on my indigenous identity in order to survive and succeed in an education system that 

rewarded whiteness in a monocultural classroom (Maged, 2014; Savage et al, 2011). Using critical 

theory, my intent was to contribute to research literature that supported teachers and educators to foster 

positive bicultural identities in the classroom.  

 

 The fifth warp strand – Identity and education 
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SECTION TWO: THE AUTOETHNOGRAPHIC WEFT STRANDS OF MY MĀORI AND 

PĀKEHĀ IDENTITY  

My early years of identity development were not always a carefully crafted weaving 

of two worldviews. Instead, reflection on my early lived experiences reveal that the pathway to 

my knowing and being today would be better described as a patchwork of identity experiences, 

with each patch looking to plug a hole, or find a permanent place of belonging.  

Or perhaps a better analogy for describing my early years of identity would be a 

reversible coat, one coat that could be worn two ways. Each side fashioned to enable me to fit 

into one of my two worlds at any one time, yet unable to display both at the same time. A coat 

that forced me to choose which way to present to the world, to choose the best external 

projection to help me to blend in, while hiding or subverting my other cultural identity. Inside, or 

inside-out. I couldn’t be both. 

Examining the patchwork of my early identity journey, and my chameleon-like 

adaptation to my surroundings, was critical to understanding the creation of my bicultural 

identity today. As an educator, I focused on experiences within my primary, intermediate and 

secondary school settings. 

These are the stories shared in Section Two of this thesis. They describe the narratives 

and snippets that make up the fabric of my early identity development. As an educator, Section 

Two centres around my schooling experiences, from primary school starting in 1981 to secondary 

school, ending in 1994.  
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Introduction to Section Two.        

In the ‘collections’ in Section Two I trace my educational journey as a young pupil of the 1980s 

and 1990s. My schooling spanned from 1981 to 1994, across three very different types of schools in 

terms of demographics. From 1981 to 1987 I attended an affluent, white, middle-class primary school 

in a wealthy central Auckland area. This was a contributing school9 in a leafy suburb, one that was just 

out of reach of the nearby working-class suburbs that were home to a largely Māori and immigrant 

Pasifika population in state housing. White children made up the majority, taught by a teaching staff 
that was exclusively white and female.  

Early in 1987, I moved to a multicultural, working-class full primary school, where I completed 

my primary and intermediate schooling. In contrast to primary school, these years were spent at a 

school situated within a diverse, working-class suburb. The pupils came from a wide range of cultural 

and ethnic backgrounds, including Māori, Pākehā, Samoan, Tongan, Niuean and Indian, to name a few.     

Reflecting back on my childhood schooldays reveals that these were stable, happy times in my 

life. While my family was not rich, I did not grow up wanting for anything. I came from a two-parent home 

and had close ties to both sides of my family. There were times when I was immersed in my Māori 
family’s culture, all while growing up in the western culture of Aotearoa-New Zealand. At a glance, there 

would be nothing to indicate that I would have grown up as anything but a confident bicultural Māori-

Pākehā person, one who lives life seamlessly flowing between and across Māori and Pākehā worlds. 

Only I know, that by the time I finished school, this wasn’t the case. Growing up at the intersections of 

two cultures often meant living on the fringes of each. My narratives and vignettes reveal that I had not 

yet understood my identity as a blended one. Instead, I navigated school trying to be either Māori or 

Pākehā, unaware and unable to be both at the same time. 

In the course of writing the following collections, I acknowledge that the experiences that I 

highlight may seem to be more negative than positive. Thus, there is an inherent danger that a reader 

may perceive that my childhood was filled with sadness, trauma and struggle. Indeed, there is a 

predominant bias in the perception of mixed-race children, who are often described in deficit terms of 

being lost, of not feeling ‘whole’ or not belonging. Here I need to make a disclaimer that, overall, my 

experiences were positive. I grew up safe, secure and loved. My identity struggles were no more 

different than the crises that are an inherent part of human development, particularly in my adolescent 

years. Negotiating feelings of not fitting in, and navigating one’s way through the world in order to find 
out who you are and where you belong, are all part of the human experience. The purpose of shining a 

spotlight on those experiences, that I deem to be pivotal moments of identity development, is to 

illuminate key data points for further analysis in Section Three. 

 
9 In Aotearoa-New Zealand, a Primary school education (now referred to as Years 1-6, formally J1-J2 followed by Standard 1 to 
4) and a Secondary School (Years 9 – 13, formally Forms 3 – 7) education is bridged by two years at Intermediate School (Years 
7 & 8, formally Forms 1 & 2). Contibuting primary schools are therefore schools that cater for the first six years, before pupils 
move on to Intermediate School. A full primary school incorporates the intermediate years, and therefore caters to the first eight 
years of schooling. 
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. 

I begin my recollections with the first moments of my birth, which I titled Te Aho Tapu. In te ao 

Māori (the Māori world) the first strand of weaving is known as the aho tapu, the sacred first strand. The 

detail, the stitching and the crafting of the aho tapu determines the attributes of the subsequent lines of 
weaving. If the aho tapu is weak, then the following strands will be too. If the foundational aho tapu is 

of quality, then the subsequent lines of weaving will be strong. Thus, I use this metaphor to lay down 

the first strand of my woven autoethnography of my life and research. In the aho tapu, I returned to the 

beginning.                        
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I: The Beginning: 1976 

 

How do I belong here? Let me count the ways… 

I carry my tīpuna, wahine toa, on my shoulders 

Ko Te Whānau-a-Apanui e tu nei 

 

I am at one with the healing waters of my hapū 

Ko au te moana, ko te moana ko au 

 

I descend from eight working-class, colonial pioneers 

I am Irish, Scottish, and now, New Zealander 

 

I am the potential promise of a bicultural country 

I stand proud in two worlds 

 

 
 

     The first weft strand of ascribed identity 
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Vignette I: 1976 

Te Aho Tapu (noun): 

Sacred first line - the first line in weaving that sets the rest of the pattern. 

I was born in the city of Auckland on a quiet Sunday afternoon of November 1976.  
According to mum, my entrance into the world was, by all means, straightforward and 
uneventful. Having experienced labour pains at six o‘clock on Sunday morning, mum - being 
mum - thought the best thing to do was to get up and clean the house, so that is what she 
did. By ten o’clock both she and dad thought it was time to go to the hospital, and by one 
o’clock in the afternoon I had arrived safely. My anxious dad was waiting in the hospital 
corridor, where all dads waited in those days.  

While my arrival was uneventful, a very different scene unfolded in the birthing unit next 
door. There, a Pasifika mother had tragically given birth to a stillborn child. From his seat in 
the waiting area, my ginger-haired, Pākehā dad recalls a nurse coming over to deliver the 
sad news to the Pasifika father who had been waiting alongside him. No privacy was 
afforded to the bereaved father as he was told that his child had been born that day, 
without life. Someone would be out to collect him soon, he was told, and take him through 
to see his wife. 

Moments later a cheerful nurse popped out to the same waiting room to collect my father, 
and to bring him in to meet his firstborn, and only child. Casting her eyes around the waiting 
room, the nurse’s gaze fell on the one dad that she had presumed to be my father and 
mother’s husband. Whilst in the immediate stages of grief, the bereaved dad was led 
cheerily back to my mother’s bedside.  

It was only when my mother quietly inquired who the shell-shocked man standing at the 
foot of her bed might be, that the nurse realised her mistake. Without thinking to check 
first, the default assumption was that my father must have been someone who looked like 
my dark-skinned, Māori mother. While I was only a few minutes old, my mixed-race, nuclear 
family had been racially profiled, and the first of many assumptions of my heritage had been 
cast. 
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II: Primary years: 1981 – 1987 

 

How do I belong here? Let me count the ways… 

 

I live in a neighbourhood you would never visit 

I am your out-of-zone intruder 

 

My whānau have names you cannot pronounce 

I am the ‘other’ you rarely encounter   

 

I am represented on your screens through parodies and caricatures  

I am your native stereotype 

 

I am your token Māori at school 

I have little expectations to live up to      

 

 The second weft strand: Primary School  
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Narrative 1: Primary school 

The racial rumblings of the 1970s, an era marked by the infamous ‘Dawn Raids’ and Māori protests 

including Dame Whina Cooper’s Land March, continued on into the 1980s, following me into my schooling years. 

In 1981, with the violence of the Springbok Tour at the forefront of the minds of New Zealanders, I started my 

primary school education. 

My primary school was some distance away from our home, referred to as ‘out-of-zone.’10 The reason 

for me attending this school was simple economics. It was close to my mother’s place of work. As the only child 

of two working parents, only one of whom could drive, our day started at six o'clock in the morning. I would be 

fed, washed and dressed in time to leave home at six-thirty am. This gave dad enough time to drive mum and 

me to her workplace, before continuing on to his city-based job for a seven o’clock start. From mum’s work, I 

would wait until around seven-thirty to begin my walk to school, with mum helping me across the busy four 

lane road. From there it was an easy five minute to walk to my primary school, at the end of a tree lined avenue 

of white, middle-class affluence. This allowed mum to be on the factory floor in time to start her work day at 

eight o'clock.   

My morning routine was not unique to me, as I was part of a small group of children who arrived at 

school early. About five or six of us would gather under the shelter on the classroom steps, from seven o’clock 

onwards. Here we would play handball and gossip idly as we waited for the eight o’clock bell, which signalled 

that all classrooms could now be unlocked, allowing us to drop our bags inside. Given the time of our arrival at 

school, we were dubbed the ‘eight o’clockers’.                           

Year after year we were the same group of children. All of us had parents with jobs that required an eight 

o’clock start that didn’t factor in school-aged children. If it was raining, we were made to wait under the covered 

walkway or beneath the doorways. Here we were left to fend for ourselves until the adults arrived, something 

that would be unheard of nowadays. We arrived before most of the teachers and staff, with no adults on-site.  

There were many similarities amongst us. We were children of working parents, and we all lived ‘out-of-

zone’ from our school, travelling in from economically poorer suburbs. We were also the brown kids of the 

school, being Tongan, Samoan and Māori. We were the ‘others’, the minority who found belonging together in 

amongst the sons and daughters of wealthy white doctors, lawyers and bankers.                         

There was a stark contrast between our experiences of getting to school, and those of our Pākehā11 

peers. The ‘in-zone’ children who lived within this wealthy suburb would arrive much later than us, usually 

 
10 Since 1989, schools in Aotearoa-New Zealand have had the mandate to set their own zone, outlining which residents can 
attend their local school without needing to go through a selection policy. The term ‘out-of-zone’ therefore refers to residents who 
live outside of the defined school zone, and cannot enrol automatically. My use of the term ‘out-of-zone’ predates the zoning 
policies that were introduced through ‘Tomorrow’s Schools’ in 1989. In this chapter, I use the term to refer to attending a school 
that is not local, or not the closest school to one’s home. 
11 The term Pākehā was not widely used during this time, as it was seen as a derogatory term. Even me and our family avoided 
the term that I would eventually claim and embrace in my young adult years. Hence, in many references in this chapter I have 
used the term ‘New Zealand Europeans’ or ‘white New Zealanders’, not as my own preference but as a reflection of preferred 
terms at this time. 
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between eight-thirty and nine o’clock. The luxury of arriving at a much more convivial time was afforded to 

these families by virtue of having one stay-at-home parent, in a two-car family. These children would be dropped 

at the school gates in the latest Honda City or Holden Commodore Berliner, usually part of a neighbourhood 

carpool of stay-at-home mums. They would chatter excitedly about whose mum was picking them up that 

afternoon, whose house they would be going to play at (“don’t forget your togs so you can swim in our pool!”), 

or which extra-curricular activity they would be attending that day. You could tell which activity was on by 

observing their appearance. If it was Brownies (Junior Girl Guides) the girls would come in their brown dress 

uniforms covered in badges. For Scouts, the boys would wear their blue shirt and shorts. On ballet days, the girls 

would come to school with their hair carefully scraped back in a bun, held together by what seemed like 

hundreds of hair pins. After school music lessons were signalled by the hard, black cases in the cloakroom, 

concealing flutes or violins. Burgeoning piano players brought scrapbooks holding pages and pages of sheet 

music. There was always something exciting happening in the lives of the wealthy ‘in-zone’ children. 

There would be no such extra-curricular activities for the ‘eight o’clockers’. Our after-school 

responsibilities consisted of getting ourselves home safely via the nearest bus stop (or in my case, making my 

way to my mother’s job as a factory supervisor) then staying there out of trouble until the adults finished work. 

For some of my Pasifika friends, this also meant taking care of their younger siblings until the adults arrived. As 

an only child, I didn’t have that extra responsibility. 

My membership of the ‘eight o’clockers’ was not limited to our cultural similarities or the economic 

circumstances that dictated our daily commute. Academically too, I aligned with my Māori and Pasifika peers. 

Between us we consistently made up the lowest two groups in reading, writing, mathematics and spelling while 

our Pākehā peers made up the top two groups.  

I was also ‘outed’ as Māori through my achievements in the sporting arena. Constantly being the tallest 

child who towered over my peers, I would often be approached by teacher/coaches who wanted to recruit me 

into their sports teams, despite the fact that I was two or three years younger. Sometimes a teacher, often 

unknown to me, would pluck me off the playground and recruit me straight into their older sports teams, to 

bolster their chances in local competitions. At other times an older student would be sent to my class, asking 

my teacher to send me to their teacher’s classroom, where I would be asked to join their sports team at the last 

minute. This occurred in sports such as softball and cricket, as well as field events such as discus and shot put.  

In one example, I spent three years in the Standard Four netball team (made up of ten- and eleven-year-

olds), starting as a lanky seven-year-old in Standard One. I would retain my position on this team throughout 

my Standard Two and Three years, before moving schools at the beginning of Standard Four. I loved being part 

of these teams, not only because I enjoyed being involved in competitive sports, but also because it got me out 

of school for a day, while my classmates the same age as me remained behind. 

Outside of school I saw large numbers of Māori alongside Pasifika at the flea markets we would visit at 

the weekends to pick up the ingredients for the ‘boil-up’, a popular Māori meal consisting of boiled pork bones 



 

 111 

and greens such as puha or watercress. These ingredients were not available in the mainstream supermarkets, 

long before the current times where watercress is now a fancy salad in upmarket cafes. Boil-up, pork bones, 

watercress and puha were unfamiliar to my teachers or classmates and thus were not talked about in school. 

This was the same for other staple Māori foods in our house, such as fried bread, rewana, kina and creamed 

paua. These were some of the experiential factors that I associated with being Māori. These were factors that 

were strong in our home, but foreign at school.  

It was upon these experiential threads on which my early Māori-Pākehā identity was woven. I saw 

myself in the same way that the world reflected back to me. I was at the bottom end of the socio-economic and 

academic hierarchy, so that made me brown. At my young age, my place went unquestioned. I wasn’t taught 

(or I didn’t learn) that I was ‘less than’ my Pākehā peers, nor was I ashamed or embarrassed to be Māori (that 

would come later). I just knew that a hierarchy existed, one that ranked us in terms of social, cultural, academic 

and economic factors, and I knew my place.  
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Vignette II: 1984 

Plucked from the playground 

My mum was a netball player, coach and umpire, and had opened up this world up to me 
through weekends as a young child spent at the netball courts. My dad, on the other hand, 
handed down to me the gift of height. Armed with these gifts, what transpired on the 
playground one winter’s day in 1984 would be inevitable. My parents had given me a 
netball, and that ball went everywhere with me, even to school.  

In the winter time the tennis nets would come down off the courts, and the goalposts would 
go up, allowing me to indulge in my favourite lunchtime activity of netball. If my friends 
were in the mood, we would pass the ball to and fro, taking turns to shoot the ball through 
the hoop. But if they got bored or moved on to other activities, I happily stayed by myself, 
shooting goal after goal after goal. But when the Standard Four team, known as the 
‘Saturday Netball team’ practiced at lunchtimes I would be forced off the court and on to 
the side lines, where I would watch avidly.  

One lunchtime I decided to park myself down one end of the court and wait for the ball to 
go up the other end, freeing up the goal. When that happened, I would jump on the court 
and shoot as many goals as I could, before the ball came back down my end. One lunchtime, 
this caught the attention of the teacher who was also the coach, who called out to me: 

‘Excuse me?’ (I thought I was in trouble!) ‘How old are you?’  

‘Seven’ I called back. Everyone was surprised at my age, considering how tall I was. I was 
used to this reaction. 

“Can you shoot a goal for me quickly?”  

I dutifully responded, slotting my ball through the hoop.  

“Great, do you want to play?”  

Before I could eagerly answer the teacher had already grabbed me.  

“Put this on and stand down this end.”  

It was a GS – Goal Shoot bib. I had been to many netball practices and games with my mum. 
I knew exactly what that bib meant and what I needed to do with it. For the rest of that 
game, I played my heart out, catching and throwing every pass that came my way, and 
slotting in goal after goal after goal, just like I had practiced. My heart dropped when the 
bell rang, signalling the end of practice, and the end of the game.  
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“Right, do you think you can play for us? Thursday afternoons and Saturday mornings? I’ll 
give your parents a call and ask them, we can pick you up and drop you off if they can’t take 
you themselves!” 

I was elated. And so started the first of three years in the Standard Four netball team. And 
this too, is how I met my favourite teacher, Mrs D. 
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Vignette III: 1984 

A KFC lunch with my Māori mum. 

 My affluent primary school was situated just up the road from one of Auckland’s busiest 
roundabouts, where six major arterial roads intersected. Sitting on the corner of each 
intersection were some of Auckland’s most iconic shops. These included Ollies, the 
American style hamburger and ice-cream joint, and Kentucky Fried Chicken, built in the red 
and white hut-style building of the time. These restaurants were walking distance from my 
school and my mum’s place of work.  

I mention this because for a number of years I repeatedly had to debunk a myth that 
continuously circulated amongst my peers, and even some of my teachers… that my mum 
worked at Kentucky Fried Chicken. This assumption may have started from the one occasion 
in 1984 where mum came to pick me up from school one lunch time, to take me for a picnic 
lunch for two at the park across the road. For convenience, and because it was a special 
treat, mum came ready with Kentucky Fried Chicken for lunch, from the local restaurant. 
Although this only occurred once, from there on in I was known as the ‘KFC’ girl, with the 
‘KFC’ mum. 

The consistent mention that mum worked at KFC was never said to me in jest or with any ill-
feeling, nor was I offended by the assumption, at the time. Rather, this was always said to 
me with envy, the implication being that I was lucky that my mum worked at Kentucky Fried 
Chicken, because that must have meant that we got to eat fried chicken all the time. I would 
always deny this mistruth and would be constantly confused as to how this rumour 
persisted. 
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Vignette IV: 1985 

The Reliever 

Our class teacher Mrs D, who is my favourite teacher, is away today. I have a special 
relationship with Mrs D, as she plucked me off the playground and into her Standard Four 
netball team when I was only in Standard One. I have been in her netball team every year 
since then, playing in the green and gold colours of our school every Saturday morning. I 
love her coaching sessions on the big court every lunch time, and I love that she is my 
teacher now. She is my mentor. 

But today Mrs D is away. Today we have a relieving teacher, I’ll call her Mrs H. Mrs H is a 
regular reliever in our school. When Mrs H is our teacher, I instinctively retreat into my 
shell. I notice that a couple of my peers do the same, but I don’t know why. When Mrs H is 
in the room, we keep our eyes down and our mouths closed, for reasons I don’t understand. 

 The bell has rung to signal the end of lunch. We all know the drill. Sit at your chair 
and meticulously copy the handwriting off the blackboard. Line by line, in complete silence. 

 I am sitting as still as a mouse in my chair, heavily focused on making sure my pencil 
stays within the bounds, and that my letters don’t cross over the lines. I am concentrating so 
hard that I fail to notice Mrs H behind me, peering over my shoulder. It’s not until I am 
startled by her loud screech that I realise that she is there. 

 “RUBBISH!!” she screams into my ear, as she reaches down and snatches my book. 
“Absolutely messy RUBBISH!!” she squeals, as she rips the page clean out of my book. “Do it 
again!!” she hisses, slamming my book back down in front of me. 

 The whole class has frozen in that moment, and I am doing all that I can to make 
myself as small as possible.  

 But before I can exhale, Mrs H has found her next victim, sitting across from me.  

 “And YOU!” she screams. RUBBISH! RUBBISH! RUBBISH! Ripping yet another page 
out of another book. “Do it properly this time!!!” 

 My head stays down, but my eyes briefly flick up from where I’m sitting. In an instant 
I make eye contact with my lovable friend Ofa, a fellow eight o’clocker. And for a brief 
moment, we share the same humiliation, our cheeks stinging and our heads bowed. Fighting 
back tears, I tentatively pick up my pencil and start my work again, my pencil shaking in my 
hand. I bite down hard, urging the tears not to fall, fearful that they might stain the page. 

 I am startled, scared and confused. I don’t know what just happened, or why. But in 
the brief moment that our eyes met, I sense that Ofa understands. A whole lot more than I 
do. 
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Vignette V: 1986 

A rare academic achievement  

A strange thing happened at school today. Something I have never experienced before. 

I did something clever! 

Today we had to do a listening comprehension test. We had to listen to the teacher and 
write down what she said. Then she collected our tests and quickly marked them. 

Once she had finished, our class got a telling off, because the test proved to her something 
that she was always telling us – that we were poor listeners. Our teacher used words like 
‘disappointing’ and ‘abysmal’ to describe our listening.  

There was – our teacher said – a shining hope from three who turned in a perfect result, and 
who deserved to be acknowledged. She then scanned her roll book for the test results and 
asked the following children to stand up.  

“Mark” – Mark dutifully stood up.  

“Sarah” – no surprises there.  

Then there was a pause, as our teacher scanned the roll up and down, seeming to check and 
re-check the results. 

“…and … oh, Pauline”.  

Her surprised tone at mentioning my name was matched by my own surprise at hearing it, 
but I meekly stood to receive my accolades alongside two ‘top’ pupils in the class. 

 
  



 

 117 

Vignette VI: 1986 

My school in the news 

The six o’clock evening news is compulsory viewing in our household. Dinner needs to 
revolve around this time. As my parents are both working and we never arrive home earlier 
than five o’clock in the evening, this often means a quick dinner beforehand, or a family 
meal after six-thirty, once the news has finished. As always, I am in the lounge with my 
parents when the news is on, either following the stories with some interest or lost in my 
own world. On this particular night I am lying on the floor, stretched out on my stomach, 
watching along with my family, when a familiar vista comes across our screens. I recognise 
my school grounds straight away, the office in the background and my classroom in the 
distance.  

More shots of my school flick up on the screen… our library, the playground, the famous oak 
trees. I am beyond excited seeing my school on the news, making us famous! In between 
shots of our school and the school in the next suburb, I hear words like ‘racist, white flight, 
Māori and Pasifika, lower educational standards”. I recognise the parents of my peers being 
interviewed on television.  

I’m not sure what they are talking about, but I am so excited to see a slice of my world on 
the television, and I can’t wait to talk to my friends about it the next day! 
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III: Intermediate years: 1987 – 1989. 

 

1987 - How do I belong here? Let me count the ways… 

 

To me, I live in a quintessential New Zealand home, a quarter-acre dream  

To you, I live in a mansion, a dream out-of-reach  

 

To me, I am slow, academically challenged  

To you, I am clever, culturally advantaged 

 

To me, I am a follower, quiet and shy 

To you, I am a leader, a prefect, an achiever 

 

To me, I am Māori, the same as you 

To you, I am Pākehā, struggling for nothing  

 

 The third weft strand: Intermediate School   
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Narrative 2: Intermediate School 

Our demographic circumstances would come into play once again, when my mum was made redundant 

at her factory job. Whilst this was stressful for my parents, the payout gave them the deposit they needed to 

purchase their first house, which we moved into in February 1987. This move across several suburbs brought 

about an abrupt end to my white middle-class schooling. Having already started what was to be my final year of 

primary school (Standard Four), mum and dad initially agreed to keep me there for the rest of the year, with the 

intention to enrol in a local school for Form One, the following year. I was delighted and relieved by this decision, 

and as we unpacked our boxes over the long weekend, I felt safe in the knowledge that I would finish my primary 

schooling where it had started.  

The chaos and rush of the commute on Tuesday morning, however, sealed my fate. Due to the additional 

delays that came with the longer travel distance, my dad told mum that we could not keep this up for the rest of 

the year. I would need to move to a local school, one that I could walk to, enabling dad to drive straight into the 

city for work. At three o’clock that same afternoon, mum arrived to pick me up and to tell my teacher that I was 

leaving that day. Devastated, I packed up my things, with little time to say goodbye or to process what was 

happening. 

The next day started with tears and anxiety like I had never experienced before in my young life. My new 

school, within walking distance of our new home, was unlike the school I had come from. Firstly, this was a full 

primary school12, unlike the contributing school that I had been at. Here, I was placed in a mixed Standard 

Four/Form One class. The school was noticeably more ‘brown’ and working class than where I had come from. 

For the first time in my short life, I was in a context where Māori and Pasifika were the majority, and Pākehā the 

minority.  

I also had my first experience of diversity in the teaching profession, although this was only slight. My 

new teacher, a Pākehā, had a distinctly Māori surname that came via the husband she had just married the 

previous weekend. Next door was a young Samoan teacher with a difficult-to-pronounce surname, the first 

Samoan teacher I had ever encountered. I was enthralled! Otherwise, the rest of the staff were Pākehā. 

Although my abrupt start to the new school was traumatic, I soon bounced back and made friends, 

possibly even closer friends than I had before. Interestingly, I ‘fitted in’ at this school in ways that had marginalised 

me at my previous school. Firstly, I was no longer an ‘eight o’clocker’. As an ‘in-zone’ student, I now arrived in a 

timely manner along with the majority. Having mum at home for the first time in my school life meant the end of 

early starts to the school day, although this would soon change when mum picked up a new job. However, being 

within walking distance, meant we no longer needed to rely on dad to drive us, and being older meant I could get 

to school independently. Another advantage of living close to school – or being ‘in-zone’ – was that I lived in the 

 
12 A full primary school is one that incorporates both primary (Year 0 – 6, formally known as Junior 1 – Standard Four) and 
intermediate Years 7 & 8, (formally known as Form One and Form Two). This differs from a contributing primary school of Year 
0 – 6 only, and an intermediate school of Year 7 & 8 only. 
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same streets and neighbourhood as my school peers, so friendships were made that could continue out of school 

hours. This had not occurred at my primary school. Our neighbourhood friendships also meant that my parents 

got to know the parents of my peers, thus my school and home links were strengthened. At school, Mum was no 

longer the ‘KFC mum’, or factory worker, but a visible, active part of the school. She even became our netball 

coach, joining us for lunchtime or after school trainings, as work permitted.  

My new school offered a plethora of sports activities at playtime and lunchtime, so much so that my 

chronic shyness quickly evaporated on the sports fields and courts, and I was able to integrate and even gain 

respect from both teachers and peers. Just like in my previous school, I was fast-tracked into the older sports 

teams. By the end of the first week, I was a member of the Form One and Two softball team, rewarded with a day 

trip out to the Eastern Zone Championships.  

As well as excelling on the sports field, for the first time I began to excel in the classroom. The grades of 

C+, B- and B on my previous Report Cards were replaced by B+, A and even A+. I found this to be a curious 

turnaround at the time and couldn’t comprehend how this was happening. My teachers and peers saw me as 

‘clever’ for the first time in my young life. I was no longer in the bottom two groups for reading, maths and 

spelling. 

As well as becoming more successful in an academic sense, I also started to grow as a leader. This was 

another stark turnaround from my previous school, where I had been meek, quiet and unremarkable. I 

represented my new school in almost every team sport we competed in, often as captain. The collective 

achievements both in and out of the classroom culminated in school leadership appointments in Form Two, both 

as a House Captain and a Prefect.  	
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Vignette VII: 1987 – 1989 

Ko wai au/who am I? - 1987 

The year is 1987, and I am in Standard Four at my new school. We all sit on the mat at the 
teacher’s feet like good little children, except that we are not so little. Most of us are big-
boned Māori and Pasifika kids with overgrown limbs, on the cusp of puberty. I am one of the 
lanky-limbed, struggling to sit still in the stifling heat. Our teacher is making her way down 
the roll, starting with the boys. As my last name is ‘Adams’, I will be the first girl called out.  

When it’s my time to answer the question she is asking all of us - ‘what are you?’, I will be 
ready with the right answer. I have been asked this question many times already by my 
peers at this new school, and their reaction to my response (that I am Māori) has shown me 
that this is the wrong answer.  

 
Teacher: “Pauline?”  

Me:  “Half-Māori, half-Pākehā  

Teacher: “You can only choose one!”                        

Me: (Panicked and looking around the class at my friends, a mix of Māori, Pākehā, 
Pasifika and Indian, all of whom were yet to contribute. What do I say?).     

                            “Ummmm… Māori?”  

Classmates:  “What?? She’s Māori?”  

Me:  (Shrinking, embarrassed) 

____________________________________ 
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Ko wai au/who am I? - 1988 

The year is 1988, and I am in Form One. There is no mat to sit on this year. We are now 
senior kids, with desks of our own to sit at. The class is a hodgepodge of desk sizes and 
colours, with oversized kids like me being given the super-sized yellow desks, which made 
the traditional wooden desks look like they belonged in a dolls house. Like last year, it is 
another stifling hot day. We loll lazily at our desks, our heads resting on our bags, as we wait 
for our name to be called out. It’s that time of the year again, and my sluggish, bored 
exterior belies the frenzied thoughts that are racing through my head, as I anticipate hearing 
my name being called out. Whenever I am asked this question, I never seem to be able to 
get the answer right.  

But this year, I have a strategy.  

 
Teacher: “Pauline?”  

Me:  “Can I only choose one?”  

Teacher: “Yes” 

Me:  (Okay … thinking, what did I choose last year? Tell him the opposite)  

“Pākehā!” 

Classmates:  “Pākehā?? But you said you’re a Māori!”  

Me:   (rather defensively) “I’m a Pākehā too!” 

Classmates:  “Okay, whatever!”  

Teacher:  “Next!” 

____________________________________ 
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Ko wai au/who am I? - 1989 

Teacher: “Pauline?”  

Me:  “Māori!” 
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Narrative 3: Deciding my future – Choosing a secondary school 

In my last year at intermediate school, I had a decision to make – which secondary school would I be going 

to? My options were limited. As working-class people, my parents did not invest too much thought into school 

choice. They saw me going to my local, ‘in-zone’ secondary school, just like everyone else in our neighbourhood. 

Except that I didn’t want to go to my local school, one that had a reputation for violent fights and bullying. As 

local kids we knew that this was a school you survived in, by being aligned with the right groups. As a pupil who 

was no longer certain of where I fitted in, the prospect of going to this school and potentially ‘getting the bash’ 

because I didn’t fit in, was daunting.  

My preference instead was to apply for a ‘safe’ school across the bridge, and on the right side of the estuary 

that separated the middle-class from the working-class. The knowledge that as a fair skinned, ‘clever’ Māori I had 

a target on my back (according to schoolyard gossip that 12-year-old me took very seriously). I implored my 

parents to let me apply for out-of-zone schools. As my parents pondered my pleas, it was not the quality of 

education, or the opportunities presented by the school, that weighed on their minds. Their concerns were simple 

logistics of how would I get there?   

I was able to convince mum that I would get myself to my school of choice by bus, the same way I would 

have travelled to the in-zone school. The only difference was that I would be catching a bus from the other side 

of the road, travelling in the opposite direction.  Once satisfied that I would be able to get myself to and from 

school in plenty of time, I finally received her support to apply out-of-zone. Unlike the speedy transition between 

my two primary schools, that had occurred within twenty-four hours, my enrolment to secondary school was a 

long-term affair, as I had to compete and ‘win’ a place in an out-of-zone school. I made this process as straight-

forward as I could, by targeting only one school. I stayed away from the most desirable schools that had highly 

competitive entry requirements for their limited places.  

Instead, I chose a school that I felt I had a good chance of winning a place in. The only two criteria for 

choosing this school were that firstly, this was not my local in-zone school, and secondly, this was a school I 

considered to be ‘safe’. The reputation or prestige of the school was not as important to me.  

I was confident I would be accepted to this school and therefore would not have to apply to multiple 

schools. My confidence was based on being a prefect, house captain and academically successful by this stage, in 

contrast to my days at primary school. I was also bolstered by the fact that I was not aiming for an élite school. 

In contrast, while I was trying to get into my secondary school of choice, many who were ‘in-zone’ for the same 

school were trying their best to avoid it! My preferred secondary school may have been located in a ‘white area’, 

but it was in the least desirable white area, in comparison with its wealthy, more élite neighbours. The lack of 

competition seeking out-of-zone places at this school suited me just fine. The process of applying to this school 

began with an invitation to an information session at an open evening, followed by a written application and an 

interview with the third form dean. 
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 It was at the open evening that the strength of my Māori identity, or the degree to which I saw myself as 

Māori, was first tested at secondary school. Accompanied by my Māori mother, our appointed guide made the 

assumption that I may like to see the newly opened marae, which took pride of place in the school’s Māori 

department. Here we met the Māori studies teacher, who informed of the department’s successful reo Māori 

programme and the proud kapa haka group. All of these, I was told, were opportunities that I might like to 

consider. I couldn’t have felt more uncomfortable with this proposal. I had already established a reluctance for 

stage performance, which included kapa haka. French was my preferred compulsory language option, something 

I was excited about as I hoped to pursue this subject through to higher levels and eventual fluency. I had no 

interest in learning te reo Māori at school, particularly because I felt that being Māori came with higher 

expectations to do well in this subject. Most students, we were informed, took their School Certificate examination 

one year earlier in the Fourth form (Year 10). I couldn’t see how I could complete three years’ worth of language 

learning in two years, and then successfully pass School Certificate. This must have come with an assumption 

that, being Māori, I already had some grasp of the language.  I most certainly did not, and I did not want to be in 

a situation where I perceived myself as being ‘less’ Māori than the others. In short, I did not want to look ‘dumb’. 

I was getting used to being seen as bright and was starting to thrive under the higher expectations my current 

teachers had of me.  

Following the open evening, I was informed that my written application, one that required my grades, 

endorsements from my current school, and an essay from me outlining why I wanted to attend this school, had 

been successful. I was then invited to attend an interview, with two secondary school deans. At the interview I 

specifically avoided sharing the real intentions behind applying to this school – that I simply did not want to attend 

my ‘in-zone’ school, and this was the next best option. Instead, I talked about wanting to attend a ‘good school’ 

in a ‘good area’, and I was excited about the opportunities that were on offer. In reality, there were no more 

opportunities at this school than any other. In fact, on the sports field where I excelled, the options were limited. 

My sole motivation was to avoid the fights and beatings that were common at my local school. I wanted to be 

safe, and I wanted to find somewhere where I could fit in. 

My application was successful, and once again I was to become an ‘out-of-zone’ student.  
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IV: Secondary School: 1990 -1994 

 

How do I belong here? Let me count the ways… 

 

I occupy the space of ‘cultural diversity’, 

I am your token brown girl. 

 

I have made my home at the bottom of the class, 

I am your statistical brown failure. 

 

I am your first choice in your school sports teams, 

I am your brown sports star. 

 

I have been streamed, separated, isolated from my cultural peers, 

I am their white wannabe sell-out. 

 

 

 The fourth weft strand: Secondary School 
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Narrative 4: Sifting, sorting and streaming  

The transition from intermediate to secondary school expedited a new-found confusion of where I felt 

that I fitted in and didn’t fit in, at the same time. Unlike my multicultural intermediate school, secondary school 

was a place where Pākehā were the majority. In East Auckland in the early to mid-1990s, an immigrant Asian 

population was also starting to grow. I, like most of the other Māori and Pasifika students, travelled from out-

of-zone to attend this school, mirroring my experiences in primary school. Once I got to school, I would join my 

mainly Pākehā classmates in class, moving in separate circles from the other Māori pupils. This was a separation 

enforced through the policy of streaming. 

In order to get to school every day, I had to navigate through a number of socio-cultural complexities. The 

East Auckland bus networks of the 1990’s provided an unlikely, yet enlightening, reflection of the sociological 

make-up of its youth. Inferences of culture, ethnicity, affluence, social mobility, education and cultural capital 

could have been made by both amateur and professional sociologists, by simply observing the bus passengers 

and the directions of their daily commutes. Every morning, bus load upon bus load of wealthy white children 

would be rapidly transported out of the rich areas of East Auckland, heading towards the most prestigious private 

schools in central Auckland. Each of these chartered buses would race past my own secondary school, over the 

bridge and barely pausing in my working class, culturally diverse suburb of Mount Wellington.  

Travelling in the opposite direction, buses of ‘brown’ kids would flow into East Auckland from the lowest 

of the low socio-economic Auckland suburbs, noticeably Otara and Tamaki in nearby South Auckland, and from 

my area of Panmure and Mount Wellington. Those children who remained in East Auckland jostled for places in 

the local secondary schools. This competition created a hierarchy across these schools, an unintended 

consequence of the zoning policies of Tomorrow’s Schools. Two of the ‘best’ schools stood out in the furthermost 

parts of East Auckland, and competition to gain entry into these was fierce. A third school, just up the road, rated 

slightly above my preferred school. By contrast, my school was the last choice of school for East Auckland locals. 

It seemed that the closer you got to South Auckland, the least desirable the schools were. 

 This was the socio-ethnic sorting system I entered into as a 13-year-old in January 1990, completely 

oblivious to this convoluted pecking order.     

My daily travel path to school provides a layer of narrative for my internal sociologist to ponder, 

interrogate and digest. There were two types of buses provided – public transport and chartered school buses. To 

get to school I needed to first take a public bus to the neighbouring suburb of Panmure. Here, I had a choice. 

Option one was to disembark from the public bus and transfer to the chartered school bus, the one that took the 

Māori and Pasifika kids from the local state houses, directly to the school’s front gate.  

Option Two was to stay on the public bus into the suburb of Pakuranga and get off at the stop nearest to 

school. From here it was a 20-minute walk to the school gate, along a busy main highway. Twenty minutes of 
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walking, one-way, five days a week, in the sunshine, rain, hail or wind. Then another twenty minutes back every 

afternoon.  

On my first day of secondary school, I didn’t know of the existence of the ‘Panmure bus’, as it was called. 

When my public bus stopped at Panmure, I was confused as to why hordes of students in the same uniform as me 

didn’t get on my bus. I started to comprehend some 15 minutes later when those same kids passed me in a 

chartered school bus, as I walked alone along the busy highway. I fully understood when I saw the same bus, with 

the same brown faces, outside our school in the afternoon. I don’t know why I wasn’t aware of this bus, but its 

existence presented me with an easier option for getting to and from school. For the rest of that first week of 

secondary school I had every intention of getting on the more convenient ‘Panmure bus’. But I never did. By the 

end of the first week, I was still too shy to get on the bus with other Māori and Pasifika students. I simply felt that 

I did not belong on that bus.  

The feeling of not belonging on the ‘Panmure bus’ was expedited by the streaming process that separated 

me from this group. On the first day of school, we were all sifted and sorted into our new classes for the year. I 

was the only Māori student in my class, something that surprised and disappointed me initially. Instead, the 

majority of Māori and Pasifika students were placed together, mostly in the same class. Thus, the students on the 

‘Panmure bus’ had all formed bonds by the end of the first week, as most shared classes together. I, on the other 

hand, did not share any classes with them. Our differing timetables and subject choices kept us apart at school. 

It was only at the end of the first week that I would come to learn about streaming, and understand why our 

classes ‘looked’ the way they did. So it was that for the next four years I travelled alone on the public bus, 

bypassing the more convenient option, choosing to remain on the outside, rather than join an ‘in-group’ that I did 

not feel part of. 
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Narrative 5: School Certificate 

Over the first two years I settled into a routine of getting to school and mixing with my new peer group 

once there. However, I struggled with maintaining my grades in an accelerate class that I did not always feel 

worthy of being in. While I consistently passed my subjects, most of the time the results showed minimal 

attainment over the pass mark. I was a ‘C’ student, something that did not feel right to me, given my place in the 

top stream class. 

Yet I was retained in the top stream in my fifth form year, which meant committing to sitting six subjects 

for the School Certificate qualification instead of the standard five. English and Mathematics were compulsory, 

and I choose to add Science, Geography, Art and History. My choices were dictated at this level largely by my 

interests, and where I thought I could do well. In my primary and junior secondary school years, social studies had 

always been my favourite and best performing subject. This was extrapolated out into the subjects of Geography 

and History, and so I chose to continue on with both. In third and fourth form I had done surprisingly well in Art, 

considering that I didn’t see myself as an artistic type. My small success and the enjoyment I gained in the subject 

prompted me to select School Certificate Art. I had a good relationship with my fourth form Art teacher and hoped 

to have her again in fifth form. That wasn’t to be. 

From the outset of the year, I felt the pressure to pass. Norm-referencing meant scaling was utilised to 

ensure that grades were equally distributed across the cohort, and that only fifty percent of the cohort would 

pass. I felt a keen need to ‘save face’ as a top streamed student and ensure that I passed. I identified that the 

hardest class for me to succeed in would be mathematics, closely followed by science. As I was quietly confident 

that I could scrap together a passing grade in the remaining subjects, I was determined to knuckle down in my 

mathematics and science classes in particular. 

Although I struggled with my place in the top-streamed class, the fact that we had remained relatively 

stable as a class group for three years in a row was an advantage for me as an incredibly quiet and introverted 

teenager. An additional advantage in these two difficult subjects was that I was already familiar with my 

appointed teachers, and their teaching pedagogies. Both were passionate about their subjects and had built good 

relationships with us as learners. This was certainly the case with our mathematics teacher, who I will call Mr M. 

Mr M had a unique teaching technique that had caused consternation and embarrassment in my third and 

fourth form years. By the fifth form, I was familiar with the same routine in each lesson and had grown some 

semblance of confidence from which I could take risks by asking questions when I was unsure.  When we arrived 

in class there would be ten mathematic equations written on the blackboard, waiting for us to solve. After ten 

minutes, Mr M would start going through the equations, calling us out randomly to say what the answer was. I 

got used to saying ‘I don’t know’ or giving my answer in the hope it was correct, and after three years in his class 

the fear of being wrong subsided.  
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At the end of the ‘test’ we would tally our scores out of ten, then Mr M would go through the roll and ask 

us to call out our scores for the whole class to hear. I would often have days where I would have to call out ‘two’, 

‘three’ or even ‘zero’. Then, every two weeks Mr M would add up our last ten scores to a mark out of one hundred, 

and use these to rank us individually from top student to lowest student. He would then use these rankings as our 

seating arrangement, where we would have to sit in the same seat for the next two weeks until the next reshuffle.                              

In my first two years in his mathematics class, I was consistently in the single row on the right-hand side 

of the class. I found this ranking/seating system to be a great embarrassment and disincentive to my learning. 

My early teenage brain told me that this was all about favouring and rewarding the clever, while shaming the 

‘dumb’ like me. The smartest students got to sit right in front of the teacher’s desk, which I took to mean they got 

more of his attention. Meanwhile I was usually seated by the classroom door and, more often than not, associated 

this with metaphorically ‘being shown the door’…that I might as well leave. 

By fifth form, being familiar with this teaching technique, and perhaps armed with a bit more maturity, I 

started to see the method to this ranking madness. Mr M would spend the whole lesson animated and on his feet 

in front of the blackboard, constantly swivelling from the board around 160-degrees counter-clockwise to face his 

students. Rather than favouring the ‘clever’ students, this actually meant that he had his back to those on the far-

left wall for most of the lesson. Instead, the first ones he would make eye-contact with were those of us on the 

right-hand wall and in the middle. I came to understand that this was a deliberate strategy to engage with his 

most ‘at-risk’ students. Those in the middle rows had a buddy who could be used as additional support, and the 

smart ones on the left-hand side were largely left to work through the problems themselves. Thus, Mr M made 

sure he always knew who he needed to focus on, to ensure we were not left behind. 

Having discovered this revelation in fifth form, I started to see my quirky teacher in a new light. Rather 

than wanting to humiliate or demean us, Mr M was actually a passionate teacher who cared for his students and 

wanted us to succeed. I started to speak up more, and ask questions, seeking the understanding that I needed to 

pass. I started to care less about what the smarter kids thought of me, as I realised that they were too busy 

focusing on their own learning.  

As I became more confident and took more risks my test scores improved and I began to move up through 

the seating chart. My scores of ‘twos’ and ‘threes’ became ‘sevens’ and ‘eights’. I started to enjoy mathematics 

lessons for the first time ever. By the end of the year, going into the School Certificate exam, I was seated up 

around the middle of the class.  
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My final results overall were mixed, passing four out of six subjects as follows: 

 

 My School Certificate, 1992 

 

I was so relieved to have passed mathematics and was so grateful for Mr M’s passionate if somewhat 

unconventional teaching style. Yet there was a bigger surprise to come in my results that year. I failed my favourite 

subject, Geography, by one percent. This was the subject I considered my safest bet. Even though I knew 

beforehand that failing Art was a possibility, I took comfort that I could still pass the full complement of five 

subjects as long as I passed mathematics. I was not expecting to fail geography, and the one percent hurt!  
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Narrative 6: Sixth Form Certificate  

The end of Form Five, our School Certificate year, marked the end of the strict streaming categorisation 

that had dominated the first three years of secondary school. While the streaming system was still in place, it was 

less rigid in Sixth and Seventh form. At this age, many would start leaving school, instead opting into employment. 

Some did so, having gained the minimum qualification of School Certificate. Others left without qualifications.  

Unlike in previous years, to be in the top class in Sixth Form you had to be ‘invited’. Those who accepted 

the invitation would take six subjects instead of the standard five. Only those who were seen as being able to 

handle the increased academic workload were invited to be in the top class. To my absolute surprise, I was one 

of the chosen few, in spite of my average School Certificate results. While I was flattered, I couldn’t understand 

how I continued to be in this class and had started to suspect that I was there as a ‘token Māori’. This initiated 

another internal struggle. If I rejected the offer I risked looking ‘dumb’.  

Another consideration was that the Sixth Form year was entirely internally assessed. Grades would be 

aggregated over the year. This did not suit my style of learning. I was a ‘crammer’, who would ‘fly under the 

radar’, until the exam at the end of the year, then would I study hard and pass at the end. Cramming had worked 

for me in the past. In Sixth Form I would need to be more disciplined and keep on top of my grades throughout 

the year. 

I accepted the offer of six subjects, in the hope that the extra subject would boost my chances of a good 

final grade. For the fourth straight year, I was in the top class. I reasoned that, if it became apparent that six 

subjects were not manageable, then I would drop computer studies as my least favourite subject. But I was 

determined to work hard, knowing that if I applied myself the results would come. By a few weeks in, the struggle 

of taking six subjects became real and I made the decision to reduce back down to five subjects. Undeterred, I 

doubled down on the remaining five subjects. 

The decision to drop a sixth subject was prompted by my experiences in the first few weeks of school. Two 

subjects in particular, chemistry and mathematics, were big shocks to the system for me, but in the most 

unexpected way. I struggled early on and knew I needed to drop back to five subjects if I was to have any chance 

of success in these two subjects, and not because of the subject matter. In both classes, the majority of the 

students were Hong Kong Chinese, reflecting the growing immigrant Chinese population of East Auckland in the 

1990s. From the start, I struggled in both subjects, and the demographic of the classes would be a significant 

influence. This wasn’t because my classmates were Chinese, nor did it have anything to do with ethnicity. Instead, 

the Hong Kong Chinese students were older, already aged 18 and 19 years, while we were mostly 16. Many had 

completed a high school education in Hong Kong and were repeating to gain New Zealand qualifications. 

My chemistry class stood out to me. We were a class of thirty, yet despite the fact that I had been in this 

school for over three years now, I only knew two other students in the class. They were K and E, both Pākehā, who 

had been in my streamed class with me since third form. Amongst the three of us we did not know any of the 
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other twenty-seven students, all of whom were Chinese. While a handful of the Chinese students wore school 

uniform, denoting that they were sixth form students, most were in mufti. This was a privilege reserved for 

seventh form students and those aged nineteen or older, deemed to be ‘adult’ students.  

  I had taken chemistry, knowing I would need to work particularly hard in this subject. I had enjoyed 

science in my first three years at secondary school, especially the biology aspect. But I had a curiosity about 

chemistry and backed myself to work hard and get through the course with at least a pass mark. For the first time 

in my schooling, I knuckled down and studied hard. My efforts did not last long, and I gave up after six weeks. 

My downfall came in the initial four weeks leading up to the first test, one that would contribute to our 

final grade. I made a concerted effort to understand the content and studied harder than ever before. Having 

learned how to take risks in Mr M’s class, I put myself out there and asked questions in class. I studied at night, 

and completed homework on time, without resorting to last-minute rushing. While I still grappled with the 

content, I was confident that I was doing the right thing by working hard and being diligent, which would get me 

across the pass mark. 

But I struggled through the first test, and knew it. I thought I had done enough to scrape through to a pass, 

and I was still determined to work hard and lift my understanding of the subject matter. That is, until I received 

my grade, which was a measly thirty-two percent. It was the lowest score I had ever received in anything in my 

life. My checks stung and my heart sank. What was I doing in this class? Who was I to think that I could keep up? 

My dismay stood in stark contrast to that of my teacher Mrs C, who was cheerily handing back tests and 

chatting excitedly with a beaming smile on her face. Then she delivered a speech that I would never forget. Our 

teacher called us her favourite class, the most amazing class of students she had ever had. We had nailed this 

test, and she had never had a class with such high scores before! She knew we were a special bunch and that we 

were ahead of the game, and so she let us in on her ‘secret’. Mrs C had made this test extra hard for us and had 

drawn from content usually reserved for first year university students. So high was her confidence in us, that she 

knew we would handle the harder content. And our test results had proved her correct! What a class! We would 

breeze through university chemistry!  

I sat alone at the back of the class, feeling irrelevant and invisible. Mrs C wasn’t talking to me, nor talking 

about me. Until now, I had put my indifferent academic results down to not only the fact that I wasn’t as smart 

as my peers, but that I didn’t work as hard. I withheld effort to give me an excuse if I failed, to show that I wasn’t 

dumb because I was Māori. Yet this was not the case in this class. I had worked hard, asked questions, and had 

actively sought support from my teacher, in a conscientious effort to keep up. 

In that moment, I realised that all my efforts would never have helped, because I wasn’t sitting in a ‘sixth 

form’ Chemistry class. The bar had been lifted and placed beyond my reach. There were no comments on my 

paper, encouraging me to talk to the teacher afterwards, or try to see where I went wrong. I felt left behind, put 

into the ‘too hard’ basket. From that moment on I gave up. It was too late to withdraw from the class, so I would 



 

 134 

have to take the hit and resign myself to being in another class I was doomed to fail. I sat at the back for the rest 

of the year, neither listening nor caring. 

My experiences were similar in sixth form Mathematics. Of the forty students, nine were New Zealand-

born Pākehā, and had been in the same class with me since third form. The other thirty were Chinese-born 

overseas students, many who were from my chemistry class. Our teacher Mr L was a newly appointed teacher of 

Chinese descent who gained his qualifications in China, had taught there, and spoke fluent Mandarin. The only 

maths teacher since I had had until now was Mr M, so having a new teacher would take some getting used to. 

Forty was a high number in any room, and in this one the physical environment was often hot, crowded and 

uncomfortable. 

Mr L’s approach to teaching was very different from Mr M’s. Mr L diligently followed the textbook, working 

through chapter-by-chapter. Each lesson would cover a chapter, and always felt rushed. Mr L would start writing 

equations at the top left-hand side of the blackboard, copying the problems from the text to the board. He would 

then work through the first few very quickly, as his way of explaining the method to solve the equations. If we 

asked questions Mr L would give us his standard response – “leave all questions to the end”. Our Chinese 

classmates also asked questions, not in English but in Mandarin. The longer, interactive and animated 

conversations they had with the teacher, complemented by the examples drawn out on the board, suggested that 

their questions were answered more fully than ours.  

Unlike Chemistry, I lasted less than four weeks before I gave up and disengaged with lessons. In both 

classes I sat at the back, didn’t ask questions and spent my time daydreaming. Neither teacher attempted to 

engage me. While I held no ill will towards the students, for the first time ever I became angry at the teachers 

who were oblivious to the diverse needs in their classes. While sitting alone, invisible and forgotten at the back of 

the class, a thought crossed my mind for the first time ever… I don’t want to be overlooked anymore. I don’t want 

to feel ‘dumb’ anymore. I don’t want to be the token Māori in this class anymore. In short, I don’t want to be 

Māori anymore. 

By the end of the first term however, my Pākehā peers were getting upset and had started to make 

complaints to the dean. Sometime through the second term our class was split into two, and I found myself in a 

new, smaller class of twelve students with Mrs H, a mathematics teacher who also doubled as the guidance 

counsellor. Mrs H worked hard with us, trying to make up for the lost learning in the first half of the year. While I 

was grateful for her support, I had long since given up. 

My Pākehā peers and I knew Mrs H and had a good relationship with her. Perhaps it was due to our 

relationship that we felt able to ask about the way the class had been split up. We couldn’t help but notice that 

we were split along ethnic lines, with all but two Chinese students remaining with Mr L. Mrs H assured us that we 

were not split according to ethnicity. Instead, the class had been ranked and split according to the current grades. 

Thus, we twelve had the lowest grades of the class. The fact that this split reflected the ethnic differences across 

the two groups was nothing but a coincidence, we were told.  
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Narrative 7: University Entrance and Bursary 

I received my Sixth Form Certificate results over the summer holidays in 1993 and  was not surprised. Once 

again, I had failed two subjects, and barely passed the rest. I started to question whether school was the best 

place for me, but with no other plans ahead of me, I chose to return to complete the final year of school. 

 

 My Sixth Form Certificate, 1993 

 

In my seventh form year, I completely reassessed my subject choices. I started this final year still not 

knowing where my future would lie. One glimmer of hope from my sixth form year was English, where I was 

achieving good results and it was a subject I was starting to enjoy. Continuing with English became an easy 

decision. Biology would be my second subject, as one I continued to do moderately well in. 

I had left my favourite subject, Geography, behind in the fifth form after a disappointing failure by a margin 

of one percent. I had not taken any economics-type subjects in previous years, and it was too late for me pick 

these up in seventh form. Physical Education was not a subject at this level, thus not an option. I needed to find 

five subjects in seventh form, or repeat my sixth form subjects. My pride and disdain for the internal assessment 

system prevented me from looking back, and I was keen to move on to seventh form, where grades were once 

again awarded through final external examinations. I also didn’t want a repeat of my sixth-form year, sitting 

disengaged and disillusioned at the back of the class. If I was to spend another year like that, I might as well leave 

now. 
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 In short, I didn’t want to be in the minority in a class of nineteen and twenty-year-old overseas fee-paying 

students. Therefore, in my final year of secondary school I deliberately chose the classical subjects that were 

language-heavy and didn’t appear to attract the Chinese students, for whom English was their second language. 

Again, I held no ill-will towards these students, in fact most of them were strangers to me, moving in different 

social circles. 

 It was with this in mind that I selected Art History and Classical Studies as my seventh form subjects. I 

returned to Geography as my final choice, encouraged by my geography teacher and dean, who assured me I 

could cope, despite my disaster of failing by 1% in fifth form. 

In my last year at secondary school, I finally did well. I no longer struggled with the feeling of ‘not-being 

Māori enough’, because by this time I was the only Māori student in my original cohort who was left. Just as in 

primary school, I had no other Māori peers against which my ‘Māori-ness’ was measured. I had escaped the long 

shadow of stereotype threat by being smart about my subject choices. In seventh form, classes were no longer 

streamed, and so there was no pressure to conform to accelerate expectations. I had left my Māori identity behind 

me, which I attributed as being the key to my new-found confidence. 

 

 

 My New Zealand ‘B’ Bursary Certificate, 1994 
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SECTION THREE: TYING OFF THE WARPS AND WEFTS OF MY MĀORI-PAKEHA 

IDENTITY 

In Section One of this thesis, I laid down the warp strands of identity research and literature, 

with a particular focus on Māori, Pākehā and national New Zealand identities, master and counter 

narratives of its people, and schools as sites of identity development. Each warp strand was stripped 

and examined in Section One.      

Where Section One offered the theoretical strands of identity research, in Section Two I 

provided the interlocking warp strands of my personal identity journey. Four strands, representing four 
significant periods of my life, were recounted, outlining my personal experiences of navigating a 

mainstream education as a Māori-Pākehā in the 1980s and 1990s. This process mirrored the 

preparatory steps of a weaver, who strips away the surface layers to uncover the muka, or the prized 

fibres beneath. Using the less restrictive stylistic writing approach that autoethnography affords an 

academic researcher, I retold my lived experiences through a series of narratives, poems and vignettes. 

Each of these revealed the raw fibres that contribute to my identity development as a Māori-Pākehā 

person in Aotearoa-New Zealand.          

In Section Three I examine the weaving of warp strands of research literature with the weft 
strands of lived experience, as I endeavour to make sense of my identity development. Here, I invoke 

the analytical process of autoethnography to interrogate the intersections of theory and research with 

my personal recounts. Underpinning the critical reflection at each intersection is the intent to understand 

how I came to turn away from my Māori identity. I wanted to know how bicultural or mixed-race children 

utilise their ‘mixed-ness’ to navigate an education system that may promote one cultural identity but not 

the other. An important consideration was the wider context of a society that (at that time) promoted 

European culture as superior. 

As stated earlier in Chapter One, my challenge in this research was to make sense of my mixed-

race identities, situated within post-colonial, politically bicultural, socially multicultural settings. My 

endeavour to untangle these questions are presented in the following chapters of Section Three. Here, 

I return to the role of an academic writer and present a critical inquiry into the function that school played 

in the development of my Māori-Pākehā identity. This highlights a number of social, economic and 

political issues that envelop schooling and education, and asks the question – what influence did these 

have on my identity development as a Māori-Pākehā child and adolescent? Entangled issues such as 

white and brown flight, socio-economics, the hidden curriculum, cultural capital, privilege and 
whiteness, school zoning and streaming are considered.  
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CHAPTER 6. Māori-Pākehā relations in the 1970s and 1980s – Tensions and 
disparities 

I began Section Two by retelling a specific incident at my birth, one that reflected the biases 

that existed in Aotearoa-New Zealand at the time. I referred to this experience as the aho tapu, which 

for Māori is the sacred first strand of any woven article. The strength and character of the aho tapu 

establishes the foundation of the woven piece. If the aho tapu is strong, secure and balanced then, so 

too, are the subsequent lines of weaving. If not, then the overall quality and integrity of the piece as a 

whole is put at risk. 

I considered this an important experience to ponder, as it encapsulated the mood of the nation 

at the time. I drew two key themes from this vignette, the underlying racial tensions between Māori and 
Pākehā at the time (as well as the racism experienced by the Pasifika community) and a sense of 

Pākehā superiority over Māori. Both of these themes informed the overarching master narrative of 

inequality between Māori and Pākehā in society. 

The political and social context of the 1970s and early 1980s produced a two-tier, hierarchal 

society in Aotearoa-New Zealand. Yet up until this time, it was widely believed that Aotearoa-New 

Zealand was “perhaps the most egalitarian society in the world” (van Maijl, 2020, p. 84). Eminent New 

Zealand historian, Keith Sinclair (1981) argued that “it [New Zealand] must be more nearly classless 

than any other society in the world” (p. 276). His declaration was followed up with a published article 
under the rhetorical title, ‘Why are Race Relations in New Zealand Better than in South Africa, South 

Australia or South Dakota?’ (Sinclair, 1971). Yet even Sinclair himself concluded that there was ‘a 

certain sameness’ in Aotearoa-New Zealand, yet adding “once separated from their lands, Māori could 

be tolerated and ignored” (p.123).  

These conflicts provided an important starting point in the examination of mixed-race identity, 

to understand how racial tensions were experienced by my Māori-Pākehā family and influencing how I 

saw the world and my place in it. Thus, this chapter provided a contextual overview of Aotearoa-New 
Zealand society in the 1970s and 1980s, with a focus of the political and racial tensions of the time. It 

revealed the disparities between Māori and Pākehā in terms of power and privilege. Through this 

examination, I would be able to locate my experiences of Māori-Pākehā identity development in later 

chapters, within a political, social and racial context. 

6.1.  Unravelling the strands of racial and political tension in Aotearoa-New Zealand  

In ‘Vignette 1 - 1976 (Te Aho Tapu)’ I recounted the story of the day I was born, and the mix-

up that occurred with two expectant fathers waiting anxiously in the hospital corridors. To understand 

the significance of the ‘mix-up’ at my birth, it is important to understand the context of the era within 

which it occurred. The year 1976 was the year of my birth, two hundred years since Captain James 
Cook was the first to ‘discover’ Aotearoa-New Zealand, and almost seven hundred years (King, 2003) 

since Māori ‘accidently washed up’ on these shores in seven canoes (see Chapter 8). Just as my own 
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origin story had its controversies, these contrasting perspectives of Aotearoa-New Zealand’s origin 

stories have become contentious as well, held up as examples of how a British worldview was promoted 

as more superior than a Māori one. 

In the 1970s racial tensions were running high in Aotearoa-New Zealand, with numerous 
political issues coming to the surface of society. Many of these were underpinned by a racist outlook. 

Aotearoa-New Zealand was in the grip of what became known as the ‘Dawn Raids’. Set against a 

backdrop of rising unemployment and economic recession, these raids were a government sanctioned, 

targeted pursuit of Pacific Island immigrants – mainly Samoan and Tongan - who no longer had valid 

visas to remain in the country. Labelled as ‘over-stayers’ and used as scapegoats for rising 

unemployment, the targeting of Samoan and Tongan families in their own homes created an 

atmosphere of racial mistrust and fear in Auckland. The Dawn Raids offensive was labelled racist by 

some quarters, on the evidence that Pasifika only made up one third of total over-stayers. In fact, the 
majority of over-stayers comprised of British, South African and Australian citizens, none of whom were 

subjected to the same treatment (Allen & Bruce, 2017; Anae, 2012; Salesa, 2017).  

During the dawn raids, it was well known that police would target Pacific Island families late at 

night and early in the morning. The suspicions and tensions at this time were experienced first-hand by 

my parents, as a mixed-race couple. My dad recalled one particular experience at a late-night chemist. 

In reference to mum being out late at night, the white woman behind the counter nodded her head 

towards mum, and said to my dad, with obvious distain “You’re brave bringing her out this late”. 

Disgusted by her ignorance and overt racism, dad fired back “Why? She’s been here longer than you!” 

Also in 1976, our national rugby team, the All Blacks, embarked on a tour to South Africa. This 

was controversial as it occurred during the country’s race-based policy of apartheid. In previous tours 

to South Africa by the All Blacks, the New Zealand Rugby Union (the sport’s ruling body in this country) 

had made the controversial decision to leave Māori players behind, to appease the racist regium in 

South Africa. For the 1976 tour, the five Māori and one Samoan player needed to be given ‘honorary 

white’ status in order to be allowed to join the squad, and to gain the same rights and privileges as their 

Pākehā counterparts. This was granted by South Africa, in line with their racist agenda. Aotearoa-New 
Zealand’s tour triggered a spate of international protest against our country, culminating in mass 

boycotts of the 1976 Olympic Games in Montreal by a number of African nations.  

At the same time, a growing climate of mistrust between Māori and the Crown saw an increase 

in Māori activism. Māori dissent became more vocal and visible, through large demonstrations 

highlighting treaty breaches that led to land and language loss, as well as cultural and economic 

alienation. In 1975, twelve months prior to my birth, Dame Whina Cooper led the now famous Māori 

hikoi (land march) from Te Hāpua in the Far North to Parliament in Wellington, to highlight ongoing land 

alienation. This triggered other activism events during this time, two of the most prominent being the 
occupation of Bastion Point from 1977 to 1978, and the reclamation of Raglan golf course, also in 1978. 
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As a prominent piece of elevated coastal land overlooking the Waitemata Harbour, Bastion 

Point had been confiscated by the Crown in the mid-1800s and developed over time. In 1941 the 

remaining sixty acres of land was gifted to the Auckland City Council for a reserve, rather than returned 

to the iwi (tribe) from which it had been confiscated. In 1976, the same year I was born, the Crown 
announced plans to sell this land to the highest bidder for high-end housing. Two days before 

construction was due to start, Ngāti Whātua (the iwi) enacted an occupation of the site preventing 

access to construction workers and machinery. The Bastion Point occupation lasted for five hundred 

and six days. Ending in 1978, this was to be the longest-running protest in Aotearoa-New Zealand. This 

event became a major landmark in the nation’s history, not only for the length of the occupation, but 

because of the violent way it was ended. On the 25 May 1978, around six hundred police and defence 

force personal forcibly ended the occupation in violent clashes that were broadcast into homes on the 

evening news. This was a powerful show of state force not seen since the New Zealand Land Wars of 
the late nineteenth century (Walker, 1984). 

By 1981 the issue of mixing sports and politics raised its ugly head again, in the same year I 

started school. This time, with the racist policy of apartheid still alive and well in South Africa, the 

Springboks were invited to tour Aotearoa-New Zealand. In June of that year, the Springbok rugby team 

arrived on what was their fifth tour of this country, in a continuation of the intense rugby rivalry that had 

been established since the first tour in 1921. Without the benefit of a world championship competition, 

it was widely believed that the two nations were the top teams in the sport, thus contests between were 

regarded as an unofficial crowning of the best in the world. Again, the 1981 tour took place in direct 
violation of an expansive international sporting boycott of South Africa, which had been implemented 

by all commonwealth countries (including Aotearoa-New Zealand) as a consequence of the 1977 

Gleneagles Agreement on Sporting Contact with South Africa. In describing the motivation behind the 

agreement, Potgieter (2019) stated that “…boycotters believed that playing sport against South Africa 

– particularly rugby, the national sport of the white Afrikaner nation – bolstered white confidence in the 

racist regime and lessened the pressure for reform” (p. 1). 

The tour and subsequent protests spanned fifty-six days, during which time thousands of New 
Zealanders publicly demonstrated against the tour, with protests ranging from peaceful marches to 

violent confrontations with rugby supporters and specially trained riot police. Many of the fierce clashes 

played out on television, which were broadcast across the country and around the world. According to 

Potgieter (2019), more than 150,000 New Zealanders were involved in the protests across twenty-eight 

centres, with around 2000 people arrested. The estimated cost for policing was more than seven million 

New Zealand dollars and represented the largest anti-apartheid protest outside of South Africa. 

Although the Springbok Tour was not about ‘Māori’ versus ‘Pākehā’, it brought the issue of race relations 

firmly back into the spotlight. The brutality of the Springbok Tour protests followed hard on the heels of 
the Bastion Point occupation that had ended violently in 1978, and the confrontational Dawn Raids. 

Despite the ongoing unrest in race relations at this time, Aotearoa-New Zealand was still a country that 

largely saw itself as racially harmonious (Morrison, 2017). 



 

 141 

The 1981 tour has been described as a watershed moment in this nation’s history (Morrison, 

2017). McDougall (2017) notes a Television New Zealand documentary titled ‘1981: New Zealand at 

War’, which described the tour as “an event that changed New Zealand forever” (p. 204). Author and 

protestor, Trevor Richards, claimed it was “the closest New Zealand has come to civil war in the 
twentieth century.” Similarly, Te Papa Tongrewa, the National Museum of Aotearoa, described the 1981 

tour as “…among the most divisive events in New Zealand’s history.” Clashes between pro- and anti-

tour groups brought issues of race and human rights into homes, splitting families and fracturing 

friendships. Many believed that Aotearoa-New Zealand should not endorse contact with an openly racist 

regime. On the other hand, others believed that apartheid was a political problem that should be 

separated from sport.  

It was against this backdrop of conflict that I would start primary school in 1981, as the only 

Māori child within a Pākehā majority. While my family was not very political, it would be fair to say that 
the ongoing clashes between Māori and Pākehā, played out almost nightly on the national news, had a 

subconscious impact on how I saw the world. Aside from the odd racist remark directed at my mother, 

we did not experience much day-to-day tension. As Māori, my whānau was well assimilated into the 

majority western culture. Our family’s social circles were diverse, with many Māori and Pākehā friends, 

as well as those from Samoa, Tonga, Australia and Europe. I was not the only mixed-race child in my 

family, with most of my cousins also being from mixed Māori-Pākehā marriages. We were not a very 

politically active family, so were never involved or impacted by the many Māori protests that were 

occurring at this time. Overall, we were a well-assimilated, urbanised, working-class New Zealand 
nuclear family. 

Despite these politically charged, racial tensions, mixed marriages were not uncommon at this 

time (Callister, 2003). In my family, being mixed-race Māori-Pākehā was not unique to me. My uncles 

on mum’s side had all married Pākehā wives. On my dad’s side, also, mixed Māori-Pākehā relationships 

were not uncommon, with two of his three siblings having Māori partners and Māori-Pākehā children. 

By the time of my birth, I had numerous mixed-race cousins who all looked and sounded like me, 

regardless of whether they were related on my ‘Māori’ side or my ‘Pākehā’ side. They all saw the world 
as I saw it. We all had a Pākehā parent and a Māori parent. We all had grandparents who were racially 

tolerant and saw no difference between Māori and Pākehā. In my immediate world, Māori and Pākehā 

lived together in harmony. I had no sense of the differences. We all spoke English. All of us were raised 

in urban communities outside of our tribal roots. These were our norms, projected by our own lives, and 

reflected back to us by the lives of each other. 

6.2. Shifting towards a national identity 

By the time I started intermediate school in 1987, the fierce clashes between police and 

protestors (be it Māori or non-Māori) had started to decrease. While issues of race were still prominent, 

Aotearoa-New Zealand had started to grapple with political issues on the global stage at this time, 
issues which contributed to an evolving national identity. Repeated testing of nuclear weapons in the 

South Pacific, particularly by France in their Pacific territories, had bred anti-nuclear sentiment in 
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Aotearoa-New Zealand.  In 1984 the Labour Party under David Lange was voted in on their anti-nuclear 

platform, and shortly after the country was declared nuclear-free (Pert, 2020). Effectively, the nuclear-

free policy banned nuclear warships from this country’s waters, not only angering the French, but also 

the United States.  

In response, the Greenpeace protest ship, Rainbow Warrior, was bombed in 1985 by French 

agents, and sank, killing one person. This event put the small country of Aotearoa-New Zealand firmly 

in the international spotlight. Under growing pressure to reverse the nuclear-free policy, not only from 

the United States and France, but also Australia and the United Kingdom, Aotearoa-New Zealand 

instead doubled down, with popular support from its people. In 1987, the New Zealand Nuclear Free 

Zone, Disarmament, and Arms Control Act 1987 was formalised, and remains in force today (Pert, 

2020). This stance effectively ended the ANZUS Treaty, a collective security agreement between 

Australia, New Zealand and United States concerning military matters in the Pacific Region (Kelly, 
2017). The anti-nuclear movement united groups of people who may otherwise be fractured, under a 

common cause. This included Māori, who mobilised in support of the anti-nuclear stance, to back the 

‘Pacific People’s Antinuclear Action Committee’ and the ‘Nuclear-Free and Independent Pacific’ 

movement (Temocin, 2021). Aotearoa-New Zealand’s stand against some of the world’s so-called 

‘super-powers’ would leave a mark on the nation’s collective identity (Clements, 2015). These events 

temporarily shifted the nation’s gaze from the internal tensions between Māori and Pākehā, instead 

galvanising a ‘national and collective’ voice against international threat.   

Another culturally significant event for Aotearoa-New Zealand, especially Māori, was the 
internationally renowned Te Māori exhibition that toured across the United States from 1984 to 1987. 

The collection included numerous pre-European treasures and artifacts and was the first exhibition of 

its kind that had been curated by Māori. Thus, its showing was guided by tikanga Māori (Māori principals 

and protocols). The Te Māori exhibition received critical acclaim as it drew large numbers, with over 

70,000 visitors in New York in the first four weeks alone (Mead, 1984) and after three years in the United 

States, was heralded as an overwhelming success. 

Like the nuclear-free debates at the time, the Te Māori exhibition would have an impact on how 
Māori and non-Māori New Zealanders alike viewed themselves. After the ongoing protests and 

subsequent clashes between Māori and Pākehā in the 1970s and 1980s, Te Māori provided an 

international platform on which Māori culture could be elevated and esteemed. The Ministry of Culture 

and Heritage (2020) later described this turning point, stating “[A]s Te Māori made international 

headlines, New Zealand’s own media awoke to the nation’s unique Māori point of difference” 

(n.p).  Tapsell (2016) summed this up with the following: 

The far-reaching success of Te Māori (seven venues between 1984 and 1987) resonated with all New 
Zealanders as they came to realize they were no longer British but citizens of a unique and independent 

treaty-forged nation of the Pacific (Dibley, 1996; Tapsell, 2011a). Whereas Te Māori awakened 

international museums to the magnificence of Māori art, it positively shocked New Zealand museums’ 
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attitudes into the twentieth century, with some commentators even calling it a national watershed 

(McManus, 1988). (p. 200) 

In 1987, the exhibition commenced a homecoming, with Te Māori: Te Hokinga Mai, The Return 

Home. As prominent Māori leader and exhibition co-curator, Hirini Moko Mead (1994), claimed:  

Wherever it [the Te Māori exhibition] went it was an outstanding success. The tour home was more 

exhilarating. Thousands of Māori, young and old, suddenly saw their arts and their traditions in a new light. 
It was a brilliant light that put a warm glow on everything it touched. (p. 4) 

The ‘warm glow’ that Mead described was as far-reaching as to influence our household. While 

the impact of Te Māori on people both internationally and locally is well documented, the yardstick of 

its influence for me was the fact that my mother would go to see it, taking me with her. As a family that 

never frequented ‘high-brow’ places such as art galleries or museums, the fact that we not only attended 

this exhibition, but willingly joined the long queue to get through the front door, was testament to how 
compelling this exhibition was. As a ten-year-old I distinctly remember caressing the large pounamu 

mauri stone that marked the beginning point, and my state of awe as we proceeded through to the 

taonga that followed. For the first time in my short life, Te Māori offered a tangible sense of pride in 

Māori culture and heritage. 

In the same year, the violence of the 1981 Springbok Tour had been put to rest, as the 1987 

All Black team won the inaugural Rugby World Cup on home soil. Both of these events were to have 

some influence in the continued shaping of a national identity, built on the idea of being a small island 

nation ‘punching above its weight’ so to speak. In some way, the national mood had shifted back 
towards an all-embracing, collective New Zealand identity.  

6.3. Reflecting on the national context 

Tracing the national narrative of the 1970s and 1980s was important to this research, for it 

provided the socio-cultural and political backdrop against which my Māori-Pākehā identity was nurtured. 

Reviewing these historical events retrospectively through my now-adult eyes afforded me a greater 

level of awareness and understanding of how disparate my world was. Coming from an assimilated 

family, I had grown up buying into Sinclair’s (1971) narrative that Aotearoa-New Zealand was one of 

the most egalitarian societies in the world. Even the make-up of my own family reinforced this misnomer, 
somewhat hegemonically. I thought that my family was proof that Aotearoa-New Zealand was a racially 

harmonious society. 

Perhaps events like Te Māori in the late 1980s reinforced this rose-tinted view I had of the 

world. As Aotearoa-New Zealand moved towards a national identity galvanised by our nuclear-free 

stance and the title of ‘Rugby World Champions’, issues of race and race-relations became less 

relevant, at least in the media and in our day-to-day lives. On reflection, however, the racial inequalities 

between Māori and Pākehā were far from over. 
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CHAPTER 7. A deficit Māori identity: The primary years 

In this chapter, I turn my attention to my primary school experiences. While my primary years 

were happy times, the reflections I share in these vignettes are ones that have stayed with me, with 

their significance only becoming more meaningful to me later in life. Here, I interrogate the themes of 

identity by retrospectively examining the place of Māori in society, and how this informed my place of 

belonging at primary school. The assumptions and stereotyping of Māori, and how these played out at 

primary school, are critiqued in this chapter. These were important constructs to unravel, in terms of 
understanding the relational positionality of Māori and Pākehā along a continuum of power and 

privilege.  

7.1. My place of belonging at primary school 

To make sense of the complex layers of racial, ethnic, cultural and mixed identities in my 

research, I viewed these constructs from the position of an ascribed and/or subjective identity. Thus, in 

reflecting on my primary schooling experiences, I began by asking ‘what was my identity at this age? 

How did I see myself and how did others see me? What was my identity based on? In what ways was 

mine a social identity, a cultural identity or an ethnic identity? How did I find belonging through my 

identity?’  

I recall that at this time, I had a stronger sense of being Māori, rather than Māori-Pākehā or just 

Pākehā. This was as much of a subjective identity as it was an ascribed identity. I saw myself as only 

Māori, and others saw me as such too. In school, I used the term ‘Māori’ to refer to myself. On the very 

rare occasions that we would learn any Māori language in the classroom (usually limited to numbers 

and colours) I would speak up and say, ‘that’s my language!’, like an excitable child. I recognised Māori 

culture as my own, and something to which I belonged.  

I also recognised that as a Māori, I was in the minority at school. I recall only one other Māori 
child, who herself was mixed Māori-Pākehā like me. I was cognisant of the fact that white Pākehā made 

up the overwhelming majority of the student population, and that the staff were exclusively white. Other 

minority groups in my classes included ethnic Chinese (who were multi-generational New Zealanders), 

but mostly Tongan and Samoan due to our close proximity to a working-class suburb with a high Pasifika 

population, one that has long since been gentrified. As a minority within a minority, I was also aware 

that being Māori made me different. That difference, not only on an ethnic/cultural level, but more visibly 

on a socio-economic level, reinforced my Māori identity at this time. 

In aligning my identity positioning at the time to Poston’s Biracial Identity Development Model 
(1991), at this point of my education I fell within stage one of Personal Identity, where my Racial Group 

Orientation (RGO) was yet to develop. As Poston (1991) proclaimed, being at this stage does not 

necessarily mean that children don’t have an awareness of their own ethnicity. Rather, Poston 

postulated that at this stage children’s identity is grounded more towards the feelings of belonging and 

self-worth that are developed in the home. I did come from a secure home where I was nurtured and 
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wanted for nothing, physically and emotionally. At this stage my Māori heritage was a given, and was 

not a source of shame or guilt.  

As a five-year-old who was fully aware that I was Māori and also Pākehā, I still orientated more 

towards declaring a Māori identity over a Pākehā one. This choice was not based on a cultural 
connection to being Māori, or being part of a larger group where I shared cultural commonalities. My 

Māori identity at this stage was not a cultural identity, nor was it a social one. Instead, my preference to 

proclaim a Māori identity at this stage (or my inaction at asserting a Pākehā identity) had more to do 

with ‘standing out’ as Māori because Pākehā culture was ‘invisible’ to me, as normative majority cultures 

can be (Terruhn, 2015). My school environment was a ‘whitewashed’ one, against which a minority 

culture such as Māori became overt. In the very few instances where we might learn to count to ten in 

te reo Māori (the Māori language), having te reo in the classroom gave me a visible and tangible claim 

to culture. 

If my Māori identity at school was to be a cultural one, then this would have involved 

engagement with others in shared cultural practices, such as speaking the Māori language (Te Huia, 

2015), and being immersed in daily cultural practices through the observation of tikanga (Durie, 1995; 

Moeke-Pickering, 1996; Penetito, 2010; Rangihau, 1975). However, in my day-to-day urban life, I did 

not engage in cultural practices nor did I speak the language.  

If my identity was not cultural in its definition, this did not mean that I lacked a Māori identity. 

Cultural engagement was not central to how I saw myself as Māori, nor was it important in my white, 

middle-class primary school. A lack of Māori peers, and the absence of Māori culture in the classroom, 
meant that I did not have peers with common cultural knowledge. While cultural identities encompass 

the social connections to those with whom you share common practices (Tajfel et al, 2004), the lack of 

Māori peers did not isolate me from an identity as Māori. Instead, being the only Māori child meant this 

identity was taken-for-granted by others, including my teachers. I did not have any expectations of ‘how 

to be Māori’ to live up to. No one criticised me for not speaking Māori, or not looking ‘Māori enough’.                                                        

If my identity was not a cultural one, then could it have been an ethnic identity instead? Most 

scholars agree that ethnicity is underpinned by a commitment to shared cultural practices such as 
customs, language, and values (Helms, 2007). Therefore, ethnic identities are like cultural identities, in 

that they are social in nature. Ting-Toomey et al (2000) argued that ethnic identity is not only built 

around group membership, self-image, ethnic affiliation and larger cultural affiliation, but is also 

underpinned by in-group and intergroup attitudes. This view is supported by Houkamau et al (2019) 

who reinforced the importance of positive feelings about one’s group membership. Ethnic identity further 

encompasses the degree to which individuals have explored their ethnicity and are clear about how 

they perceive themselves as included and aligned to their ethnic group (Phinney, 2004; Smith & Silva, 

2011).  

My identity at this time was in its infancy, developmentally. I was not at an age where my identity 

had been internalised, nor had I developed the ability to choose to accept or deny how others saw me. 



 

 146 

My ‘ethnic identity salience’ (Ting-Toomey et al, 2000), or the extent to which I thought my ethnicity (as 

I understood it at the time) to be important, was low. 

Instead, I understood myself to be Māori simply because I was. I did not have the benefit of 

conscious contemplation or deliberation. Despite the negative Māori stereotypes that were pervasive 
at this time, alongside the ongoing tensions between Māori and Pasifika people and the dominant 

Pākehā group, I was too young to internalise feelings of inadequacy at this stage. I didn’t feel inferior or 

‘less than’. This was just ‘how things were’. In fact, I felt secure in that I had a place of belonging in my 

primary school world. Although we were in the minority, I had peers who looked like me and shared the 

same experiential factors that I did. While I was not part of the white, wealthy majority, I still fitted in.   

My confidence in my Māori identity at this age may, in fact, have been aided by my mixed 

heritage. I wasn’t maligned as someone who was Māori, because I was ‘similar enough’ to the normative 

majority to fit in, without being too different. Numerous Māori researchers have recalled the 
marginalising experiences of being Māori at school, such as having their names frequently 

mispronounced, including Rata (2012) and Paringatai (2014). In contrast, my Anglo name was easily 

recognised, and could be both spelt and pronounced correctly by my teachers.  

In further reflecting on my primary school experiences, I considered the claims of Erikson (1958, 

1963, 1964, 1968) and Umaña-Taylor et al (2002), that ethnic identity requires a secure and stable 

sense of belonging that underpins psychological well-being. My sense of belonging was grounded in 

my membership with the ‘eight o’clockers’ as a social unit. As Māori and Pasifika children, we shared 

some of the same physical attributes, including brown skin (although mine was slighter lighter). They 
were my ‘in-group’ (Tajfel et al, 2004). I saw myself in them, and in turn, this was reflected back to me 

(Cooley, 1902). Since we were the first children to arrive at school every day, being from working 

parents who needed to start their jobs at eight o’clock, this gave us the first hour and a half of the day 

to socialise and strengthen our peer bonds. We all travelled from working class suburbs that were 

outside the school zone, but although we were close friends at school we didn’t see each other (or any 

other peers) beyond school.  

Within the ‘eight o’clockers’ group, our shared social circumstances not only highlighted how 
we were similar to each other, but also emphasized how we were different from our mainstream peers. 

We were their ‘out-group’ as much as we were our own ‘in-group’ (Tajfel, 2010). This is not to say that 

we did not mix across the two groups. As young children, we socialised across the socio-economic or 

ethnic divides. Our obvious distinctions just marked ‘who we were’, rather than dictate ‘who our friends 

were, or ‘who we played with’. Yet the ‘in-group’ and ‘out-group’ were clearly defined, not just through 

cultural/ethnic divisions, but also on socio-economic differences.  

In fact, a large part of who I was as Māori was built on perceptions of having less (financially) 

than my affluent white peers. I was a group member of a social unit made up of working-class children, 
attending a middle-class school. From a socio-economic perspective, our ‘in-group’ was distinct from 

the majority in many overt ways. We arrived early at school every day, earlier than all other children 
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and most of the teachers. We travelled daily from our working-class, state housing suburbs, almost the 

opposite of ‘white flight’. We were the children of two working parents. Having a working mum was 

something of an anomaly at school, where most were children of working fathers with white collar jobs 

and stay-at-home-mothers. Having a working mother conveyed an idea that two incomes were needed 
to make ends meet. In contrast, the majority of children came from families with many material luxuries 

- two cars, swimming pools, trampolines. School holidays were spent alternating between family 

seaside holiday homes, or on overseas travel to places like Fiji or Disneyland. These were dimensions 

I could barely comprehend in my reality.  

It is important to note, however, that while we were working class we were not poor or 

struggling. I always had the material resources needed for school, and we didn’t struggle for the basic 

necessities such as food or rent. This links, once more, to Poston’s (1990) claims that at this stage 

children’s identity is grounded more towards feelings of belonging and self-worth developed in the 
home. I was only perceived as being poor in comparison to the wealthy families around me, thus at this 

young age the differences in socio-economic status did not initiate feelings of inadequacy, shame or 

guilt.  

7.2. The place of Māori in society and how this informed my identity   

In Collection II I included a vignette of my mum taking me out of school to share a KFC lunch 

with her at a local park. While this was a one-off treat which occurred only once during my five years at 

this school, it was to have a lasting impact on how my peers perceived me. From that day forward, I 

was constantly having to correct two pervasive assumptions about ‘who’ I was. First, that my mother 
worked at KFC, and second, that we ate KFC all the time. Even my teachers thought of me as the child 

of the ‘KFC mum’. As a child, I was always uncomfortable with these assumptions, yet at this age I 

didn’t know why it bothered me so much. 

In retrospect, I wondered whether the stigma of KFC (or fried chicken in general) attached to 

low-income people, including Māori and Pasifika, was the cause of my discomfort. Perhaps 

coincidentally, when I contemplated this experience as part of my research, the ‘KFC’ factor made 

headlines in the media via the Property Managers in Aotearoa-New Zealand (May, 2018). In this 

particular case, a property manager was criticised for demanding to see the bank statements of 
prospective tenants in order to gauge whether they were frivolous spenders and, therefore, bad tenants. 

The property manager was quoted as saying:  

“I see a lot of people who are low socio-economic and their bank statements literally will read, 'KFC, 

McDonalds, the dairy, KFC, McDonalds, court fine', trucks that they buy, goods that they can't afford. You 

know, I see a lot of mismanagement of money”. (New Zealand Herald, 2018)  

The media quickly dubbed this ‘the KFC test’ pointing out that it was targeted at Māori and 

Pasifika renters (May, 2018). The implication was that this demographic was poor, uneducated and 

irresponsible with money and, thus, made for bad tenants. 
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Another discriminatory event that negatively stigmatised Māori and KFC involved Nelson Cross, 

a recreational fisherman and advisor to the Aotearoa-New Zealand Government. Cross was fired from 

his advisory role for penning an editorial in which he described Māori as “enjoying KFC, the TAB13 and 

a sedentary lifestyle … while on a benefit” (Newshub, 2016). These events, including my experiences 
of being known as the ‘KFC’ kid at school, still resonate with me due to the negative stigma that still 

exists between KFC and low-income Māori and Pasifika families. My critical mind cannot help but 

wonder whether the same conclusions would have been drawn had a Pākehā mother, or my Pākehā 

dad, come to school at one time with a KFC lunch.  

Since I was too young to understand the depth of these issues, and because I was at a stage 

where my identity was more prescribed than subjective, I focused instead on perceptions that society 

had of Māori during the protest movements of the day, and how these prominent events reinforced 

stereotypes of Māori people. This compelled me to re-visit the definition of a stereotype:   

A stereotype is therefore an idea that appears fixed, is repeated, and that has a content that, as a result 

of its insistent repetition, becomes ingrained in the language and the culture to such an extent that it falsely 

occupies the space of knowledge, which endows it with authority. As a result, this idea may be mobilized 
by the subtlest indication once it is widely shared and operative in society. (Puxan-Oliva, 2016, p. 335) 

Here I focus on the terms fixed, repeated and that, as a result of its insistent repetition, becomes 

ingrained. During my early school days, images of Māori presented and discussed as angry, 

dishevelled, bludging (as in wanting hand-outs, pay-outs and land) and criminal, constantly played in 

the background of our lives. There was no one, singular protest event that may have been seen as an 

anomaly in the otherwise egalitarian portrait of Aotearoa-New Zealand. Instead, this portrayal of Māori 
(and Pasifika) played over and over in a constant stream that formed the backdrop of my early years.  

This meant that in my formative years there was a noticeable lack of positive, prominent Māori role 

models. Likewise, Māori language and culture were not a feature of ‘mainstream’ life. The only language 

and culture I was exposed to were within my own whānau. 

In further examining stereotypes as an underpinning factor in the development of my identity, 

and the stigma that can result from stereotypes, I return to Cooley’s (1902) Looking Glass Self theory. 

Cooley suggested that identity is not only based on how you see yourself, but on how you perceive 

others see you according to the social groups to which you belong. Or, as Yeung and Martin (2003) 
proposed, we learn to see ourselves as others’ see us. Thus, I was not only curious to understand the 

ways I saw myself, but also how I perceived others saw me. Cooley’s theory also argued that we are 

influenced by those whom we see as ‘ascendant’ over us. The importance that we attribute to these 

people results in a tendency to ‘buy-into’ their evaluations of who we are and/or who we should be.  

The representations of ‘Māori versus the Crown’ or `Māori versus European’ that were 

prominent in the media at the time demarcated clear positions of ‘us’ and ‘them’. The ‘ascendant’ group, 
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as interpreted by my young mind, was the one that held all the power. They were police officers 

enforcing the law of the land during the Dawn Raids, at Bastion Point and in Raglan. They were the 

teachers, the principal and the rest of the staff at my school. They were the Pākehā families that arrived 

and left school each day in family cars, rather than on public transport. Not only was the dominant 
‘Pākehā’ group the one I saw as ‘ascendent’ over me (Cooley, 1902), it was also my ‘out-group’ (Tajfel, 

2010), the group that I was not a member of. 

While my subjective and ascribed identity at this time was Māori, at this age my Racial Group 

Orientation (Poston, 1990) was yet to develop. This meant that I was not yet embarrassed to be Māori. 

I did not equate the images of Māori in mainstream media with my own world, or with my self-image or 

self-worth. I can only speculate that these influences were sub-conscious at this developmental stage, 

and would only begin to have more direct impact on my identity in later years. 

Although the negative associations and stigma of being Māori did not have an immediately 
harmful impact during these years, it is my view that during this era the seeds of shame were being 

sown. In later years the negative perceptions on which my Māori identity was grounded would become 

detrimental to my identity development, as I battled to guard myself from stereotype threat (Steele, 

1995). For now, I didn’t see my identity as one that was as marginalised or ‘less-than’ others. These 

realisations would come later. Only then would they have an impact on my identity journey and the 

ways I would choose to express it. For now, I was too young to comprehend that we lived in a racially 

unequal society. I was also disconnected from the disenfranchised Māori world. We were an assimilated 

whānau who were content, even grateful, for a place in the modern, urban society in which we lived. 

These insights about how my young mind interpreted my world and the place of Māori within it, 

provided the first building blocks of my identity as fostered through schooling. These experiences 

reinforced in me that I was Māori. They were experiences that made me feel Māori, which was a secure 

identity at this time. My Māori identity was not in doubt, it wasn’t questioned and it didn’t need to be 

defended. Being Māori was how I perceived the world saw me, in accordance with Cooley’s Looking 

Glass Self theory (Cooley, 1902).  

7.3. Assumptions and stereotypes – White flight and teacher expectations 

Understanding the context of the time, with a particular focus on race relations between Māori 
and Pākehā, was important for uncovering the background influences at play during my identity 

development. Closer to home, issues centering on race were also playing out in my immediate world. 

My primary school years offered my first experience of the social phenomena of ‘white flight’. With the 

advent of an increasing Māori and Pasifika population in Auckland, wealthy white schools, such as the 

one I attended, became increasingly attractive to out-of-zone, white families. This exercise in market 

choice saw white families move their children away from local schools attended by high numbers of 

Māori and Pasifika children, prompting accusations of racism.  



 

 150 

As a nine-year-old in 1986, I first became aware of the term ‘white flight’ by seeing our school 

grounds, and an image of my classroom, reported on the national television evening news (see Vignette 

VI). This news item drew comments at the highest level, from the then Race Relations Conciliator, 

Walter Hirsh (Television New Zealand, 1986). The brief experience of seeing my school on the news 
stayed with me, as I remember my childish surprise and excitement at seeing a part of my world on 

television. Years later, I uncovered this story in the archives during my research for this thesis. This find 

enabled me able to draw excerpts directly from the story to paint a picture of the attitudes and contexts 

of the time.  

During the news story, the reporter stated: 

“He [a senior teacher of a neighbouring school with 85% Pasifika population] advises some parents not to 

send their children here, because the education standards are too low. He said children would get a better 
education at schools like [my school] where the pupils are of a higher calibre. It is this attitude that has 

raised allegations of racism”. 

The comments of a Pākehā father who chose to bypass the local school and send their children 
to our school was particularly telling: 

“It wasn’t the fact that they were Pasifika, it was the number of people who required extra teaching, and if 

they had been Greek migrants, the problem would have been the same. That the school was having 

difficulty coping with the people with these language problems, and umm, knowing what happens in 
schools that usually means that the better students are, um, tend to be neglected, and we didn’t see 

evidence that they were being especially catered for. Um, you know, to be an under 10% ethnic minority 

in a school is very difficult”. 

When asked by the reporter if he was concerned that others may think of his decision as racist, 

the parent responded, saying:             

“I’d be concerned, yes because there, umm, really are reasons we are looking at the best and most 

suitable education for our daughter. We are no more racist than say people who decide that they want 
their children to learn Māori and put them into a maybe special kindergarten for that… I don’t think that 

one should force one’s children to follow principles, no matter how fine or noble they might seem, when 

in fact it may well disadvantage them or even make them unhappy, which is what we felt might happen.” 

Another parent admitted that the number of Pasifika children at their local school was ‘probably’ 
a factor in their decision to enrol their daughter in our school. The report went on to state that one in 

five pupils at our school were Pasifika, a figure that aligns with my reflections (I also recall there were 

more Pasifika students than Māori). The reporter finished her story by asking, “So there’s the dilemma. 

Are parents who chose the school racist, or are they simply looking for the best education for their 

children?” 

I was too young to understand the racial, political and sociologic complexities of white flight, but 

I do remember having a nine-year-old understanding of what it meant. On viewing the report on the 
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television news, I distinctly remember that no staff member, principal or otherwise, had talked to the 

reporter about the increase of white flight to our school (later confirmed after uncovering the archived 

video). This conveyed to me that white flight was controversial in some way. While there were Pākehā 

children being driven past at least three local schools to attend ours, as was the case with me, I knew 
their story was different from mine. I was consciously aware that their motivation for bypassing their 

local school was to avoid Māori and Pasifika children like myself. In contrast, my family’s motivation for 

me to attend this school was a case of simple logistics. 

There is a dearth of research on the issue of white flight in Aotearoa-New Zealand. Instead, 

this sociological construct is usually discussed within the context of school choice and decile ratings (in 

the case of Aotearoa-New Zealand). This is due to enrolment policies, including zoning of catchment 

areas, which provide parents with the opportunity to choose their preferred schools, based on criteria 

that they decide for themselves, as in the example above.  

Yet from my perspective as a researcher/participant, and as a teacher/student, the ethnic-racial 

assumptions behind the construct of ‘white flight’ (or the reasons why white parents boycotted their local 

schools) were more relevant to me. Specifically, the assumption that was the driving force behind white 

flight was that Māori and Pasifika learners were lower achievers who needed more resources. As one 

teacher in the news clip put it, “the [Pākehā] pupils are of a higher calibre”. If this was the underpinning, 

predominant view in my community at the time, then how did this assumption play out in the classroom, 

and on how I saw myself as Māori? 

Nakhid (2003) claimed that Pasifika [and Māori] people in Aotearoa-New Zealand are ascribed 
an identity by the Pākehā majority, not according to their cultural background, but instead through the 

narrow lens of their shortcomings. Nakhid named these shortcomings as being from a lower socio-

economic status, educational underachievement, as well as ethnicity. Perhaps then, it was no accident 

that these were the markers of my identity in primary school. In my view, when categorised by perceived 

deficiencies, rather than by what one contributes to the collective in terms of diversity, then this becomes 

problematic in the context of that person’s ongoing identity and wellbeing. Although my experiences are 

a reflection of the time, the act of viewing minorities by what they lack against the majority confirmed 
that assimilation was the underlying motivator at play. There was no place for cultural diversity in the 

classroom in my day, because the goal was to assimilate minorities into the prevailing, western culture.  

As a child at the time, I had a rudimentary understanding that the concern of ‘white flight parents’ 

was that Māori and Pasifika children were seen as underachievers in the education system, and 

therefore took up extra resources. This was explicitly expressed in the transcripts of the 1986 news 

report about white flight at my school. Therefore, it was undesirable to be at a school where Māori and 

Pasifika children were in the majority, and Pākehā were the minority.  

My child’s mind viewed this assumption of Māori and Pasifika underachievement to be a ‘truth’, 
in my case because my academic standing in the class confirmed this. I was in the bottom half of the 

class for all major subjects, along with my Pasifika peers. This was made overtly obvious to us through 
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the practice of differentiated learning, whereby students are grouped for subjects according to their 

ability. As mentioned previously, in every year of primary school, I and the rest of the eight o’clockers 

were consistently placed in the bottom two ability groups for all four subjects, reinforcing the idea that 

we were not as ‘smart’ as the Pākehā majority.  

This was not an anomaly. Time and time again, statistics show the academic gap between 

Māori children and their majority peers. In particular, Māori from lower socio-economic backgrounds 

perform well below the national average in school. The reasons cited for these gaps include sociological 

factors such as conscious and unconscious bias, low teacher expectations of Māori students, and 

teaching practices that are indifferent to the cultural needs of indigenous students (Blank et al, 2016). 

In the 1990s, Poata-Smith (1996) explained inequality by saying that “Māori are disadvantaged in wider 

society because they are “de-culturalised” in the sense that they are deprived of traditional Māori values 

and pride” (p. 36). van Meijl (2020) claimed that a cultural explanation for Māori underachievement is 
due to their culture not being recognised in the monocultural education system in Aotearoa-New 

Zealand: 

Pejorative views of Māori culture were widespread in the predominantly Pākehā (i.e. non-Māori or 

European) schools. As a consequence, Māori children, it was argued, enter an environment that is alien 

to them, sometimes even hostile, which creates identity confusion that, in turn, causes their attainment 
levels to be relatively low. At school, Māori children would not develop the self-esteem, let alone pride in 

their cultural traditions, that was deemed necessary to perform to the best of their ability. (p. 85) 

 
Extensive studies have linked students’ academic success to the expectations that teachers 

have of them to succeed (De Boer et al, 2018; Peterson et al, 2016; Rubie-Davies et al, 2010). Simply 

put, “When teachers’ expect their students to do well, they will interact with them in ways that lead to 

these expectations being fulfilled” (Rubie-Davies et al, 2010, p. 36). The expectations that teachers hold 

of their students may be ones with which they are cognisant. On the other hand, there could be an 
unconscious bias, or a judgement of their students that these teachers are not aware of. Either way, 

the outcome of low teacher expectations is consistently evidenced through the underperformance of 

those particular students (Peterson et al, 2016; Rubie-Davies et al, 2010). Blank et al (2016) argued 

that there is a clear link between bias and Māori underachievement, one they claim stems from 

“…negative stereotypes attached to Māori as a social group” (p. 23).  Here, teachers’ expectations of 

Māori learners link back to what they refer to as the fixed and repeated negative representations of 

Māori. 

Nakhid (2003) suggested that ascribed Māori identities are grounded in socially constructed 

shortcomings such as educational underachievement. Under these circumstances, Houghton (2015) 

warned of the academic risks to minorities when they are viewed through an ascribed identity based on 

what they ‘lack’ compared to the majority group. Houghton argued that:  

[T]he consequences of this ascribed identity could encourage teachers, consciously or subconsciously, to 

set below average or low expectations for these students and prepare them for what they, the teacher, 
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believe is their future pathway. This notion of an ascribed identity could contribute to why Māori and 

Pasifika students have historically made up approximately 61.7% of all students that leave secondary 
school with no formal qualifications… [S]chools must avoid the risk of developing, or maintaining deficit 

theories around Māori and Pasifika students. (p. 15) 

Earlier on, Darder (1991) claimed that teachers are “more likely to hold negative expectations 

for lower-class and bicultural children than for middle class white children” (p. 17). This can be 
problematic for children with ascribed identities based on deficit ideas. The expectations teachers hold 

about their students’ abilities is vital. They not only encompass teachers’ beliefs about what the student 

can achieve in the classroom at that time but, crucially, they also involve judgements teachers make 

about students’ future educational potential.  

According to Ka’ai-Mahuta (2011), when teachers anticipate differences in levels of 

achievement, this in turn impacts the quality of teaching those children receive. Teachers make 

decisions on how they allocate teaching time and which students they invest in, which in turn, impacts 

how the students feel about their learning environment. Furthermore, Ka’ai-Mahuta claimed that these 
expectations are often based on racial stereotypes.  Essentially, “teachers expect less of students from 

certain backgrounds and these students will often fulfill that prophecy” (p. 208). Blank et al (2016) also 

warned that “if Māori children are to achieve, teachers must lift their expectations of students and treat 

all students as having the same potential for achievement” (p. 4).  

As a mixed-race Māori-Pākehā student who was a below average performer, academically, I 

didn’t attribute my academic shortcomings to cultural disconnection. My navigation towards a Māori 

identity was not based on a cultural connection, or being part of a peer group where I shared cultural 

practices. Instead, it was based on the ways in which I was different from the white majority. As a child 

from a working-class family, I came from a different socio-economic background. I was a ‘poor Māori 
kid’. Nakhid’s (2002) and Houghton’s (2015) views gave me pause to ponder whether my academic 

status could be attributed to my ascribed identity, which led to teachers having low expectations of me 

compared to my peers. Reflecting back some forty years later, my pondering is just speculation. Had I 

remained on the same academic trajectory it could be argued that my being Māori was coincidental, 

and that, in actuality, I was not someone who would ever do well in school.  

How a person is perceived can influence their educational experiences in a number of ways, 

including the level of expectation a teacher may have of them to succeed, the subject choices available 

to them, or the peer groups to which they are exposed (Moya, 2009; Rubie-Davies et al, 2010). Kukutai 
and Webber (2017) reminded us that for some Māori, schools continue to be places where they are 

exposed to experiences that create a negative perception of their sense of self which, in turn, has 

adverse implications on their academic performance. Blank et al (2016) concurred that Māori children 

face significant barriers to achievement, which stem from negative stereotypes attached to Māori as a 

social group. Personal and interpersonal racism – and institutional racism – also work together to 

perpetuate Māori disadvantage.  
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7.4. A deficit Māori identity: The primary years 

These experiences from my formative years are important to recount and critique. They hint, 

perhaps, at where the seeds of shame and doubt may have been planted in me. These were to become 

the foundational experiences on which I would come to reject my ‘Māori-ness’ and hide behind my white 

identity. I could eventually achieve this because I didn’t ‘look’ like the stereotypical Māori that was 
portrayed in those fixed, repeated and insistently repetitive images. Here in my primary school I was 

sufficiently different enough from the white majority that I was unable to hide behind my own whiteness. 

I didn’t need to just yet, however, as I had not yet developed a sense of shame in who I was. This would 

happen later on at secondary school. That would be the time when I would utilise my capacity to be a 

‘cultural chameleon’. For now, I was an urbanised, colonised and assimilated Māori who could fit 

comfortably into this context, as had been the aspirations of my Māori grandparents and great-

grandparents. 

According to McCarthy (1997), “Through both overt and covert processes the colonized are 
inculcated with the belief that their culture and all that it offers is inferior to that offered by the colonising 

culture” (p. 32). While I related to McCarthy’s statement, I realise that this was my starting point, rather 

than my end point. I was born into an assimilated family and began my schooling with a Māori identity. 

On reflection, I came to realise that my Māori identity at this age was not based on social or cultural 

connections. Instead, it was constructed (and internalised) on the false belief that I was academically 

and economically inferior to my Pākehā peers. These fallacies were then reinforced by schooling 

processes and pedagogies that worked to stifle positive Māori outlooks. Considering the contextual 
perspectives of the period, and examining the state of race relations between Māori and Pākehā, 

reinforced the socio-political nature of schools. The first-hand experience of ‘white-flight’ was one such 

tangible example. 

On reflection, the ways in which I understood myself as Māori were based on my differences to 

the Pākehā majority, not my commonalities. As stated previously, my mixed heritage meant that I wasn’t 

‘too different’. The biggest and most obvious difference between myself and my Pākehā peers was the 

socio-economic nature of our backgrounds. While I did not feel connected to the social, racial and 

political issues that underpinned the Māori protests of the time, my socio-economic position as a Māori 
compared with my Pākehā peers was only reinforced by the images of protesters on television. These 

images showed Māori to be underprivileged and disadvantaged. While it would be inaccurate to 

describe ourselves as such, as a working-class family, I can see how I would be similarly perceived by 

my peers, as from a financial perspective I, too, had less than those around me.  

Consequently, after analysing my experiences and sense of self during my primary school 

years through a critical pedagogy lens, I came to the conclusion that at this age I was ‘Māori by deficit’. 

That is, that the indicators of my Māori identity were not tangible markers that I embodied, but rather I 

was Māori because of the things that I lacked. I lacked the wealth and privilege of my Pākehā peers. I 
lacked the academic ability of my privileged Pākehā peers. I did not belong to any Pākehā ‘in-group’, 

so I did not have shared cultural experiences with them such as after music lessons or ballet classes. 
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This identity of deficit is best described by Nakhid (2003) who described Pasifika [and Māori] identity as 

one that is developed through the narrow lens of their shortcomings in comparison to the Pākehā 

majority.  It is a notion supported by van Meijl (2006), who argued that for some:  

[T]he classic model for a Māori identity, so to speak, is not a model of their identity as Māori. Their Māori 
identity is not characterized by pride in Māori customs and history, but, instead, by a second-rate status 

in New Zealand society: poor education records, high unemployment, low incomes, alcohol and drug 

abuse, shocking crime statistics, excessive rates of teenage pregnancies, etc. (p. 919) 

In this sense, my deficit Māori identity did not stand alone in isolation. For my Māori identity to 

be deficit it needed to be located within a dominant, majority culture to serve as the ‘normative’ standard. 

This benchmark was provided by the Pākehā, western culture, against which my Māori identity, or 

specifically the indicators of my Māori identity, were measured and found wanting.  

When power and privilege come into play, then Māori and Pākehā identities can never be equal, 

and can never occupy the same space. In this context, Māori and Pākehā identities are relational, and 

exist in dichotomy to other. Perhaps this is why I could only see myself as Māori at this stage, even 
though I had every right to claim a Pākehā identity. Either way, I completed primary school strong in my 

Māori identity, without a sense of shame, guilt or doubt about who I was. These emotions would come 

later, when the context within which my identity was located would shift, causing me to reconsider my 

place in the world. 
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CHAPTER 8. A disrupted Māori identity: The intermediate years  

In this chapter I critically analyse my intermediate school experiences. During this time, a 

physical shift to a new home and school facilitated a substantial internal shift in the way that I understood 

my Māori-Pākehā identity. While these years continued to be happy times in my life, my recollections 

convey a gradual realisation of my Pākehā identity, which I struggled to negotiate alongside my Māori 

identity. This was the first time I had experienced questions about my racial-ethnic make-up. It was also 

a time where I first began to understand that I had some agency in my Māori-Pākehā identity, as I tried 
to shift from under the weight of an ascribed identity to one that was more subjective. Yet I still struggled 

to reconcile the different ways in which the world saw me.   

During this time, the first seeds of doubt were sown in terms of my Māori identity, particularly 

in relation to other Māori children around me. Unlike my early primary school years, I now had Māori 

peers whom I could self-orientate to, or confirm my identity against. Yet the ‘rules’ through which I had 

understood myself as Māori in primary school now worked against this identity. Socio-economically, 

where I was once perceived as being the working-class Māori, I was now seen as the middle-class 

Pākehā in the group. Not only did this shake my identity as I understood it up until this time, but it also 
shifted my perceived position in terms of power and privilege in society. How these perceptions shaped 

my sense of self are unpacked and examined in this chapter.   

8.1. ‘Discovering’ my Pākehā side – Renegotiating my place of belonging 

As in the previous chapter, I began this analysis by asking ‘what was my identity at this age? 

How did I see myself and how did others see me? What was my identity based on? In what ways was 

mine a social, cultural or ethnic identity? How did I find belonging through my identity?’ 

I started intermediate school in the same way I had left off at primary school, with a secure and 

stable Māori identity. Yet at my new school, this was challenged almost immediately. After moving from 
my white, middle-class primary school to a brown, working-class intermediate school, I experienced 

numerous reversals of perspectives. It was the first time in my life that I encountered the question that 

would go on to become prevalent in my life – ‘are you Māori?’ As a new pupil to the school, this question 

came up numerous times, mainly by other inquisitive Māori children. During these conversations, I was 

expected to justify the strength of my ‘Māori-ness’ in terms of quantities. When I would reveal my 

Pākehā lineage, this would illicit the response “so you’re only half-Māori then?”   

Numerous other reversals occurred as well. My ‘darker-skin’ at my white primary school now 

appeared to be light-skin in my predominately brown intermediate school. Other features caused doubt 
in my claim to being Māori, such as my Anglo name and my phenotypical features. It is important to 

note that the tone of these questions was more incredulous than they were cynical, or even spiteful; 

incredulous in that I was claiming to be the same as other Māori children, and yet I looked so different.  
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Beyond phenotypical features, my Māori identity was also challenged for socio-economic 

reasons. Where I was once seen as ‘working-class’ for having two employed parents, I was now seen 

as ‘middle-class’ for the same reason. At primary school, mothers chose to be stay-at-home mums. 

This choice was a privilege afforded to them, presumably, by the comfortable incomes earned by the 
fathers of the family. These were families that could afford brand new cars and overseas holidays, all 

from one income. At primary school, having two incomes was seen as a necessity to make ends meet. 

Conversely in my intermediate school, having two working parents was seen as a luxury. Two incomes 

was a privilege that allowed me to participate in extracurricular activities such as school camps. It meant 

that we could afford to buy new stationary every year and pay the ‘voluntary’ school fees without causing 

stress in our household. Two incomes put shoes on my feet, and warm clothes on my back. Even our 

new home, which had three-bedrooms and a full section, was another tell-tale sign that we were seen 

as middle-class while many families at intermediate school rented small one-and two-bedroom flats, 
and lived relatively transient lives. It was during my intermediate years, too, that I first encountered 

large, extended families, as well as single parent families. The proverbial ‘mum, dad and two kids’ that 

had been the norm at primary school, was no longer the common familial structure.  

In Chapter 7 I concluded that my identity at the end of primary school was one that I described 

as being ‘Māori by deficit’. I was ascribed a Māori identity according to the privileges that I lacked, and 

that the Pākehā majority enjoyed. Now, my Māori identity was being challenged on the basis of the 

perceived power and privilege I had. These were privileges that gave me a socio-economic advantage, 

as well as a stable home life. While this ascribed identity was the opposite to that of my primary years, 
these experiences still proved the premise of the ‘Māori by deficit’ identity described in Chapter 7. In 

essence, these were the same experiential factors that had defined me as Māori in my primary years. 

Only this time, I was no longer the Māori child in the classroom, but the privileged, Pākehā child instead.  

The socio-economic demographic of my new school had shifted, as had my place in it. Māori, 

in general, still dominated the statistics in terms of poorer outcomes in health, employment and 

education.  It was the perception of where I was positioned in this society relative to my new peers that 

had changed how I was ‘seen’. Due to the change of demographics that I was immersed in, I had ‘slid 
up’ the socio-economic scale, prompting questions of whether I was, in fact, a ‘real Māori’. As with my 

primary school experiences, this only reinforced previously internalised messages that being Māori had 

less to do with whakapapa (genealogy) and more to do with one’s place in society.  

These shifts caused an immediate internal dissonance, as my stable and secure identity was 

challenged.  I went from an ascribed Māori identity, where I was ‘Māori by deficit’, to an ascribed Pākehā 

identity, where I was ‘Pākehā by design’. While this identity came with some acknowledgement of my 

Māori heritage, my ‘Māori-ness’ meant little in the eyes of my peers due to a perceived lack of shared 

experiential factors such as financial hardship. This aligns with research by Borell (2005), who found 
that for some youth, being Māori meant material deprivation such as ‘being poor’ (whether real or 

perceived) or playing down wealth to appear more Māori.  
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While my socio-economic position did not change from primary to intermediate, the perception 

of prosperity relevant to my new context did shift, which inadvertently changed how I was ‘seen’ from a 

racial-ethnic perspective. As my ascribed identity shifted, so too did my subjective one. I still saw and 

understood myself to be Māori, and having this denied to me by my peers was hurtful (even if they didn’t 
mean it to be). It was the first time, too, that I started to understand that being Māori was not always 

something that one was proud of.  

As outlined in Chapter 1, these experiences align with Cross’ (1995) five-stage theory of identity 

acquisition, in particular the Encounter Stage (stage 2). This stage is underpinned by the experience 

of an encounter (or multiple encounters) which one is confronted with, an encounter that makes them 

re-think how they view their race/ethnicity. The influence of the encounter (or multiple encounters) may 

come to a point where one feels compelled to change their identity. This would be true in my case, as 

my identity would shift from Māori to Māori-Pākehā in the few years at this intermediate school. 

These challenges to my identity also have synergies with Poston’s (1990) Biracial Identity 

Development Model, specifically Stage 2 - Choice of group categorisation. In reference to biracial 

identity, Poston’s model incorporates several key factors for consideration. One such pertinent factor 

here is that “biracial individuals might tend to have identity problems when they internalise outside 

prejudice and values” (p. 154). As this suggests, my experiences at this time made me aware of my two 

ethnic backgrounds, as a mixed-race child. Confronted with questions of doubt, along with being forced 

to choose one identity over the other for statistical reasons (see Vignette VI), these experiences would 

set me up for the following stages of denial, grief and self-doubt (Poston, 1990).  

This was my first experience of the rigid and dichotomous nature that a Māori-Pākehā identity 

can sometimes be. In these moments, I tried to reconcile the dilemma of choice by taking up an ‘either-

or’ approach, only to get lost in the ‘in-between’ space (Webber, 2007). In my intermediate school years, 

I did not know how to sit comfortably across a constructed, hybrid identity. Rather, the in-between space 

was my dichotomy. Eventually, I negotiated my right to be called Māori by my deniers, by ‘conceding’ 

that I was also Pākehā. Thus, these years marked my first subjective and conscientious attempts at a 

Māori-Pākehā identity.  

8.2. An academic turn-around, teacher expectations of a Pākehā learner 

At the same time as I started to grapple with an emerging Pākehā identity, another significant 

shift was taking place. Soon after starting intermediate school, my grades seemed to suddenly improve. 

I went from being in the bottom half of the class academically, to the top groups across all core subjects. 

I was labelled as ‘clever’ for the first time, both by my teachers and peers. None of this change was 

down to an increase in focus or effort on my part. Nor did I experience a sudden clarity or epiphany in 

understanding the learning I was undertaking. With no change in my own behaviour, things just seemed 

to improve on the academic front.  
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In retrospect, this shift made me question whether I had begun to benefit from the privileges 

that come with an ascribed Pākehā identity. My teachers viewed me as ‘clever’, something I had never 

experienced up to this point. Under these increased expectations, I began to flourish, academically. My 

grades improved and I was placed in the top ability groups across all the main subjects. I was seen as 
a leader, and was rewarded as such with positions of responsibility, such as prefect and house captain. 

It is my view that none of these experiences would have occurred had I stayed on my former 

primary/intermediate pathway, under a prescribed deficit Māori identity within a white-majority context. 

Yet, while I was benefiting from white privilege for the first time in my life, I still struggled to accept the 

shift in my ascribed identity from Māori to Pākehā.  

In her research which examined how primary teachers view Māori children, Simon (1982), 

found that teachers tended to think of Pākehā children in terms of an ideal of middle-class achievement 

and treated them accordingly up until such time these expectations are proven to be unwarranted. On 
the other hand, Simon (1982) found that Māori children - by virtue of their ‘Māori-ness’ alone - are 

accorded lower expectations. These expectations may be raised, but again, only at the point at which 

the initial assessment and treatment of Māori students are proved to be wrong. Although Simon’s 

research is dated, it was relevant to this research since it was conducted at the same time that I was a 

Māori child being schooled in a middle-class context.  

As discussed in Chapter 6, Māori responses to historical educational underachievement (such 

as Te Kotahitanga, The Māori Education Strategy, Ka Awatea and He Kākano) unapologetically focus 

on the aspiration that Māori students succeed. While I was acknowledged as Māori (even if only half, 
as others told me), it was clear to me that there was no correlation between my indigeneity and my 

academic achievement. If I was doing well at school now, I wasn’t doing so as Māori.  

Accordingly, I was thereafter expected to do well in testing and assessments. I would be 

frequently called upon by my teachers to give answers in class. In the end-of-year PAT tests, our 

teachers would call out the names of the top three to five achievers, spurred on by the small handful of 

competitive academic students, eager to see if they had topped the test this time around. Invariably my 

name would be amongst those highlighted, particularly in language-based subjects such as reading 
and social studies. Again, these experiences were completely new and unfathomable compared with 

my earlier primary school ones. 

As my grades increased, I slowly became aware that the perceptions of my teachers and 

classmates also shifted. It would take the rest of my Form 1 year in 1988 for my own thinking and 

perception of myself to catch up, and for me to start seeing myself as ‘clever’. At first, I struggled with 

this new academic identity as much as I struggled with the questioning of my racial-ethnic identity. As I 

came to adjust to it, my confidence eventually grew. I started to realise that it was easier to accept an 

ascribed identity of ‘Pākehā’, especially if this came with the added benefit of being seen as ‘clever’, 
‘successful’ and ‘promising’. 
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As someone who was naturally sporty and excelled at a number of sports, becoming 

increasingly academic also meant that I was starting to be noticed as an all-round achiever and a leader 

amongst my peers. This status was unthinkable for me in my previous primary school, where I was 

seen as quiet and a low achiever. Even my netball ability seemed to pale in comparison to the 
accomplishments of those who excelled in the individual sports that were held in higher esteem, such 

as running and swimming. Conversely at intermediate school, team sports and ball sports held greater 

status. This gave me the opportunity to stand out, not only in netball but in softball, volleyball, cricket 

and basketball.  

Thus, it was at this time that I simultaneously received and digested two veiled messages. The 

first was that I was no longer seen as Māori, or that I wasn’t ‘Māori enough’. Instead, I was seen as 

more Pākehā than Māori. I was made to confront and acknowledge my Pākehā heritage for the first 

time ever. This was a new experience for me. 

The second message I was starting to reconcile was that I was a high achiever, in both an 

academic and sporting sense. Somewhere along the way I would synthesis and internalise these two 

messages. That is, that being Māori and successful were two incompatible concepts. My mind would 

eventually internalise this another way - that being Pākehā equated to being successful in education. 

In recalling my reversal in academic achievements from primary to intermediate school, I was 

intrigued, as an educator, to understand how this had come about. In my first primary school, one that 

was brimming with whiteness, privilege and affluence, I was ‘seen’ as Māori and my academic 

performance was low. Yet, in a different school, with different demographics, I was ‘seen’ as Pākehā 
and my academic performance lifted. Reflecting back with the lens of an educator, I know that I did not 

suddenly make up for the prior gaps in my education. Yet, was it oversimplistic to think that there was 

a causal link between my ascribed identity and academic performance? To engage with these issues, 

I once again turned to critical pedagogy. 

Research has shown how positive identities and student achievement are inextricably 

intertwined, particularly for Māori (Macfarlane et al, 2014; Webber, 2012). On the basis of this premise, 

could it be that my teachers saw me differently and thus had higher expectations of me? In attempting 
to understand this issue, I drew from Blank et al (2016), who have engaged in significant research on 

unconscious bias and Māori learners.  

Unconscious bias describes the assumption that people from particular ethnic groups have 

innate abilities, behaviours, beliefs, and values (Houkamau & Sibley, 2010; Wells et al, 2009). Wells et 

al (2009) claimed that unconscious bias can still exist within contexts that outwardly or explicitly 

denounce racism, noting that “unconscious or preconscious racial stereotyping may be automatically 

activated without the knowledge of the individual, even if it is contrary to that person's conscious belief 

systems” (p. 1164). The construct of unconscious bias is supported by confirmation bias, where initial 
assumptions are ‘confirmed’ by leading information, despite the presence of alternative explanations 

that are equally likely (Blank et al, 2016). Deeply held and subconscious biases, based on social 
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groupings and in-group favoritism, determine human behaviour and influence relationships between 

diverse social groups and ethnicities (Tajfel, 2010).   

Critics of the term, ‘unconscious bias’, claim this to be a ‘soft-touch’ description of racism.  

Jackson (2018) posited that to use this term, along with ‘casual racism’ or ‘unintended prejudice’, falls 

short by failing to directly call this racism. This pandering also serves to excuse the perpetrators of racist 

actions or address the unacceptable outcomes that racism causes. 

While the argument of whether my improved academic performance was driven by unconscious 

bias or racism can be debated, I can dismiss some alternative theories. I know that my improvement 

was not due to increased effort or focus on my part, as nothing changed in this area. Class size, or 

teacher-to-student ratio was also no different across the two schools. While my primary school 

demographic was significantly wealthier than my intermediate school there was little difference across 

both schools in terms of resourcing. The teaching styles were similar, and differentiated learning groups 

and instructional pedagogies were favoured.  

For learners in general (not solely Māori learners) Maged (2014) supported the Vygotskian 

perspective that learning is both social and cultural by its definition. Maged further posited that a 

sociocultural learning perspective “partly explains why a student who comes from a dominant socio-

cultural background succeeds in a learning environment that is framed by dominant cultural values. In 

the same way, a student coming from a non-dominant (minority or marginalised) cultural background, 

struggles to learn in a ‘learning’ environment informed by dominant cultural values” (p. 186). 

In isolating my learning experiences, I uncovered two categories that described myself. These 

can be broadly generalised as a learner who struggled, or a learner who thrived. In primary school, I 
was a learner who struggled. My academic results were average or below, as measured by the 

differentiated learning groups that I was placed in, and the type of interactions I encountered with my 

teachers. I was always described as a ‘good girl’, someone who was ‘well-mannered’, ‘quiet’ and ‘kind’. 

These were seen as positive descriptors and ideal attributes to have as a pupil, potentially because I 

was easy to manage and did not cause trouble, but these did not give an indication of an academic high 

achiever.    

In contrast, at intermediate school I could be described as a learner who thrived. By the same 

measures of differentiated learning groups, my learning improved and my grades increased. The ways 
in which my teachers interacted with me changed, and while I was still described as a ‘good girl’, words 

like ‘bright’ and shows ‘potential’ started to come into the mix. 

I posit that this reversal in my academic aptitude was not based on the development of a 

positive Māori identity, such as is claimed by Macfarlane et al (2014), who acknowledge that a strong 

identity is an integral attribute of successful Māori students. In fact, my experiences showed that my 

Māori identity declined when I entered intermediate school. I also rejected any assumption that my 

Māori identity at this time was positive to begin with, since it was grounded on my own deficit view of 
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the place of Māori alongside Pākehā. The parallel identity dynamic that was revealed was that at the 

same time as my grades were going up, my confidence in my Māori identity was suffering. This was 

due to the constant questioning about who I was, and the unsettling effect this had on my place of 

belonging. This was not a causal relationship between the two, as I was dealing with two constructs 
simultaneously, but unrelated to each other.  

Maged (2014) claimed that:  

Indeed, when viewed from this perspective, such a culturally alienating environment cannot be described 

as a ‘learning’ environment for the minority student, as the student’s socio-cultural learning needs, a basic 

requirement for learning and development, are not being met. What is happening in such a culturally 
alienating environment is not learning or the development of higher order thinking, but cultural alienation 

and intellectual oppression. (p. 185) 

 
Research by Macfarlane et al (2014) affirmed this same premise for Māori learners, claiming 

that Māori students’ success is linked to positive identities (Mana Motuhake) which are underpinned by 

cultural efficacy, a positive connectiveness to others, and a strong sense of belonging. For this to occur, 

schools must provide learning environments that supports positive Māori identities. 

The idea that the learning environment, as Maged (2014) puts it, is “framed by dominant cultural 
values” is interesting. While I support this perspective, and earlier claims that for Māori, learning is 

underpinned by a positive identity, I reject the notion that this was the dynamic that was occurring in my 

experience. Instead, it is my assertion that little had changed in my learning. How I learned was a 

constant in this equation. Another constant was the pedagogical styles of my teachers, who favoured a 

mix of differentiated group learning and whole class lessons. The syllabus changed little. Even the staff 

of the two schools were, by and large, white and middle-class. In a side-by-side comparison, there were 

few differences across these two mainstream schools. The most obvious difference was the 

demographic make-up of the student body. 

If these factors (pedagogy, curriculum, teaching ethnicity) were constant, then how could the 

shift in my improved learning be explained? Similarly, if the above were constant, how had my identity 

as Māori shifted?  

My evaluation of the situation is that my ‘learning’ had not changed at all. I did not suddenly 

increase my efforts, nor did I apply myself more to the learning. Instead, the way in which teachers’ saw 

me had shifted. Of course, I have little evidence to support this claim, other than my own biased 

reflections and musings. What I can assert with some level of certainty is that the way in which my 
teachers interacted with me changed. I base this claim on the evidence that my place in the class 

ranking had shifted. I regret that I no longer have my school reports, since these would have provided 

compelling confirmation either in supporting or disproving my assertions. However, a comparative 

review of my awards and certificates at both primary and intermediate schools goes some way towards 

evidencing this shift.  
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In primary school, my ‘pupil of the week’ awards described my personality and social attributes, 

using terms and phrases such as ‘friendly’, ‘caring’, ‘considerate’, helpful’, well-mannered’, and ‘quiet’. 

There was no reference to learning or achievement.  

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

 An array of ‘Pupil of the Week’ awards from primary school, 1984 - 1986 

 

In intermediate school, I was recognised for diligence, graduated with distinction and was 

recognised for achieving ‘excellent exam results.’ In short, in this setting where there were other Māori 

students around me who filled the space as Māori, this left me to take up space as Pākehā and, thus, 

benefit from the cultural capital available to Pākehā students.      

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 A selection of awards from my final year in intermediate school, 1989 
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8.3. A disrupted Māori identity: The intermediate years     

Reflective analysis of my intermediate experiences reinforced the findings in Chapter 7, that 

Māori deficit identities are constructed from the power imbalances between the more privileged Pākehā 

majority and the indigenous minority. The difference was that I was now experiencing the ‘flipside’ of 

this privilege, as someone who had both a Māori and a Pākehā heritage to tap into. Yet, herein, the 
lessons and the processes are the same. I am reminded of the words of McCarthy (1997), that “Through 

both overt and covert processes the colonized are inculcated with the belief that their culture and all 

that it offers is inferior to that offered by the colonising culture” (p. 32). While I was no longer the pupil 

personifying the perceived deficits between Māori and Pākehā, I did have a front row seat, 

metaphorically speaking, to those Māori who embodied this inculcated belief, and embraced it as part 

of their identity.  

I refer to this as my ‘disrupted Māori identity’, in reference to the unsettling encounters that 

forced me to question whether I was who I always thought I was. My taken-for-granted identity as Māori 
was no longer such, and I was forced to confront the construct of Pākehā – and my relationship to this 

construct – for the first time. While I knew myself to be Pākehā, I had come to define Pākehā through 

the exemplars I encountered in primary school. This was a ‘template’ that I did not relate to, and yet in 

the challenges I encountered regarding my own identity, I was at a loss to defend myself. I was Pākehā. 

As such, I took on this label more over my intermediate years, describing myself as half-Māori/half-

Pākehā, more to appease my classmates than to find a label that fit me. Over time, I would grow more 

comfortable with ‘Pākehā’, nonetheless for now I grappled with this concept through my ‘disrupted 
Māori’ identity.  

8.4. Tomorrow’s Schools: School choice 

My intermediate school years coincided with major reforms across the entire educational sector, 

known as Tomorrow’s Schools (Lange, 1988). This reform transformed education from central 

government level through to community level. Prior to 1989 there had been little change in the education 

system for nearly 70 years (New Zealand Schools Trustees Association [NZSTA], 2018). Diversity in 

schools, either among teaching staff or in the syllabus, was lacking. As Court and O’Neill (2011) pointed 

out, “few women and even fewer Māori had been appointed to principalships in either primary or 

secondary schools, and the curriculum remained ‘white and masculine” (p. 24). By the 1980s, the 
education system was weighed down under layers of centralised bureaucracy, stifling the decision-

making ability of schools. Parent and community involvement in schools were limited. Reflecting on his 

time as the Minister of Education in 1987, Prime Minister David Lange commented: 

When I became minister of education in 1987 I couldn’t believe what I found …any sense of an overall 

plan, if it had ever existed, had long since been obscured. The Minister of Education was formally 
responsible for what happened in the schools. In practice this meant that I used to get papers which asked 

me to approve the installation of temporary classrooms… School principals used to have to get the 

department’s approval for a new colour scheme. The mountain of detail meant that nobody was actually 
responsible for anything. (Lange, 1999, p. 11) 
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As Minister of Education, self-appointed in his second term as Prime Minister, Lange 

commissioned the Picot Task Force to review administrative practices in education This included the 

functions of the Department of Education, and their role in relation to schools, polytechnics and other 

educational authorities (NZSTA, 2018). The resulting report, Administering for Excellence: Effective 

Administration in Education was released in May 1988, and referred to as the ‘Picot Report’. The report 

was largely critical of the department and made recommendations to decentralise their authority, with 

a view towards self-governing schools with greater collaboration with families and communities (Report 

of the Taskforce to Review Education, 1988). 

In reference to Māori and education, the Picot Report (1988) declared that education providers, 

from early childhood through to tertiary, were “not sufficiently sensitive either to the Māori tangata 

whenua or other minorities (p. 1). The taskforce was acutely aware of the government’s obligations 

under Te Tiriti o Waitangi-Treaty of Waitangi, yet they noted that “the majority of those who made 
submissions believe the present institutional structure to be so overwhelmingly Pākehā orientated as 

to be incapable – even with whānau participation – of making the transformation necessary to 

accommodate Māori values and forms” (p. 65). The recommendations of the Picot Report became the 

precursor to the sweeping reforms known as Tomorrow’s Schools (Lange, 1989). At the school level, 

this report set out criteria for operations such as school funding, school governance, zoning, teacher 

education and professional development. Section 5.3 outlined the guidelines for schools regarding 

enrolment: 

5.3.1: There will be an enrolment scheme for secondary schools available for use in communities which 
need to regulate the catchment areas for schools. This scheme could also apply to primary schools where 

required.  

5.3.2: The purpose of the enrolment scheme will be to ensure that students can attend a state school 
reasonably close to home, to give parents maximum choice, and to make the best use of existing school 

plant. (pp. 35-36) 

Further to these guidelines, Tomorrow’s Schools made the provisions that secondary schools 
with spaces to spare could offer up the remaining places via a ballot system, in instances where demand 

for places outnumbered supply (Woodfield & Gunby, 2003). This came into effect two years later, with 

schools opening up to the market forces. From 1991, local schools no longer needed to guarantee 

places for in-zone pupils. Instead, pupils and their families could choose to enrol at any school they 

wished. Schools were required to accept the enrolments they received, unless they had reached 

capacity. On the back of this change, enrolment schemes for schools were established, with desirable 

schools exercising their right to select the ‘highest quality’ applicants (Ladd & Fiske, 2001). Less 

desirable schools were left with enrolment shortfalls, which left them at a disadvantage in the newly 
created bulk funding model (Wylie & Wilkie, 2000).  

It was within this shifting context that I selected and applied for my preferred secondary school, 

an experience described in Narrative 3. These changes to enrolments schemes, and a new-found 
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confidence in my scholastic performance, prompted me to look beyond my local secondary school. At 

this time, and for many years after, I thought that choosing a school was an autonomous, isolated 

decision that I had made by my own free will. In re-examining this time through the lens of critical 

pedagogy, I have come to understand that my decisions were not made in a vacuum. Instead, critical 
reflection of my experiences reveals the socio-economic and political forces that were at play during 

this time. Having experienced two sides of my mixed-race identity at primary and intermediate, when 

the time came to make the transition to secondary school I had decided (albeit perhaps subconsciously 

at this time) that being Pākehā, and experiencing the benefits of Pākehā privilege, was a far more 

appealing pathway for me. Being Pākehā was less threatening. No one ever asked me if I was ‘only’ 

half Pākehā, or questioned whether I was Pākehā at all.  

In transitioning to secondary school, I was returning to a white, out-of-zone school. Yet unlike 

my primary school years, where I had an ascribed Māori identity, I was now constructing a subjective 
Pākehā one. I was engaging my agency for the first time. This would mark the beginning point of my 

desire to avoid stereotype threat, and to continue to enjoy the benefits of white privilege by passing as 

white. Ultimately, Narrative 3 reveals that I had not only arrived at a crossroads, but I had made a choice 

about the identity I wanted to construct for myself. The experiences of the previous three years at 

intermediate school had been the precursors to this choice. 

 These changes to the enrolment scheme were to have more significance for me than I would 

have realised at the time. My new peer group in secondary school were all local pupils, most of whom 

came from the nearby feeder intermediate school. For most of them, our secondary school was not 
their first choice of school, even though it might have been the nearest.  Many of my new peers had 

applied to attend more desirable schools further along the eastern corridor, and had missed out through 

high levels of demand and competition for numbers and even the ballot system. They regularly spoke 

of their ‘more fortunate’ friends from intermediate school, who had won the school lottery and were now 

attending such schools. 

On the other hand, I had actively sought a place in my chosen school because I perceived it to 

be better than my local one, which was undesirable due to its reputation as one with few opportunities, 
low completion rates and a violent ‘gang’ culture. The school I chose provided me with a sense of safety 

that I valued, even if the academic and sporting opportunities here were also limited. The lack of 

competition for places suited me fine.                                                                                                        

In a study of competition and choice in the secondary school market between 1990 and 1993 

(the period of my school days), Waslander and Thrupp (1995) traced 9,000 secondary pupils across a 

number of schools. They categorised three types of school - local, adjacent and distant. Local schools 

were ‘in-zone’ or ‘home-zone’ schools, while adjacent schools sat outside of the zoning area. Distant 

schools were further afield, with students travelling greater distances past both local and adjacent 
schools. These researchers found that Pākehā, Māori and Pacific Island pupils were most likely to 

attend their local school. Attendance at adjacent schools was also consistent across the three ethnic 

groups, with around 15% of each group opting for an adjacent school. The major difference was in 



 

 167 

distant schools, where Pākehā pupils attended these more often than Māori and Pacific Island pupils, 

with socio-economic status (SES) being a contributing factor.  

Waslander and Thrupp (1995) concluded that “choice of non-local schools is primarily 

dependent on the socio-economic background of students with the relatively better off families, 
regardless of ethnicity, sending their children out of local schools” (pp. 9-10). For me, these were 

obvious observations, judging by my experiences with the bus routes during this time (see Narrative 6). 

In addition, these researchers found that “whereas students attending an adjacent school tended to 

come from families who were relatively well off compared with the area in which they lived, local schools 

were populated by students who were relatively worse off than their neighbourhoods” (p. 8). This 

statistic was intriguing in that it described my own experiences. In the suburb I lived in, we were 

comparatively more well off than those who remained and attended our local school. By attending an 

adjacent school, I was engaging in a privilege that some of my neighbours did not have. Once at school, 
this statistic also rang true, yet my place in this situation shifted. The local students in the area desired 

schools further afield and saw themselves as being ‘relatively worse off’ than their wealthy neighbours. 

As an import from a poorer area, I was even ‘more worse off’. 

To illustrate the latter, I return to the work of Cross (1995) and the five-stage theory of identity 

acquisition.14 Having previously navigated Stage 1 (Pre-encounter, where I put little emphasis on my 

racial-ethnic identity) and Stage 2 (Encounter – where I began to re-think how I viewed my 

race/ethnicity), I transitioned into secondary school while navigating Stage 3 - Immersion/Emersion. 

Cross (1991) explained that this is the point at which individuals begin to eradicate their old worldview 
and construct a new frame of reference with the information they now have about race. Cross reminded 

us that at this stage, the person has not yet changed, but does commit to change. Given my aversion 

to the ‘Panmure bus’, and to being involved with the Māori department in any way, my choice was clear. 

I had begun to actively display the behaviours of one who did not want to be assigned a Māori identity.                                   

Poston’s Biracial Development Model (1990) reveals that I was still working through Stage 2 - 

Choice of group categorisation. While I was fully aware of my two ethnic backgrounds by this stage, 

I was already starting to orientate towards constructing a subjective Pākehā identity over a Māori or 
bicultural one. By the time I began secondary school, where I had to endeavour to enact this constructed 

identity on a daily basis, I would transition through Stage 3 - Enmeshment/denial. This would be the 

period through which feelings of self-hatred and guilt would manifest (examined in Chapters 10 and 11). 

Reflecting back on my enrolment journey I recognise a number of actions on my part that signal 

my unease with my Māori identity. This included apprehension at being taken to see the newly opened 

marae, and being presented with opportunities to engage in cultural activities such as kapa haka, or 

learning te reo Māori. In hindsight, I wanted to escape the questions of my racial-ethnic make-up, and 

 
14 Cross has since combined steps four and five (Internalisation/commitment), making this a four-step model.  
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so I tried to disassociate with anything that would signal that I was Māori. In short, I had lost confidence 

in who I was.  

These recollections are significant, as my early secondary school years were critical times in 

my identity building and understanding of who I was and who I wanted to be. The bus that I would 
choose to ride in to school and the subjects I would take, were choices based on how I understood my 

place of belonging at the time. I was already starting to become aware of stereotype threat (Steele, 

1995), which motivated me to avoid situations where I might be stigmatised.  
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CHAPTER 9. A developing Pākehā identity: Sifting, sorting and streaming  

In this chapter I evaluate my first experiences of secondary school. This was a daunting time 

for me in terms of my racial-ethnic identity development. My recollections from these years reflect an 

ongoing struggle to find my place as either Māori or Pākehā in a school setting, while continuing to 

negotiate my mixed identity from within two discreet worldviews. These experiences followed on from 

intermediate school, where I was first questioned about the strength of my Māori identity, and where I 

was forced to confront my Pākehā side. These memories highlight the ways in which I understood my 
Māori-Pākehā heritage as a dichotomy, of an ‘either/or’ scenario, because I found it difficult to express 

both sides of my identity.                                                       

During my first years of secondary school, which began as a thirteen-year-old, I underwent a 

number of sociological processes of ‘sifting and sorting’. Some of these processes were self-selected, 

such as choosing which bus route I would take to school. The options available to me would potentially 

determine who I socialised with as my ‘in-group’, assuming that I would be accepted. Other sorting 

processes were imposed on me, such as the practice of streaming. In this case, my arbitrary test scores 

and my perceived potential ability would determine my social peer group. Both of these sorting and 
stratifying processes were to influence my ethnic-racial identity, for they underpinned my understanding 

of how the world saw me, and how I saw myself reflected back. These processes also contributed to 

the ways in which I found my places of belonging at this time.  

9.1. Sifting and sorting via the bus networks of East Auckland 

In Narrative 4 I recounted my experiences of the school bus system in East Auckland in the 

1990s.  While this narrative captured the ways in which I viewed Māori-Pākehā identity as a dichotomy 

at the time, it also provides a commentary on the social, economic and political forces that were 

converging, turning schools into sites of sociological ‘sorting’ systems.    

While I considered my secondary school to be a ‘good school’ from my worldview, the local ‘in-

zone’ students saw things differently. From their perspective, ours was the least desirable school in the 

eastern suburbs in the 1990s. The prevailing perception was that the further east one travelled, the 

better ‘class’ of school was on offer. This was because the suburbs became significantly wealthier the 

further out one went. Conversely, our school bordered on the South Auckland corridor of East Tamaki, 

linking us directly to the underprivileged suburbs in South Auckland.  

My school’s location, along with its desire to increase the roll, meant that it contracted two 

charter buses to bring in Māori and Pasifika students from outside its zone. Every morning one bus 
would arrive from Otara15 and another from Panmure (known to us as the ‘Otara bus’ and ‘Panmure 

bus’), both bursting with Māori and Pasifika students. No other East Auckland school imported ‘brown 

 
15 Demographically speaking, Ōtara was one of the most disadvantaged suburbs in Aotearoa-New Zealand in the 1990s. Known 
as a state-housing suburb with a high Pasifika population, it fell within the lowest socio-economic strata. 
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masses’ from working class areas, suggesting that this practice almost certainly contributed to the 

status of my chosen school as the least desirable one in the area.  

The complex way in which I considered my choice of morning bus route, and the deep 

contemplation I gave to my options, highlights how my mixed-race background was one of constant 
navigation. I did not know how to embody both my Māori and Pākehā identity. I was unable to conceive 

of a hybrid Māori-Pākehā identity at this stage of my development, nor was I able to navigate fluidly 

across both. Instead, at any one time I stood awkwardly in one identity or another, without agency.  

My morning commute took place every day in three stages. The first leg would see me standing 

alone, on the far side of a four-lane highway. Opposite to me, multiple groups of Māori and Pasifika 

students would gather, loud and gregarious as they waited for their bus to come from the other direction. 

Dressed in their matching uniforms, their up-beat, social interactions would be marked by eager chatter, 

gossip and laughter. Many would be known to me, coming from the same community. However, our 
ties would quickly dissipate over the next few months and years, as our buses took us on different life-

journeys. While they mixed and mingled on one side of the road, I stood alone on the other, my uniform 

being one of many markers that singled me out as different. To them, I was an outsider, a privileged 

white girl fleeing her brown community. 

The second stage of my journey was the bus that brought me into Panmure. Here, another 

group of Māori and Pasifika students would be waiting, this time dressed in the same uniform as me. 

At this point I would make the decision to stay on the bus and continue in my Pākehā skin. 

For the third and final leg I would disembark my bus and begin the twenty-minute walk to school, 
along a leafy tree-lined avenue. As I got closer to school, I would join the local in-zone students, none 

of whom were Māori. The Panmure bus would whizz past me every morning, taking the direct route to 

the school gates, while I joined the white masses on foot in my attempt to be seen as one of them. 

Yet arriving at school at the end of my daily commute, I became part of another ‘out-group’, 

positioned within the ‘brown seepage’ arriving from less desirable suburbs. When I arrived at the school 

gates, my Māori identity would seem more visible, and I was to spend my time at secondary school 

struggling to keep it supressed. Thus, every morning for five years, I left my home suburb as someone 
engaging their white privilege, and would arrive at school each morning trying to keep up this 

appearance. It was tiring, to say the least. I tried to ‘water down’ my brown visibility by arriving to school 

on foot with the local white majority, instead of busing in from the disadvantaged suburbs with the rest 

of the Māori and Pasifika masses.   

How did this influence my identity? 

The concept of a ‘social identity’ is underpinned by shared experiences of belonging (and 

conversely, exclusion) to a group. Social group belonging can also facilitate cultural identity if the social 

group also reflects one’s ethnic group. Jenkins (2014) claimed that a social identity refers to one that is 
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facilitated by an attachment to a social group. The interactions within social groups foster a sense of 

belonging, security and stability that contributes to the development of one’s identity. The interactions I 

either encountered or deliberately avoided on my morning commute, initially as a thirteen-year-old, 

provide insights into the identity I was trying to construct.                                 

The first two stages of my journey were defined by my conscious decision to stay removed from 

the groups that were available to me. This is not to say that either group would have rejected me, had 

I decided to join the in-zone group on the first bus, or the second group on the Panmure bus. My 

preference to stay isolated during these times was underpinned by my acute shyness, alongside 

feelings of cultural inadequacies. Therefore, if I didn’t feel like I was a part of this group at school, then 

I also didn’t feel that I could be accepted in this group before school. This indicated to me that I was 

unable to navigate both sides of my identity at this time. 

Although this research is dated, Stonequist’s (1935) ‘Marginal Man’ theory claimed that biracial 
people will never wholly belong to one group. While I have long since moved past this stage of 

marginality, I recognised myself in Stonequist’s notion at this point of time. Looking back at my 

experiences on the bus confirmed that I too felt I didn’t wholly belong to either group. 

Instead, I was in the process of what LaFramboise (2010) described as “simultaneously 

learning the rules of behaviour, expectations, values, and developing a sense of security and personal 

identity in more than one culture” (p. 143). In doing so, I had not yet recognised that I had an alternative 

to being ‘caught in-between’, by engaging a hybrid identity (O’Hearn, 1998). At this stage my identity 

was dichotomous, a simple choice of being ‘either Māori’ or ‘Pākehā.’  

A review of Poston’s (1990) Biracial Identity Development Model revealed that I was still coming 

to terms with two cultural identities, and working through Stage Two: Choice of group categorisation. 
While I was now aware of my two ethnic backgrounds due to my earlier experiences at intermediate 

school, I was still feeling compelled to choose one group over another. Poston claimed that these 

decisions might be influenced by either (1) the status of each parent’s ethnicity; (2) the social support 
available and provided to the child, to nurture either or both ethnic identities, and (3) personal factors 

such as one’s physical appearance and access to cultural participation. My primary school experiences 
reinforced a socio-economic divide between Māori and Pākehā, while those at intermediate school told 

me that I did not physically look Māori. My secondary school experiences were beginning to reinforce 

the notion that school was set up to support Pākehā success, judging by my place in a white majority 

accelerate class. Poston (1990) posited that “biracial individuals may experience alienation at the choice 

phase, and may make a choice even if they are uncomfortable with it” (p.154). Poston’s proposition 

aligns with my decision to self-isolate myself from the Panmure bus, as I was acutely uncomfortable 

with what could potentially be perceived as me ‘snubbing’ my peers by staying on the public bus. Yet 

my choice was also driven by another factor. The journey to school was not the only place where I 
would be disconnected from the Panmure bus group. In fact, I would not encounter my Māori and 

Pasifika peers at school, due to being separated by the process of streaming.   
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9.2. Streaming 

To understand how I negotiated the morning bus commute, and the influence this had on my 

Māori-Pākehā identity, it was useful to consider this within another significant sifting and sorting 

process. The feeling of not belonging on the ‘Panmure bus’, and my choice to distance myself from this 

group, was possibly expedited by the enforced separation at school from my brown-skinned peers 
through the process of streaming.  

I had come from a school of about 30 Form Two pupils in 1989, to a secondary school of around 160 

Form Three pupils, so there was a need to spread us out over six classes. My Adams surname was the first name 

announced in the school hall, summoning me to assemble by the door and await the rest of my classmates. I 

assumed this was about alphabetical ordering, rather than ability grouping. I did not know what streaming was, 

so I didn’t realise we were being grouped according to our supposed academic ability. All I knew was that I was 

the only Māori in the class, something I had been familiar with from my first primary school.  

The cohort of around 160 Form Three pupils, necessitated the practicality of spreading us out 

over six classes. These classes would be streamed from ‘highest’ to ‘lowest’ in terms of perceived 

academic ability. I had never heard of streaming before I started secondary school, and was unaware 

that I had undergone this process for the whole first week. That is, until one of my peers told me we 

were in the ‘top’ class. Until this point, I had assumed that random selection had been used to randomly 
place the third form students across the classes, leaving me as the only Māori in my class. There had 

been no mention or acknowledgement of streaming by any of the teachers initially. Even our classes 

were given indiscriminate names – mine was called 3N. After some gentle nudging in one class early 

in the year, our dean admitted three key factors. First, that all classes were streamed, secondly, that 

we were the top accelerate class, and thirdly, the consistent order in which classes were listed reflected 

the order of streaming from top to bottom, from 3N, 3S, 3E right through to 3J. I was shocked, surprised 

and even a little proud upon hearing these revelations. 

While my morning commute saw me actively avoiding the Panmure bus, this was mostly due 

to my chronic shyness. In my first couple of weeks at school, I just wanted what everyone else wanted 

– to find a place to belong. Initially, I thought I could mix with my one Tongan friend from intermediate 

school, who had also joined me at this school. Yet I hardly saw her at school. She had been streamed 

into a much lower class, so our paths rarely crossed. We worked on different timetables, and eventually 

gravitated towards different groups. Had she been on the Panmure bus, I might have joined her there. 

From a racial-ethnic perspective, she was placed amongst her peers in a class where the majority were 

Māori and Pasifika.  Whereas I was the only Māori in the highest streamed class, the large majority 
comprised of in-zone Pākehā students. No one in my class caught the Panmure bus.  

A thorough examination of the education system of the day, including the ‘bell-curve’ mindset 

and competitive nature of the qualifications on offer, enabled me to make links between my experiences 

of school and my identity development. For example, I came to understand why I moved further away 

from identifying as Māori as I progressed through secondary school. I came to see my experience at 
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this school as one of surviving the system rather than thriving, all the while striving to avoid being aligned 

to the negative stereotyping attached to Māori. The policy of streaming was a key contributor to this 

insight, thus I drew from research situated within the timeframe of the 1980s and 1990s against which 

my experiences could be understood. 

Test of Scholastic Ability (TOSCA) 

To understand the significance of my experiences of being in a streamed class in terms of the 

impacts made on my Māori-Pākehā identity, I first turned my attention to the Test of Scholastic Abilities 

[TOSCA], a controversial test of the time. Used to indicate perceived ability, this test was administered 

in the final year of intermediate school, the results of which were used to rank and sort students into 

ability-ranked classes on arrival at secondary school.  

Introduced by the New Zealand Council of Educational Research [NZCER] in 1981, TOSCA 

was locally constructed in response to criticism of bias in overseas-developed intelligence tests, such 
as the Otis Test of Mental Ability (McLeod, 2002). Yet later, educational researchers would deem 

TOSCA to be “virtually identical in form and intention to earlier IQ tests such as the Otis Test of Mental 

Ability used in New Zealand from the 1930s” (Simon, 1998, p. 25). As Codd (1985) pointed out, “there 

is not a single substantive feature of the traditional IQ test that is not shared by TOSCA” (p. 40).  

As an educational tool to measure ability, TOSCA was administered to students at age twelve 

to thirteen to assess the extent to which they possessed the skills and competencies necessary for 

academic achievement in secondary school (Fergusson et al, 2008). As a norm-referenced, group-

administered test, TOSCA would become the subject of controversy and extensive debate, especially 
for Māori learners (Nash, 1983; Olssen, 1988). While I cannot confirm definitively whether TOSCA was 

used in my case, scrutiny of my school’s Education Review Office [ERO] reports confirmed the use of 

TOSCA as a class placement tool. According to the ERO (1993) report: 

General entry data included TOSCA, PAT Comprehension and PAT Mathematics; this information is used 

for class placement. This data was broken down into ethnic and gender groups at third form level, but 
there was no further attempt at analysis. (pp. 4-5) 

In terms of the different levels of achievement recorded in the TOSCA and PAT test across 

Māori and Pasifika students, compared to European and Asian students, the same ERO (1993) report 

claimed: 

It is unclear just what use the school makes of this information beyond initial placement and whether there 
is any evidence of its reliability as an indicator of students' actual performance. (p. 5) 

From this evidence I assumed that TOSCA was used in my case. Given that I was placed in 

the top stream (where I struggled to fit in), I was intrigued to understand how TOSCA may have set me 

on a predetermined pathway, and how this underpinned my racial-ethnic identity. In my endeavours to 
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understand how TOSCA may have inadvertently influenced my racial-ethnic identity, I uncovered the 

following instructions to teachers administering the test: 

Ask pupils to indicate their ethnic origin by circling the appropriate word. This may pose a problem for 
some students who know they have, for example, one Māori/Polynesian and one European parent. If such 

a problem should arise, ask the child to circle the one that he thinks is nearer to the way of life he leads, 

or the values and traditions he observes; what he typically thinks himself to be. Other children may be 
confused by the term European, thinking it to mean ‘a native of Europe’ and want to write in New Zealander 

or some other term. Explain that the term means ‘white New Zealander’ or ‘Pākehā’ or some similar 

description if numerous children are perplexed. (Reid et al, 1980, p. 6)  

These instructions indicated that if I sat the TOSCA test (which I presume to be the case) then 
I would have been instructed to select only one ethnicity, being either Māori or Pākehā. As shared in 

Vignette VII, during my time at intermediate school I negotiated my mixed-race heritage by choosing to 

identify as only one or the other during those years. This was my naïve way of showing loyalty to both 

sides of my whakapapa, during a time when mixed-race students were restricted to claiming only one 

ethnicity with which to identify. In 1989, the year I would have sat TOSCA, I was citing a Māori identity, 

and have little doubt that this is what I would have stated on the test. From this point on, in terms of 

statistics, my scores and subsequent outcomes would be reported as Māori, even if I would go on to 
identify as Pākehā. 

Nash (1983) was a particularly vocal opponent of TOSCA as a streaming tool, particularly for 

Māori. Citing data provided by Reid and Gilmour (1983)16 Nash claimed that when used as a streaming 

tool, TOSCA would exclude 97% of Māori children from being placed in the top streamed classes due 

to the cultural biases inherent in the test.  

In response to Nash’s criticism, Reid et al (1983) raised the question, “Does Nash really believe 

that third-form deans and guidance personnel sit down with TOSCA results and mechanically chop the 

third-form intake into streamed classes on the basis of a single score?” (p.17). Simon (1993) confirmed 
this to be the case, in many instances. For one school in particular, Simon noted that the responsibility 

for placing pupils into third form classes rested with the guidance counsellor. Simon’s interview with this 

guidance counsellor revealed: 

What we use is a TOSCA. We ask the Form 2 teachers to administer it for us… We mark the TOSCA, 

take it back to the Form 2 teacher, ask is this a good mark, do you disagree with this, etc… And I then 
take that information and make up our classes. We look for about 25 kids who are probably gifted… Then 

we look at slow learners. (p. 28) 

This particular case study also gave me interesting insights into the politics of streaming. This 

school employed a streaming policy of ‘broad-banding’, that is handpicking the 'top' students to form an 
accelerate class, and similarly identifying the ‘lowest’ pupils (or ‘slow learners’) for placement in a 

remedial class, leaving a broad, mainstream band of students to be mixed across a number of 

 
16 Data showed that only 7% of Māori (from a sample set of 992 pupils) fell within the top 25% (as opposed to 31% of Pākehā). 
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equivalent, heterogeneous classes. In reality, the school admitted to creating ‘a couple of top classes’, 

rendering the heterogenous claims moot.  

Alongside TOSCA scores, the guidance counsellor also took the particular needs of some 

groups of students into consideration when creating the classes. This included Pākehā children from 
rural schools, those with special needs or disabilities, and Pasifika students. Those students falling 

within these subsets would be identified and grouped together within the same class, as much as 

possible, as opposed to being isolated. This was executed on the rationale that these students would 

then be able to provide support to each other (Simon, 1993).   

Somewhat surprisingly, however, Māori children were treated very differently. Rather than 

grouping them together, which would enable them provide support to each other, Māori students were 

‘pepper-potted’ across the classes instead. As the guidance counsellor explained: 

We work on a normative curve, so there must be in the top class a reflection of the ethnic make-up of the 
school. So if there is 10% Māori in the school, then there must be three Māori in the class, irrespective17. 

(Simon, 1993, p. 29)  

Under this rationale, no consideration was given to the needs of Māori. Instead, Māori needs 
were overlooked in favour of the needs of other groups. When questioned about this rationale, the 

guidance counsellor replied that “the Māori kids we get aren’t culturally strong enough to be able to do 

much for each other. And all you’re doing [by putting them into groups] is centralising the family 

mentality” (Simon, 1993, p. 29). This comment was telling in more ways than one. Firstly, it illustrated 

the use of pepper-potting as a form of social control of Māori. This was confirmed to Simon across a 

number of schools in her research, in which teachers negatively perceived cohesive groups of Māori as 

“potential threats to be controlled” (p. 30). Furthermore, the policy of pepper-potting Māori was justified 

as a means to combat racism within the Pākehā student body, with the guidance counsellor claiming: 

It’s more the contribution they [Māori and Pasifika] make to the Europeans. A lot of these kids come from 

schools like [rural Pākehā school], they have never had any Māoris [sic] in their school. I think it’s 

necessary for their development that they be exposed to some Māoris [sic] and Polynesians. And I think 
that Māori children have a contribution to make… Some of the schools that we have [contributing] are 

extremely racist. The first question that some of the parents ask is ‘How many Māori do you have?’ (Simon, 

1993, p. 30) 

As Simon (1993) suggested, these actions promote a perception of the school existing only to 
serve the needs of Pākehā students. I would add to this claim that Māori students were also used to 

serve the needs of the teaching staff. This is illustrated in the way that Māori were placed in classes to 

align to a statistical profile, with little consideration of their learning or pastoral needs. In addition, Māori 

 
17 Simon (1993) would go on to clarify that in this particular year only one Māori student in the top class, which was an under-
representation of the Māori school population, and a contradiction of its own school policy.  
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students in this example were used as a way to combat racism, the existence of which was clearly 

acknowledged. By using Māori students in this way, the teaching staff absolved themselves of any 

responsibility to address racism themselves. It could also be assumed that little would have been done 

by the teaching staff to protect Māori as the targets of this racism.  

9.3. A developing Pākehā identity: Early secondary school 

The experiences recounted in Simon’s (1993) case study made me critically reflect on my 

experiences of streaming, as a solo Māori student in the top streamed class. In particular, I questioned 

my inclusion in that class at my school in third form, as well as the fact that I retained a place in the top 

class throughout secondary school. While I accept that I may have performed well in the TOSCA test 

to secure a place in the top stream, my initial results in third, fourth and fifth form indicate that I was 

only just passing subjects, and even failing some. At the time, I could not shake my suspicion that I was 

the ‘token’ Māori in my class, whose purpose was to tick a statistical box. My review of Simon’s (1993) 

case study, which took place at the same time as my experience, only reinforced this thought.  

During the first years of secondary school my identity became more and more subjective, as I 

started to take charge of the way in which the world saw me. I did this by manipulating the contexts 

around me to fit the façade I was trying to convey, as in the example of the morning bus commute. If I 

stayed off the Panmure bus, I reasoned, then I stayed off the radar as Māori.  

By now, my Māori identity was only secure outside of school. At school, the ways in which I 

started to understand what it meant to be Māori was firmly grounded in the narratives of school failure 

and negative stereotypes. I was consciously aware of the ‘deficit identity’ I had in my primary years, and 
what it meant to be ‘less than’ the more powerful ‘other’. As someone who had a metaphorical ‘foot on 

each side’ of the Māori-Pākehā divide, I coped with the negative self-image by leaning towards my 

privileged white identity.  

There were times when it was easier to engage my Pākehā identity. Having an alternative 

option to the Panmure bus gave me agency. I could control how I presented to the world. In one way, 

being streamed also gave me agency, in that it sifted and sorted me into a white context. Outside of the 

classroom, I could ‘present as white’ because of my association with the accelerate class and the 

physical separation it gave me from other Māori students.  

Yet within the microcosm of the classroom, I felt I had less agency. With only Pākehā peers 

around me, my identity was exposed as Māori. I felt vulnerable being the only Māori in the class because 

of the stereotype threat that was now ingrained in my psyche. Hynds et al (2017) asserted that 

“classrooms are powerful influences on the psycho-social development of Māori students: their self-

esteem and motivations, and in particular, their aspirations and expectations of academic success” (p. 

548). Without a positive perception of ‘who I was’ at school, grounded in the assumption that I was 

sometimes seen as ‘less Māori’, meant that I coped with negativity by retreating to a safer Pākehā 

identity. 
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CHAPTER 10. A deliberate Pākehā identity: High-stake qualifications at 
secondary school                         

In Chapter 10 I examine the final three years of secondary school, with a focus on the 

educational qualifications of the day, completed through a combination of external examinations and 

internal assessment. These were high-stakes qualifications in that they acted as gateways to accessing 

higher education (Brown, 2002), and thus were underpinned by a pedagogy focused on individualism 

and competition. This high-pressure context was underscored by an ongoing fear of failure, which in 

turn manifested as stereotype threat. To understand how I negotiated these qualifications and how 

these experiences influenced my identity, I turned to the secondary school curriculum and undertook a 

critique of the school qualifications at the time, as well as an examination of the pedagogies that were 
predominant in the classroom.  

10.1 School Certificate: ‘Effort equals outcome’  

For nearly sixty years the first qualification available to students in Aotearoa-New Zealand was 

School Certificate, usually taken in the fifth form year (now Year 11, with mostly fifteen-to-sixteen-year-

olds). This qualification was introduced in 1946 and underwent multiple changes over the years before 

being abolished in 2002 (Crooks, 2002). Initially, School Certificate was introduced as an accumulative 

qualification that took into account marks across four or five subjects. Brown (2011) described School 

Certificate as a ‘high stakes’ qualification, as a point of access to the subsequent higher qualifications 

of Sixth Form Certificate, Higher School Certificate and Bursary. This access was dependent on passing 
the three-hour end-of- year examination for each School Certificate subject. School Certificate was also 

a norm-referenced qualification, with judgements of individual learning made against other students, or 

“the comparison of individuals with their peers [which] can be used for selective purposes…but gives 

little information about the actual abilities of the candidates” (McAlpine, 2002, p.13).  

The 1990s version of School Certificate that I studied was awarded per subject, as opposed to 

an aggregate qualification across a number of subjects. Most subjects were externally examined 

through a three-hour exam at the end of the year, an exam disseminated by a national body. Some 

subjects were assessed through a mix of internal and external examinations, while others, such as Art 
and Music, were completely internally assessed, with final grades verified by the governing body. Up 

until 1991, that national body was the Ministry of Education (formally the Department of Education prior 

to 1989). In 1992, the year I sat these examinations, the newly established New Zealand Qualifications 

Authority (NZQA) would oversee School Certificate.   

As a norm-referenced qualification, School Certificate ensured that the same proportions of the 

grades A - E were awarded each year in each subject (Lipson, 2018). In order to ensure a consistent 

level of exam difficulty from year to year, School Certificate marks were scaled up or down to ensure 
the agreed proportions of students who could achieve across each of the grades, with only 50 per cent 

of students being able to pass. Subjects were also subject to scaling, in an effort to encourage students 
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to study subjects perceived as harder, like mathematics, languages (excluding te reo Māori, which was 

scaled down as an ‘easy’ subject) and physical science (O’Neil, 2004). As Lipson (2018) has suggested:  

Although justifiable, this cross-subject scaling accentuated the hierarchy of subjects that already existed 
due to the streaming of students. For example, in 1980 the pass rates for Latin and French were 87% and 

78%, respectively, but only 40% and 39% for home economics and Māori, respectively. The effect was to 

exclude some students from any chance of success. Even if they opted for easier subjects like woodwork 
and typewriting, the proportion of students allowed to pass was so low they were unlikely to succeed. (p. 

19) 

School Certificate utilised a grading system for final results, aligning final percentage marks to 

allocated grades. Grades were awarded accordingly: 

A = 80% - 100% 
B = 65% - 79% 
C = 50% - 64% 
D = 30% - 49%   
E = 1%   - 29% 

 

School Certificate was the first high-pressure qualification for me in 1992. Norm-referencing 

underpinned this pressure, in that we were being pitted against our peers in competition for a limited 

number of pass grades. As someone in the accelerate class, this pressure was only heightened by 

being surrounded by high achievers who were expected to pass, and pass well. As the only Māori 
student in the class, this added additional pressure for me to succeed. The alternative was to succumb 

to the perception of Māori students as failures at school. These layers of pressure highlighted for me 

the idea that school was fundamentally grounded in the principles of individualism and competition. I 

internalised this pressure by buying into the assumption that failure or success was entirely up to me, 

and that the harder I studied and applied myself, the greater my chance of success.  

The principles of individualism and competition were evident in Mr M’s mathematics class (see 

Narrative 5). His pedagogical approach to teaching was centred on competition and comparison with 
one’s peers by announcing everyone’s test results to the whole class, then physically seating everyone 

in the class according to ranking, from top to bottom. As one who struggled with mathematics, my 

consistent placement at the back of the class initially heightened my self-perception as a failure. Being 

the only Māori student in this class for three years, I already felt different as a minority. Once my ranking 

in the class was confirmed and made visible to everyone by my seating, I internalised and associated 

these two variables. Every day in mathematics, I was Māori, and I was a failure. A fear of failure was 

one of the underlying factors that underpinned my desire be seen as to identify as Pākehā, instead of 

Māori, which underpinned my experiences of stereotype threat (Steele, 1995).  

Kukutai and Webber (2017) contend that students who face stereotype threat can develop 

coping mechanisms that build resilience against adverse or racist experiences. On reflection, my 

experiences of stereotype threat did not evolve from overt or direct experiences of racism. Instead, they 
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were underscored by more covert means that reflected monocultural values that the education system 

was grounded within. During my first two years of secondary school, comparisons across cultures 

(especially between Māori/Pasifika and Pākehā) were emphasised and made visible by the streaming 

system that separated white and brown. They were evident through the chartered buses that brought 
the out-of-zone, working-class brown students from marginalised communities into the middle-class 

white suburb where our school was located. These actions represented an overt display of the privileged 

position that western culture enjoyed in education. As Savage et al (2011) articulated: 

Schools that reflect a dominant culture represent invisible cultures that can effectively privilege students 

who share that dominant cultural identity while simultaneously disadvantaging students whose cultures 
are different. So-called mainstream schools are not multicultural but actually mono-cultural in asserting 

dominant cultural values and ignoring, if not actively de-valuing, minority cultural values. As a 

consequence, a mainstream school’s organisational structure, language, materials, and symbolism 
provide the systemic context for affirming some students and de-valuing others. (p. 184) 

While in the first two years I did my best to avoid stereotype threat by disassociating myself 

from the charter bus, ‘staying off the radar’ in terms of academic underperformance was a more 

challenging struggle. Now, with the raised stakes of School Certificate and the visible ranking and 

seating system that ‘outed’ the underperformers, my fear of failure combined with stereotype threat hit 

a new level. My coping mechanism was to buy into the assumption that ‘effort equals outcomes’. Fuelled 

by a fear of failure and the threat of being labelled as another Māori failure, I started to take risks in 
class, as evident in narrative four: 

 I started to speak up more, and ask questions, seeking the understanding that I needed to pass. I started 

to care less about what the smarter kids thought of me, as I realised that they were too busy focusing on their 

own learning. As I became more confident and took more risks, my test scores improved and I began to move up 

through the seating chart. My scores of ‘twos’ and ‘threes’ became ‘sevens’ and ‘eights’. I started to enjoy 

mathematics lessons for the first time ever.  

 On reflection, I had begun to learn the rules of the game. I could see the high expectations that 

Mr M’s teaching methods demonstrated. The more I moved up the seating ranks, the less I stood out 
as either a failure, or as Māori. The more I moved up the ranks, the less visible my difference was and 

the more I blended into my monocultural surroundings. It was a place that gave me both confidence 

and comfort. 

10.2 Sixth Form Certificate: Learning new rules of the game 

In contrast to School Certificate, Sixth Form Certificate was completed by internal assessment 

only with marks accumulating over the year to produce a final grade. Final results were awarded on a 

grading system from Grade 1 (highest) to Grade 9 (lowest). Grades were not fully dependent on a 

student’s ability or raw scores. Instead, schools were allocated grades using cohort performance data 

from the previous year's School Certificate examinations (Alexander et al, 2010). In turn, those grades 
were awarded to individuals based on the school's assessment of their performance over the year, thus 



 

 180 

generating a raw score that was then moderated against the performance of the same group of students 

in previous school year. As the New Zealand Qualifications Authority [NZQA] explained: 

For consistency across the country, NZQA allocated a grade pool to each school on the basis of the overall 
performance of its candidates in the previous year's School Certificate examinations... For example a 

school may have been allocated ten grade 1, 15 grade 2, 30 grade 3, 54 grade 4, etc. Each school 

allocated its grade pool to individual students in all Sixth Form Certificate subjects. Minor adjustments 
could be made to this allocation to ensure fairness to all students. (New Zealand Qualifications Authority, 

2021, Secondary school qualifications prior to 2002; para 12-13)  

This allocation meant that in some schools there might not be any grade 1s, (or any other grade), to 

allocate in a particular subject. Lipson (2018) added that:  

[T]eaching and learning in Sixth Form could be terrible or brilliant but the overall results allocated would 
not change. The school had to decide on the allocation of fixed grade numbers, regardless of student 

performance during Sixth Form. Because of this grading system, Sixth Form Certificate had little credibility 

among teachers. (p. 18) 

I didn’t fully understand or appreciate this system at the time, nor were we students privy to the 

number of grades that had been allocated to our year group. We received no information about how 

school qualifications were structured, administered or assessed, beyond the basic understanding that 

accumulated marks equated to a final grade. The nuances of norm-referencing or scaling were not 

something openly discussed by our teachers. Instead, these were considered ‘off-limits’ conversations 

by teachers, just as streaming had been when I started secondary school.  

Instead, I was to learn of this ‘system’ gradually through school yard gossip as the sixth form 
year progressed. Talk amongst my classmates suggested that as a poorly performing school we only 

had one Grade 1 and three Grade 2 allocations for Sixth Form Certificate English in our year (1993). 

Amongst us, we could just about name the four students who would be earmarked for those grades, 

writing ourselves off in the process. The rest of the limited number of Grade 1 allocations would be 

reserved for mathematics and physical sciences of chemistry and physics. Although no one was certain 

how many grades were allocated to our school, the general consensus was that there would be more 

Grade 1s for English, as a more highly weighted subject. 

I also recall conversations about the allocation of grades to lowly weighted subjects, including 

Physical Education [PE]. I remember my dean discouraging me from taking PE in sixth form, a subject 

she suggested I would not be able to do well in. This was not an open and transparent conversation 

about the process of grade allocation, but more of a gentle discussion to dissuade me from making this 

choice. From my perspective, I couldn’t understand why I wouldn’t do well in PE, as sports was the one 

area in which I excelled. In hindsight, I suspect that the vague way this conversation unfolded meant 

that grade allocations was something that teachers were not allowed to talk about, or our school did not 

want to disclose. Perhaps this could have led to the inevitable comparisons with other schools in terms 
of performance, a grim prospect in the age of competition for enrolments, numbers and funding.  
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It was through the student ‘grapevine’ later that year that I learnt about the allocation system, 

specifically the rumour that no one in PE would achieve higher than a Grade 5. This was the lowest 

passing grade one could receive, as evidenced by my final result. Although I had placed top of the class 

in PE with a raw grade of 92%, and was awarded the Sixth Form Certificate Prize for Physical Education 
in 1993, I received a lowly Grade 5 for my efforts. I was disappointed and confused by what seemed to 

be an unfair system. Research by Bowes (2010) about Sixth Form Certificate PE in relation to School 

Certificate confirmed my experiences. She stated: 

As student performances in School Certificate subjects generated a pool of grades 1-9 to be allocated at 

sixth form certificate level, the absence of physical education as a School Certificate subject was highly 
problematic. The allocation of valid sixth form certificate grades was difficult for Heads of Departments 

(HOD's) to secure without School Certificate, making it difficult to fairly reward student performances at 

6th Form level. This was a cause of widespread concern and dissatisfaction for physical education 
teachers and students at the time. (p. 21) 

These conversations about grade allocations, specifically amongst the high achieving 

accelerate students, revealed a type of cultural capital that favoured those who seemed to have a better 

grasp of the education system than I did. In contrast, I was naïve about how marking, grading and 

moderation worked.  At the start of the sixth form year, I assumed that my results would be based on 

my efforts and intellect; that I would be awarded a grade that aligned with the final raw score I attained, 

a grade that reflected the effort I put into my studies. I expressed this assumption in Narrative 5: 

I made a concerted effort to understand the content, and studied harder than ever before. Having learned 

how to take risks in Mr M’s class, I put myself out there and asked questions in class. I studied at night, and 

completed homework on time, without resorting to last-minute rushing. While I still grappled with the content, I 

was confident that I was doing the right thing by working hard and being diligent, which would get me across the 

pass mark. 

The assumption that effort equalled outcome was an important concept to me because it was my 

coping mechanism against stereotype threat. It was only through passing my subjects that I could lift 

myself off the bottom of the rankings and sever ties to a stereotype of Māori failure. I had entered sixth 
form believing I could avoid stereotype threat by blending into the middle-ground, in the same way that 

I had done in fifth form. This approach unravelled when I quickly learned that Sixth Form Certificate was 

a different game. By the end of sixth form, the myth of ‘effort equals outcomes’ had been exposed, 

along with my coping strategy. 
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 Sixth Form Certificate results, 1993 

 

Had I fully understood, at the outset of the year, how this qualification worked I may have made 

different choices, particularly with subject selection. I knew that as an internally assessed qualification, 
Sixth Form Certificate would be more difficult. I set out at the start of the year with expectations to work 

hard, determined to stay in the safe monocultural middle ground. Instead, I slowly discovered over the 

year that the system worked differently, and that working hard wasn’t always enough. I discovered that 

sixth form teachers had almost complete autonomy in deciding the content and the level for their 

subject. As I recalled in Narrative 6, this was the case in chemistry, with my teacher Mrs C openly 

admitting that she pitched her lessons at a first-year university level to accommodate twenty-seven 

Hong Kong Chinese students seeking residency in New Zealand. That they had been placed in this 

Sixth Form Certificate class, despite being two to three years older, compounded my sense of failure. 

Principles of individualism and competition were also emphasised in classes like mathematics, 

where lessons felt rushed with no time for questions, reflections or consolidation of learning. I was 

occupying space in subjects like PE which others knew to be easy, with no chance to succeed. Had I 

known this from the outset I might have given up my battle to evade the ‘dumb Māori’ stereotype in my 

sixth form year. I might have cut my losses and left school at the start of the year. I couldn’t be called a 

failure at school, or labelled a stereotypical ‘dumb Māori’, if I wasn’t around to fail in the first place. I 

admit to feeling sorry for myself back then. 
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How did this shape my identity? 

It was through converging social and political factors that I came to be a minority (as both Māori 

and Pākehā) in two sixth form classes, amongst high numbers of Hong Kong Chinese classmates. My 

chemistry class totalled 30 students, two of whom were New Zealand born Pākehā, and twenty-seven 
Chinese-born, overseas students. In mathematics, 40 students would be packed into a sweltering 

classroom, at a ratio of thirty Chinese to ten non-Chinese (all Pākehā, except me). As I recalled in 

Narrative 6: 

While a handful of the Chinese students wore school uniform, denoting that they were sixth 

form students, most were in mufti. This was a privilege reserved for seventh form students and those aged 

nineteen or older, deemed to be ‘adult’ students. 

This storm of political and social factors pertaining to Asian immigration in the 1990s was to 

have a direct impact on my secondary school pathway. These experiences would have a profound 

effect on my sixth form academic success and failures, my subsequent bursary (seventh form) subject 

choices, and how I saw the place of Pākehā in school.  

While I am sure there would have been general animosity towards the Chinese student body, I 

do recall a specific unsettling amongst my peers from the accelerate class. While no one expressed 

outwardly racist sentiments, there was the beginning of some grumblings from my Pākehā classmates 

that learning was becoming more difficult. These Pākehā students were studious, hard-working and 

clever in their own right and had, up until now, succeeded in a system that was designed with their 

needs in mind. Now though, there were increased objections that the lessons were progressing too 

quickly, or they were pitched at a level too high. I recognised their discomfort, because it was the same 

thing that I had experienced in the accelerate class alongside them. I struggled to keep up. 

In the hierarchy of learners, I already viewed myself as being below Pākehā learners, 

something that had been ingrained in me since primary school. If my Pākehā peers were feeling as 

though the education system was no longer stacked in their favour, then what hope did I have of 

academic success?  

Until now, my identity struggles at school had only centred on my own two racial-ethnic 

identities of Māori and Pākehā. As I gravitated towards one or the other, I was also consciously or 

subconsciously negotiating an imbalance of power across the two. Introducing a third hyper-visible 
racial-ethnic dynamic into the school setting generated a new social ‘in-group’ of high achievers, one in 

which Pākehā were not always a part. This created an unsettling feeling amongst Pākehā that I had 

never experienced. This was significant, as I realised for the first time that a Pākehā identity at school 

could also be fallible. In an unexpected twist, this realisation somehow softened my fear of failure 

somewhat, which alleviated some of the racial-ethnic stress I had carried for years. The experience of 

seeing Pākehā learners struggle de-stigmatised academic failure just a little bit, and I was able to give 

myself a break when I finally admitted that the learning (particularly in chemistry and mathematics) was 
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beyond my ability. Academic struggle was no longer confined to Māori (in my mind), although it was still 

overwhelmingly more common for Māori.  

10.3 University Entrance and Bursary: The final year 

By the time I reached my final year I had formed the conscious belief that being Māori at school 

was not something to be proud of. It was not something that others, including teachers, equated with 

academic achievement. As the only Māori student remaining from my original cohort by this time18, I 
had seen other Māori and Pasifika pupils diligently take the early exit they were offered and primed for. 

Some might have been lucky to leave with the minimum School Certificate qualification, but many left 

without qualifications. I, on the other hand, had scrapped through School Certificate and Sixth Form 

Certificate, desperately trying to lift myself off the bottom and into the monocultural middle ground, 

where I could blend in with my Pākehā classmates.  

In seventh form, students returned to an examination-based qualification for the University 

Bursary Examination. Those who scored over 299 marks in five subjects were awarded an 'A' Bursary, 
while those who scored between 250 and 299 marks gained a 'B' Bursary. Both of these awards granted 

students entrance into university. These grades were awarded from a three-hour exam per subject at 

the end of the year. Again, this was a high-stakes qualification. Bursary awards afforded a student 

entrance to university, with the higher accumulative grades scored the better your chances of being 

accepted into competitive courses. ‘A’ and ‘B’ bursaries also provided cash payments to students who 

subsequently enrolled in university.  

My sixth form experiences shocked me out of my naivety and opened my eyes to some realities 

in the game of education. Although my results in sixth form were not especially good, I had scored high 
enough to gain entrance to seventh form, where I would complete my final school qualification. I was 

no longer under the false impression that effort equated to success in the competition for qualifications. 

I now understood that if I was to lift my performance in my final year, then I needed to make smarter 

decisions. I had gained some of the cultural capital of my Pākehā classmates, who understood 

education and qualifications better than I did. In essence, I had learned another set of rules. 

Keen to avoid the mistakes of sixth form, I re-evaluated my subject choices. Firstly, I dropped 

PE and avoided any other lowly-weighted subject. I now knew that any advantage I had in this subject 

was nullified, as PE carried little weight or importance in terms of the academic hierarchy. I had to drop 
chemistry and mathematics, as given my poor results I couldn’t advance in these subjects. I avoided all 

other science and mathematics-based subjects (except biology) and instead turned towards subjects 

that were heavily language-based, picking up Art History and Classical Studies.  

 
18 I was not the only Māori student in my final school (seventh form) year. I was joined by an older Māori pupil, a returning student 
who had been two years ahead of me. Having already left school, this student had decided to return and complete a mix of sixth 
and seventh form subjects. I was, however, the only Māori student remaining from my cohort in the seventh form, and the only 
Māori to complete Bursary, the highest qualification at secondary school level. 
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These decisions served me well in my final school year. As shared in Narrative 7: 

In my last year at secondary school, I finally did well. I no longer struggled with feelings of ‘not-being Māori 

enough’, because by this time I was the only Māori student in my original cohort who was left. Just as in primary 

school, I had no other Māori peers against which my ‘Māori-ness’ was measured. I had escaped the long shadow 

of stereotype threat, by being smart about my subject choices. In seventh form, classes were no longer streamed, 

and so there was no pressure to conform to accelerate expectations. I had left my Māori identity behind me, which 

I attributed to being the key to my new-found confidence. 

10.4 A deliberate Pākehā identity: Completing a mainstream education 

In the early years of secondary school, my identity was centred on ‘developing’ a Pākehā 

identity. This was a process that began in intermediate school with the realisation that I was starting to 
benefit from a perception that I was Pākehā. This was an assumption made by teachers and classmates 

who questioned the strength of my claim of being Māori because I did not fit their perceptions of 

someone who was both Māori and Pākehā. While I struggled with these questions regarding the 

strength of my ‘Māori-ness’ at the time, I benefited from the higher expectations my teachers had of me. 

The process of developing an identity that was more Pākehā than Māori continued through the 

early years of secondary school, in an effort to fit into the monocultural classrooms that benefited the 

Pākehā majority. By the end of seventh form my Pākehā identity was largely realised. I had felt less 

pressure in my final year because I was able to achieve above the pass mark for all subjects. In fact, 
seventh form was the only year that I did not fail any. My coping strategy against stereotype threat had 

created a self-fulfilling prophesy in many ways. I found ways to stay off the bottom ranks in class, thus 

felt less threatened by the stigma of Māori failure. In turn, I felt more comfortable identifying as Pākehā, 

and better able to blend in with the prevailing culture of the classroom. From an educational perspective, 

l had learnt to hide my Māori-ness by working to lift myself into the middle ground. I perceived that as 

long as I wasn’t failing or ranked at the bottom of my classes, I couldn’t be seen as a Māori failure. 

In ‘becoming Pākehā’, I had accessed crucial cultural capital that was not initially available to 
me at my primary and intermediate schools. It was through my Pākehā social circles that I gained 

insights into how the convoluted Sixth Form Certificate worked. I had no idea how my friends knew this, 

since in the pre-internet days this type of information was not readably available. Looking back, I can 

only presume they learned from older siblings who had been through the system, or from parents who 

engaged with the school and asked questions of their child’s progress and prospects.  

Other types of cultural capital were accessed. I benefited from being in classes with Pākehā 

students who asked questions and challenged the status quo. In the case of sixth form mathematics, it 

was two of my concerned friends who took our cause to the dean and the guidance councillor, cautiously 
yet with maturity, explaining the situation and advocating for us all, including me. They spoke of how 

their grades were suffering, and that they were concerned about their chances of attaining entry into a 

good university. While I accompanied them to the meeting, I did not contribute. I had already given up 
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on this class, and on this subject, and had no idea that it was possible to speak up for yourself and 

challenge the situation. Although I was silent in the room, I learnt some valuable lessons that day.  

One such lesson was that my friends were already thinking about university, in sixth form! Even 

with only one year left at this stage, I hadn’t even considered university as an option. It was not in my 
worldview. Not only did this highlight to me that university was not just an option that my Pākehā friends 

were considering, it was a pathway they were expecting. On the other hand, I was still surviving school 

year-on-year at this stage.  

Thus, the things I learnt outside of the classroom in 1993 were more influential to my eventual 

success in seventh form than those I learnt inside the classroom. I took this cultural capital and made 

smarter choices about subject selection. I benefited from being in classes that suited my learning, rather 

than struggling with ‘good’ subjects like mathematics. I understood the pitfalls of choosing subjects that 

I was good at, but had no hope of achieving high grades in, like PE. I took all of these learnings and put 
them to good use in seventh form. In short, because my classrooms were monocultural, I learnt how to 

succeed academically within the dominant culture. I found a place of belonging with the dominant 

culture. In fact, I was a part of it.  
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CHAPTER 11. Conclusion, reflections, recommendations 

11.1. Binding the strands: A Māori-Pākehā educator in the twenty-first century.  

 

“Rangahau. Ranga-ahau. To ranga (weave or un-weave) ahau (ourselves), first we must be prepared 

to see where the kaupapa takes us. Then, we must be brave enough to go there” (Davis, 2016). 

 

I was not fully cognisant of the direction this research would take me in when I embarked on 

this journey. I intended to explore the dynamics of my Māori-Pākehā identity, and therefore began from 
an assumption that I had always seen myself as bicultural. As I started to unravel the narratives of my 

childhood, I realised my initial assumption was flawed. The fluid, hybrid Māori-Pākehā identity that I 

embody today was not an identity that had come easily. Nor was it one that was nurtured in childhood 

or adolescence.  

I was a little over a year into this research when a particular memory, one that had long-since 

been subverted, came flooding back to me. It was the memory of a vow I had made to myself at the 

beginning of my final year of secondary school in 1994.  

I don’t want to be Māori anymore. 

What this journey revealed was that I was unable to see myself as both, at least at school or in 

the classroom. I was able to ‘walk in two worlds’ outside of school life. Here, more often than not my 

social circles were Māori, Pasifika and Pākehā, and the identity I embraced, and was comfortable with, 

was a Māori one, or mixed-Māori-Pākehā. My parents were more actively involved in my life outside of 

school, particularly with the sports teams and clubs we were part of, so my identity as Māori and Pākehā 

was a given. I did not have to expend any energy trying to prove my cultural backgrounds, nor did I 

have to fend off constant questions of ‘who I was’ and how I fitted into the world. Therefore, I did have 
a positive Māori identity in a sense, and I knew what it felt like to be comfortable in my skin. Through 

the process of recording my experiences I came to realise that school was the only context in which my 

Māori identity was one that I was uncomfortable with. 

From the moment I uncovered this long-forgotten declaration, it became the starting point and 

the premise on which my research was centred. What I uncovered in the course of this exploration was 

that my decision to turn away from my Māori identity and to navigate education solely as a Pākehā, was 

not a choice made overnight. Rather, it was the result of thirteen years of negotiating a system that 

privileged western culture, values and knowledge. In this system, being Māori was simply too hard. As 
a fair-skinned, ‘half-caste’ Māori, having to ‘prove myself’ to my peers became tiring. These reflections 

revealed that at school, I was only labelled as Māori when I was the solitary Māori student in the class. 
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In intermediate school, when I had multiple Māori classmates, I was not seen in the same light as them, 

thus had to adjust my self-descriptors at the time, by conceding that I was only ‘half-Māori’. 

What was even more exhausting was the burden of being seen through a negative lens. I was 

always conscious of the negative stigmas associated with being Māori. I felt the pressure of being ‘the 
only Māori’ in my class, and this stung each time I failed a subject or struggled with learning.  I related 

to the words of Ennis (1987) who said that “schools come to mean humiliation, shame and cumulative 

failure for many Māori children, and it should come as no surprise at all that many Māori children find 

reaching the age of fifteen19 a blessed relief” (cited in Hirsh, 1990, pp. 21-22).  

As I started to recall and record my personal experiences, I began to see that my assumption 

that I was always a bicultural Māori-Pākehā person at school was flawed. My critique of identity in this 

research revealed that while I was able to embody both sides of my cultural heritage outside of school, 

my identity development was stunted within the education system. In school, the pressure of being 
Māori was more overt than in other contexts of my life. Beyond school I mixed freely and comfortably 

with people of all cultural backgrounds. In these contexts (which included multiple sports teams, clubs, 

social groups and whānau) people of many cultures and ethnicities were represented and accepted, 

including those with mixed-identities. I did not have to justify who I was.  

Yet at school, I could not find my place as a biracial, bicultural or hybrid Māori-Pākehā person. 

I did not weave a bicultural korowai, as I may have initially assumed. Instead, I had crafted a ‘reversible 

coat’, a coat that could only present one side of myself to the world at any one time. One of my early 

narratives in this thesis summarised this best: 

By the time I completed my secondary schooling education, my ‘reversible coat’ had become a 

one-way jacket. At school, I made identity choices based on how I felt the world perceived me at my best – 

which was to say that I did all that I could to be seen as ‘white’. All while my Māori-self remained on the 

inside, known only to me but invisible at school and in the classroom. I did not initially set out to turn my 

back on my Māori heritage, at first this was simply a self-preservation technique.  

11.2. Responding to the research questions  

 

rangahau. 1. (verb) (-a, tia) to seek, search out, pursue, research, investigate. (Te Aka Māori 
Dictionary, 2021). 

 

This research sought to understand the role of schools in supporting Māori-Pākehā children to 

develop positive mixed-race identities by asking: 

 
19 The legal school-leaving age at the time of Ennis’ original quote (1987). This was raised to sixteen in 1989). 
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• How did my three schools, as sites of socialisation and knowledge production, influence 
my identity development as a mixed-race individual? 

• In what ways did I utilise my mixed-raced background to navigate the school system? 

• How can schools support Māori-Pākehā children to develop positive bicultural identities?                                 

My initial overarching response to these research questions is located within a fundamental 

premise that I hold to be true, as a result of this research. It is a premise that underpins my findings in 

response to the three research questions. That is, that Māori and Pākehā are relational constructs. 

Within this relationship it is important to understand that:  

• This relationship is political as much as it is social and cultural. 

• It is a relationship shaped by tensions, struggles and conflict.  

• It is a relationship defined by the ongoing contestation of power and privilege.  

• It is an unequal relationship. 

• It is a hierarchical relationship. 

• It is a relationship that is grounded in the master narrative, that Māori and Pākehā are 

unequal in society, that Māori are inferior to Pākehā, and that Pākehā hold the positions 
of power and privilege in Aotearoa-New Zealand. 

Because of these factors, this relationship is skewed towards Pākehā. It is Māori who have had 

to adapt to a western culture under the burden of colonisation. Pākehā, on the other hand, have 

benefited from living in a society where their culture dominates. When critiquing education from this 

perspective it then becomes clear that western culture provides the dominant norms in mainstream 

schools and classrooms in Aotearoa-New Zealand. As with any dominant culture, the privilege this 

affords is potentially invisible to a greatest majority of those who belong to it. It is clear then, that when 

we consider the relationship between Māori and Pākehā, we need to acknowledge this unequal position 
of power and privilege.     

11.3. How my three schools, as sites of socialisation and knowledge production, 

influenced my identity development as a mixed-race individual 

In response to the first research question – ‘how did my three schools, as sites of socialisation 

and knowledge production, influence my identity development as a mixed-race individual?’ – my critical 

reflections reveal that each school influenced my racial-ethnic identity development differently. Yet 

essentially, all three schools were similar in many ways. All three were mainstream schools, with a 

largely white, middle-class teaching staff. The pedagogical teaching styles were similar. What was 

noticeably different, across the first two schools at least, was the socio-economic and racial-ethnic 
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demographic of its student body. Could the demographics of each school have been the stimulus behind 

my distinct identity shifts?  

In order to answer this question, I needed to unpack my self-defined identity stages at each 

school. By doing this, I was able to trace this journey through four key stages:     

In primary school I developed what I termed a deficit Māori identity, which I described as an 

identity built upon an assumption that by being Māori I was somehow ‘less than’ my Pākehā classmates. 

At primary school I was Māori because I was the child of two working parents, whereas most families 

in the school I attended were afforded a middle-class lifestyle off a single income. My identity was not 

a cultural one, rather it was socially grounded and framed from a perspective of disadvantage. This was 

influenced by the socio-political climate of the day, where racism against Pasifika was politicised and 

mandated in the Dawn Raids, and clashes between Māori (positioned as 

antagonists/protesters/agitators) and Pākehā (portrayed in media as the protagonists keeping law and 
order) became more visible through the protests of the day. These tensions reinforced a deficit view of 

Māori and Pasifika people and underpinned the ensuing ‘white flight’ that was prevalent in our school.  

By the end of intermediate school, I had arrived at what I called a disrupted Māori identity, a 

term I used to in response to being questioned and doubted about being Māori. These challenges were 

based on the same premises that defined a deficit Māori identity at primary school. Like my deficit 

identity, my disrupted identity was not culturally located. Instead, it was founded on assumptions of 

socio-economic disadvantage and privilege in my predominantly Māori school. Only now, I was in the 

position of power, due to an assumed position. I was no longer Māori because I was seen as middle-
class, coming from a home with two working parents. I had a Pākehā name, and from a phenotypical 

perspective I did not look like other Māori students. My teachers held higher expectations of me as a 

learner. My Māori identity (as I knew it to be) was disrupted, because I wasn’t Māori enough. 

In my early years of secondary school, I tried to foster a developing Pākehā identity. This 

desire (to identify as Pākehā) arose from my initial experiences of benefiting from the privileges of a 

Pākehā identity, the enforced separation from my Māori peers (and subsequent socialisation with my 

Pākehā classmates) through streaming, and the threat of negative stereotyping. By the time I completed 
secondary school I had curated the fourth iteration, a deliberate Pākehā identity, which was solidified 

once I had learned how to be successful in education. 

Each of these four identity plot points reveal a number of ways in which my predominant identity 

at the time, be it Māori or Pākehā, was inextricably entangled with the other. When I identified as Māori 

in my early years, this was because I was too different from my Pākehā classmates to be ‘white’. When 

that same Māori identity was challenged in intermediate school, it was because I was too different from 

my Māori peers, and more like my Pākehā peers. In effect, one was held up as a measure or yardstick 

against which the other was measured. If I was perceived to have more disadvantage than privilege, 
then I was Māori, and vice versa. This highlighted the relational position of Māori and Pākehā, and the 

unequal distribution of power across the two. I also noted that my experiences of being Māori were 
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always in isolation. I was Māori when no others were in my class. This may have exacerbated my 

reluctance to be Māori around others, such as in the case of the Panmure bus.  

How I received, perceived and internalised these judgements informed my identity. In essence, 

schools were influential in shaping my identity through the ways in which I assumed they ‘saw’ me. 
These were influential sites where judgements about me were made and reflected back to me. In 

primary school, I was the ‘good’ girl, the ‘quiet, well-mannered’ girl, the ‘KFC girl’, the ‘go-to sports girl’, 

the girl with the working mum, the ‘eight-o’clock’ girl, the girl with the olive skin. In intermediate school 

I was the fair-skinned girl, the clever girl, the high achiever, diligent and privileged. By secondary school 

I had more agency with my identity, thus I actively strived to maintain the privileges I had been afforded 

as a Pākehā, in order to succeed at school. 

11.4. How I utilised my mixed-raced background to navigate the school system 

Over the course of this research, I was reminded that schools and classrooms are not only 

socio-cultural, but also political. Just as the relationships between student/teacher, student/school and 
student/curriculum is political, so too are the relationships between Māori and Pākehā. Inherent in any 

socio-political relationships are the constructs of power and privilege. Thus, when locating my identity 

in primary school, it became clear that I was trying to construct my sense of self against an ‘other’ who 

enjoyed greater power and privilege. Unlike minority identities, however, I did not have to stay in a 

deficit identity. By intermediate school I was adjusting to being newly located in the position of privilege, 

by acknowledging my Pākehā identity for the first time. Being able to navigate across and between my 

cultural backgrounds was an advantage afforded to me by my dual position of privilege. Ultimately, this 
is how I utilised my mixed-race background to navigate the school system, orientating more towards a 

Pākehā identity as I completed secondary school. 

My trajectory from a Māori child to a Pākehā adult can be framed as follows: 

Compliant: In primary school I was compliant to the label of ‘Māori’, and I did not challenge 

this. Rather, I embraced being Māori without the burden of guilt and shame. At this age, I had not yet 

developed the skills of social/political awareness or critical thinking, and thus complied with the 

stereotypical view of what it meant to be Māori in a white, middle-class school.  

Conceded: By intermediate school, I used my mixed-race background to negotiate with those 
who would challenge my right to call myself Māori, by conceding that I was also Pākehā. This was the 

first time that I became consciously aware that I had the option of identifying as Pākehā.  

Concealed: By early high school, I started to take advantage of my mixed-race background by 

concealing my Māori identity, as I became more aware of the disparities between Māori and Pākehā, 

and the associated burden of shame that can sometimes come with the label of being Māori in a 

mainstream school. 



 

 192 

Constructed: By the time I finished high school I had constructed a Pākehā identity, and hence 

arrived at a point where I decided that, in school, I did not want to be Māori anymore. 

My findings revealed that I used my mixed-race background to adapt and ‘survive’ the 

challenges that I faced within each unique schooling context and demographic. In many respects, I 
used my mixed-race background to access cultural capital that was not initially available to me. Through 

my Pākehā social circles - groups that were opened up to me by the privilege of streaming - I learned 

about how the school system worked. I learned about the assessment and grading system of Sixth 

Form Certificate through my peers. I accumulated enough cultural capital that by the time I entered my 

final year of school, I was able to make smarter choices about subject selection. I benefited from being 

in classes where teachers expected their students to succeed, even in situations where I was left 

behind. I benefited from being in classes with Pākehā students who asked questions and advocated for 

themselves. I took typing as a subject in the third form, and when discussing the option of continuing 
the subject in the following year with a Pākehā friend I remember being both astounded and influenced 

by her response - “No, because ultimately that is a job you pay someone else to do”. Up until then I had 

only seen typing as a vehicle towards a job for myself. From that moment on, I knew I had to aim higher 

and focus on the ‘academic’ subjects. Thus, at school my Māori or Pākehā identities were not about my 

cultural or ethnic background. They (my two identities) became my vehicle through which I adapted to 

an education system designed for the white middle-class. 

11.5. Concluding thoughts: How can schools support Māori-Pākehā children to 

develop positive bicultural identities?                                 

At the beginning of this research, I set out to understand social, cultural, racial and ethnic 

identities. I wanted to understand Māori and Pākehā identities as separate entities, so that I could 
explore how Māori-Pākehā people juggle the two. I looked inwardly at my own identity, in trying to 

understand the agency that individuals assert in their identity development. I examined other Māori-

Pākehā identity researchers, whose work features in this thesis, in an attempt to locate my experiences 

in current literature. As this research unfolded, I started to understand that while my Māori-Pākehā 

identity had some commonalities with prior research, in many ways my experiences were unique. Over 

time, my introspection turned to extrospection, as I explored the role schools play in the development 

of bicultural identities. As I turned my focus outwards, I started to see some patterns emerging in terms 
of my struggles to develop a positive Māori identity. Having reached the final stages of this research I 

now see that there were two distinct yardsticks against which my identities were measured in the school 

context. These comparisons made me ‘ethnic’.  

The first yardstick was the demographic within which I was located, specifically the cultural 

ethnicities of others with whom I shared learning spaces. My cultural and ethnic identity was evaluated 

and judged based on those around me. I was only Māori in contexts where no other Māori were present. 

In primary school, and in my secondary accelerate class, I stood out as Māori to others, as I was their 

only frame of reference. This was a lonely journey. Thus, my experiences of being Māori at school 
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became synonymous with isolation, separation and struggle. This was magnified because there were 

no other Māori students with whom I could share a common cultural bond.  

 Conversely, in schools and classes where I was in the presence of other Māori students, my 

claim to this identity was challenged. In the presence of other Māori classmates, I had to ‘bargain’ my 
right to be Māori, by acquiescing that I was ‘just as much a Pākehā’. Again, I was shut out from the ‘in-

group’, and only allowed in on the edges. By the time I reached secondary school I consciously self-

isolated from other Māori in an act of self-preservation. These experiences confirmed to me that across 

all three schools, there was no space for me to just ‘be Māori’ in my own right.  

As confirmed in the research literature examined in my thesis, schools and classrooms in 

Aotearoa-New Zealand are predominantly political institutions, ones that largely reflect monocultural, 

western values. It was these monocultural values, expressed through structural and systemic 

educational frameworks, that provided the second yardstick of my identity. While my schools and 
classrooms may have been multicultural in terms of its people, they were distinctly monocultural in 

terms of the dominant western values they reflected and privileged. If (as posited earlier) Māori and 

Pākehā are relational constructs that are political, disparate and hierarchical, then the same power and 

privilege that serve to advance Pākehā actively works against Māori. 

 It is within these tensions that my experiences of Māori-Pākehā identity were located. This was 

evident in judgements Pākehā teachers (who maintained powerful positions of influence) routinely 

made of Māori learners. These tensions were manifested in the low expectations teachers had of Māori 

learners, in the racial construct of ‘white flight’ experienced at primary school, and the process of 
streaming that stigmatised Māori as low achievers. The monocultural culture of schools was an invisible 

yardstick of identity, one that constantly reinforced the power and privilege disparities between Māori 

and Pākehā.  

My own identity evolution revealed a shift from an ascribed, deficit Māori identity that I was 

compliant with, to a subjective, deliberate Pākehā identity that I had constructed. Both ends of the 

ascribed/subjective spectrum turned out to be problematic. Ultimately, this informed my response to the 

final research question – how can schools support Māori-Pākehā children to develop positive bicultural 
identities? 

11.5.1    Recognise that Māori and Māori-Pākehā identities are complex and 

multifaceted  

As evidenced through studies by Māori and Māori-Pākehā researchers cited in my thesis, who 

have focussed on educational issues, the question of Māori-Pākehā identity is complex. Examples 

include the notion that there is more than one way to be Māori; that not all Māori look Māori, particularly 

those who are mixed-race; and not all Māori are yet to connect to their culture. It has been shown that 

many Māori-Pākehā struggle to make their own Māori-ness overt in order to be ‘seen’ and accepted. 
For some, inclusion of cultural content in the curriculum is irrelevant, or even threatening. Others 
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maintain that access to cultural learning and activities grounded in tikanga is crucial to developing 

positive identities. Research confirms that some Māori-Pākehā identity journeys are painful and 

conflicting, while others are self-affirming and revelational.  

The point of difference in my research from that of other Māori and Māori-Pākehā researchers 
confirms this premise, in that I demonstrate another perspective of Māori-Pākehā identity. At the 

beginning of this research, I posited that my experiences of Māori-Pākehā identity were not ones that I 

could locate in current research literature. At the conclusion of this autoethnographic journey, I confirm 

this to be true. While prior research espoused the benefits of connecting to culture at school, and 

engaging with other Māori socially, my experiences revealed another aspect of Māori-Pākehā 

identities, one of navigating the political tensions that exist between the two.  

It is here that I offer another voice to the field, one that locates Māori-Pākehā identity politically, 

as well as culturally, socially and ethnically. Through my findings I implore Māori-Pākehā to examine 
the relational constructs of Māori and Pākehā and to interrogate the place of power and privilege in the 

Māori-Pākehā relationship. These tensions are real and significant factors that provide an additional 

layer of complexity in the development of Māori-Pākehā identities that have not always been addressed 

in the field of bicultural identities.  

11.5.2    Promote cultural inclusivity through established strategies, in order to 

make room for diverse Māori-Pākehā identities 

If we are made ‘ethnic’ by the people around us, then schools need to provide space for multiple 

cultures and ethnicities to be recognised, validated and flourish. While this is not a new finding, it is one 
that reinforces and confirms prior identity and cultural diversity research in education. Māori-focused 

initiatives previously examined in this research offer a pathway forward in this regard.20  As prior 

research has shown, positive Māori identities underpin student wellbeing and contribute to academic 

success. It has been widely demonstrated that positive Māori identities can be achieved through 

engagement in cultural activities at school, and by making Māori culture a visible part of the classroom.  

From a perspective of cultural diversity and inclusion, students of all backgrounds need space 

to tell their stories and to share experiences of their world they live in. This was not considered in the 

three schools I attended. Culturally, I knew nothing about my fellow Tongan and Samoan ‘eight o’ 
clockers’ in primary school except what was portrayed in the media, and this was dominated by the 

racist narratives of the ‘dawn raids’. Similarly, in my sixth form year there was no cross-cultural 

engagement with the Hong Kong Chinese students. Instead, the expectation was that we all had to 

assimilate to the dominant western culture of the classroom. I assert that the onus here is to support all 

racial-ethnic and cultural identities. By making room for all cultures, we make room for mixed identities, 

including Māori-Pākehā.  

 
20 Te Kotahitanga (2001), Ka Hikitia – Ka Hāpaitia: The Māori Education Strategy (2021), He Kākāno (2010) and Ka Awatea 
(2014) were notable examples examined in this thesis. 
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11.5.3    Uncover the cultural ‘norms’ that schools espouse and privilege, and 

critically examine where Māori and Pākehā are situated within these 

norms 

The culture and values that schools promote are just as powerful in determining positive identity 

outcomes as are the culture and ethnicities of their staff and students. When schools are situated within 

western cultural norms, then these norms become the measure against which minority cultures are 

‘othered’. By acknowledging the premise that Māori and Pākehā are relational constructs schools are 

urged to examine the dichotomies within which this relationship has existed and continues to exist. 

Examples include coloniser and colonised, advantaged versus disadvantaged, as well as privileged and 
underprivileged. Teachers have a key role in confronting and deconstructing this assumption. To do 

this, the challenge is for teachers (who are predominantly Pākehā in Aotearoa-New Zealand) to 

recognise how their normalised culture, values and beliefs are reinforced within the classroom. Only 

then can teachers adopt a sociocultural perspective that recognises individuals in terms of their social 

and cultural contexts. For young learners especially, minority and mixed-race identities would benefit 

from teachers who actively and consciously deconstruct power imbalances in the classroom, by 

questioning their assumptions about minority learners and self-reflecting on their own position in 
relationships of power and privilege.  

11.6. Limitations of the study and opportunities for future research 

As an autoethnographic researcher, I only had my own experiences as a Māori-Pākehā student 

in mainstream schools to draw upon. I reviewed these experiences using my lens as a former primary 

school teacher and current tertiary educator at a wānanga. This provided some limitations in that my 

‘data’ was dated, as I was reviewing experiences that occurred in the 1980s and 1990s. I acknowledge 

that since this time there has been a proliferation of initiatives in this area, especially in response to the 

needs of Māori learners.  

While this research offers three key points for schools to consider in terms of supporting Māori-
Pākehā identities in educational settings, I concede that more can be done to explore and develop each 

of these considerations further. It was not within the scope of my research to dissect the dichotomous 

nature of the relationship between Māori and Pākehā as distinct peoples, particularly in terms of 

examining the place of power and privilege in this relationship. Nor did this thesis seek to provide new 

practices for teachers to support culturally responsive approaches for Māori learners. These 

considerations have been extensively examined and documented in previous research, and already 

offer valid and reliable frameworks to support Māori identities in the classroom.   

Instead, the role of this autoethnographic study was to shine a spotlight on my own experiences, 

in order to reveal fresh perspectives that may have previously been overlooked. As stated, my 

experiences of Māori-Pākehā identity were ones I could not locate within the current research literature. 

Before I could provide another perspective, I first needed to undertake this autoethnographic 
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examination to uncover what it was that made my experiences different to those offered in the current 

bodies of research.  

Having come full-circle, I believe there are opportunities to look beyond the cultural, social and 

ethnic aspects that have been the focus of Māori-Pākehā identity research to date. It is here that I offer 
another voice to the field, one that locates Māori-Pākehā identity politically, as much as it does culturally, 

socially and ethnically. Through my findings I implore Māori-Pākehā to examine the relational constructs 

of Māori and Pākehā and to interrogate the place of power and privilege in the Māori-Pākehā 

relationship. These tensions are real and significant factors that provide an additional layer of complexity 

in the development of Māori-Pākehā identities that have not always been addressed in the field of 

bicultural identities in an educational context.  

11.7. Final thoughts/Epilogue 

I began this thesis believing that I had always been bicultural. Yet the autoethnographic process 

of re-living, re-visiting and remembering my experiences revealed another truth - that the Aotearoa-
New Zealand that I was born into was inherently racist; that the master narrative reinforces the idea that 

white, western culture is superior; and that Māori and other indigenous cultures are inferior. This 

research revealed to me that while the ‘white noise’ of racial rumblings, inequalities and conflicts played 

out at a distance around me through the Dawn Raids, the Springbok tour and protests such as Bastion 

Point, the same disparities had cast its long shadow into the schools and classrooms that I attended. 

Yet I was not cognisant of these inequities. I did not realise the positions of privilege held by teachers, 

nor did I know about the power of their biases and expectations (or lack thereof). I did not understand 
that knowledge had been constructed by the powerful, who taught me that all Māori washed up in 

Aotearoa-New Zealand on seven canoes, even though I couldn’t find any mention of my waka – Tauira-

mai-Tawhiti – in any school books. Over time, I would view both sides of this privilege through my Māori 

and Pākehā backgrounds, and eventually learn to use my mixed-race to my educational advantage, at 

the expense of my cultural identity.  

When I entered the tertiary education system as an 18-year-old in 1995, I was not to 

know that my chosen career in education would eventually lead me back to my bicultural identity, 

and give me back a sense of belonging, a place where I felt compelled to contribute. All of that 

lay ahead of me, to be nurtured by time, maturity and life experience. 

With Aotearoa-New Zealand serving as the contextual backdrop to my research, my overall 

intention for this research is to contribute to the limited literature on mixed-ness in the classroom, by 

proposing that educationalists and identity researchers consider Māori-Pākehā identities more broadly, 

beyond culture and ethnicity alone.  
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