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Action Plan for Pacific Education 2020-2030 

Supporting research and community voice 

This document supports the Action Plan for Education 2020-2030 (the Action Plan) by providing more detailed 

references to the research and community feedback shared through the series of fono in 2018 and 2019. The 

research and voices from Pacific communities that we have included here helped us to shape the five key shifts 

and the measurement framework in the Action Plan. This is not a literature review so does not provide exhaustive 

coverage of the literature for each key shift but it does supplement what can be found in the Action Plan itself.  

Between June and August in 2018 we hosted 8 pan-Pacific fono in Auckland, Hamilton, Wellington, Christchurch, 

Oamaru and Dunedin, as well as a series of smaller ethnic-specific and target group fono across Auckland. This 

included fono with parents of children with learning support needs and/or disabilities, with young adults who 

identify as LGBTQIA+ and with a small group of learners in alternative education and/or Not in Education, 

Employment or Training (NEET). The focus of these fono was to have a broad conversation about what is 

important in education, what success looks like and what some of the ongoing challenges are. This included 

speaking to approximately 2,000 people with Pacific heritage across Aotearoa, New Zealand. The voice gathered 

throughout 2018 was a critical part of the wider Education Conversation | Kōrero Mātauranga. This means that 

what was shared here was not only used to guide the development of the Action Plan but was drawn on for the 

wider Education Work Programme – including pieces of work such as the Early Learning Action Plan 2019 – 

2029, the NCEA Review and the review of Tomorrow’s Schools.  

The 2019 fono, held between August and October, were held to have a more focused conversation on the design 

of the Action Plan. It was to confirm that what we heard last time had been reflected in the proposed focus areas 

for the Action Plan and to have further discussion about what success in education would look like for different 

Pacific learners, families and communities. To see a full list of the 30 fono that were run across the country in 

2019 and for a copy of the two activities that were undertaken at the fono, go to: 

https://conversation.education.govt.nz/action-plan-for-pacific-education/  

If you are undertaking relevant research that you would like us to be aware of, please contact us through 

pacific.educationcoversation@education.govt.nz. We are particularly interested in research that looks at 

education relating to specific Pacific ethnic groups.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://conversation.education.govt.nz/action-plan-for-pacific-education/
mailto:pacific.educationcoversation@education.govt.nz
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Key shift 1 

Work reciprocally with diverse Pacific communities to respond to unmet needs and 
aspirations, with an initial focus on needs arising from the COVID-19 pandemic 

Pacific communities are diverse and have different aspirations and needs. We want to give space for communities 

to identify their own education aspirations and needs and ensure the Ministry, schools and education agencies 

work responsively with communities to address these. We also know that the COVID-19 pandemic has affected 

Pacific communities in different ways and there will be a wide variety of needs as a result. Meeting these needs 

so that Pacific learners and families are ready and able to learn is a priority.  

Through the 2018 and 2019 fono, we heard wide ranging interests and goals from different Pacific communities. 

We heard, for example, that growing Pacific bilingual pathways is important to Samoan and Tongan communities 

in Auckland, and Samoan communities in Christchurch and that the Pacific community in Palmerston North have 

some great community initiatives that they want to develop further. We heard that education’s role in supporting 

endangered languages is particularly important for smaller communities like the Tuvalu and Tokelau populations. 

We also heard that there are financial barriers to accessing education for many communities, and challenges 

accessing desired future learning and career pathways for some learners and families.  

The first priority right now is to focus on the needs arising from COVID-19. We know that Pacific learners and their 

families have already been impacted by: 

» lack of access to devices, internet and quiet spaces to learn; 

» lack of accurate, accessible information about COVID-19 or the supports available to deal with consequences; 

» balancing looking after family members whilst trying to keep up with online learning; 

» financial hardship, for example through loss of part-time employment for tertiary students and difficulty 

accessing support; and 

» food insecurity, whether through not being able to physically get to the supermarket to get what is needed or 

not being able to afford food on reduced income. 

 

The actions in the Action Plan, particularly those included as part of the COVID package seek to deal with some 

of the issues facing Pacific learners and their families in the short-to-medium term. As many of these challenges 

are not strictly education issues, the full Plan also outlines some of the wider work being done across the 

Government agencies to support Pacific wellbeing in a post-COVID-19 world.  

The Education Act (1989)1 provides for education utilising the New Zealand curriculum but delivered in a bilingual 

context. Many Pacific communities have shared that this is important to them and will contribute to educational 

equity and sustaining heritage languages. We are growing our focus on quality bilingual education in Pacific 

languages and are working on clearer policy on Pacific bilingual education. This includes working with the Ministry 

for Pacific Peoples on a Pacific language plan. You will find published research that we commissioned on bilingual 

education alongside this document.1 When it comes to local needs and local solutions, the Action Plan is flexible 

enough to support regions and communities to develop their own approaches to support bilingual pathways. 

“Use our community resources to support bilingual education in every 
learning environment.” Pacific adult, Lower Hutt fono, 2019 

All Pacific communities that we heard from were clear that there are distinct populations that make up what we 

refer to collectively as Pacific or Pasifika communities and that different ethnic groups, different regions, different 

families have different aspirations and there is not one way to address their unmet needs. There was particular 

concern that lumping Pacific together often means that the smaller Pacific groups from Micronesia and Melanesia, 

                                                           
1 Clause 181 in the Education Act (1989) http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1989/0080/latest/DLM175959.html and 
also included in the Education and Training Bill 
http://www.legislation.govt.nz/bill/government/2019/0193/latest/LMS170676.html  
 

http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1989/0080/latest/DLM175959.html
http://www.legislation.govt.nz/bill/government/2019/0193/latest/LMS170676.html
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such as the Solomon Islands and Kiribati communities are made more invisible. Samu (2010) provides a succinct 

account of some of the tensions created when using homogenising terms, such as Pacific or Pasifika.2  

“We are unique. How is New Zealand’s education system going to 
accommodate the diverse Pasifika population?”  Pacific adult, Porirua 
fono, 2018 

The guiding principle of Pacific diversity means that, where possible, we will draw on ethnic-specific data, 

research and community voice to inform actions. The planned actions to support Pacific communities are targeted 

to respond to this diversity. What is needed for the Tongan community in Oamaru will be different to what is 

needed for the Tokelau community in Porirua and we will continue to grow our understanding of those needs so 

we can support the particular goals and aspirations of those communities.   

One of the first steps we are taking is to work with the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Social Development to 

trial co-designing, with Pacific providers, better support systems that are driven by what families need, rather than 

working separately to deliver our own services. We are also investing $28.5m for early learning centres, schools, 

tertiary providers or community groups who are already working in innovative and creative ways to meet the 

needs of Pacific learners and families. Opportunities to apply for this funding will be communicated via 
pacific.educationconversation@education.govt.nz   

 “Push the boundaries about the health and education funding - thinking 
about the child first not the departmental boundaries.” Pacific adult, 
Porirua fono, 2018 

  

mailto:pacific.educationconversation@education.govt.nz
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Key Shift 2 

Confront systemic racism and discrimination in education 

Pacific communities told us that they continue to experience the legacy of colonisation and ongoing racist and 

discriminatory practices in our education system. The privileging of dominant ways of thinking, teaching and 

learning creates barriers for Pacific learners, and those within Pacific communities who identify as 

LGBTQIA+/MVPFAFF and/or disabled. For education agencies and places of learning to acknowledge, value and 

support a thriving Pacific community, this needs to change.    

Pacific learners and their families experience institutional and interpersonal racism in the education system. 

Research shows that there are lower expectations of Pacific learners in English medium education settings and 

that they are treated differently by teachers and peers.3   

Low expectations impact decisions about what kinds of classes and subjects Pacific learners are given access to. 

The OECD has advised that New Zealand’s prevalent use of streaming, ability grouping and stratification, even at 

primary school, drives inequity and reduces opportunities to learn. These practices disproportionately affect 

Pacific learners.4  Evidence from Starpath2 also suggests that Pacific learners are guided into pathways for NCEA 

that have less academic subjects and into pathways more likely to be made up of unit standards or that have 

fewer credits.5 The flow on effect of these practices limits future opportunities for Pacific learners.  

“What deliberate steps are we taking to change teachers’ expectations? 
Pacific kids are being streamed into subjects that won’t get them UE.” 
Adult, Hamilton fono, 2019 

Through the fono, Pacific youth described their experiences of racism. These experiences included being judged 

on what they look like, low expectations from teachers, bottom streamed classes being filled with Pacific young 

people and consistent mispronunciation of their names. Pacific youth also described the white curriculum that 

prioritises white knowledge, history and determinations of success. The undermining of Pacific knowledge 

systems extends beyond the curriculum and into workplaces and Naepi’s (2018) study on Pasifika women’s 

experiences in tertiary institutions in New Zealand demonstrated the ways Pasifika women continue to experience 

racism and sexism in their everyday work.6  

“Don’t assume I’m naughty, pronounce my name correctly, don’t 
compare me to Asian and Indian students and say they’re smarter.” 
Pacific youth, Lower Hutt fono, 2018 

Pacific tertiary students who attended the 2018 and 2019 fono also described being harassed for receiving ‘extra 

benefits’ or benefiting from ‘reverse racism’. Other, often white, students become defensive when they see 

students from ethnic minorities receiving benefits that they themselves may not be entitled to. In the literature this 

is referred to as white fragility.7  

We also know that Pacific learners with disabilities and learning support needs, and their families report 

experiences of discrimination, including not being able to attend school, having their schooling interrupted and not 

getting the support they need.8 Disabled students experience substantially worse bullying outcomes than their 

peers.9 

                                                           
2 Starpath was established in 2005 as a Partnership for Excellence led by the University of Auckland in partnership with the 

New Zealand Government. Completed in 2017, Starpath was the first rigorous research project looking into the impacts of 
socio-economic status on educational achievement in New Zealand. For more information see: 

https://www.auckland.ac.nz/en/education/research/research-networks-and-groups/starpath-project.html  

https://www.auckland.ac.nz/en/education/research/research-networks-and-groups/starpath-project.html
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At the fono, Pacific families with children with disabilities shared their experiences of being turned away from local 

schools and told to go elsewhere to get better support for their child. They told us that some schools have 

specialist teachers and screening programmes and others do not, that small progress with their children can result 

in sudden funding cuts when that resource is still needed. They described the feeling of “double discrimination” – 

having Pacific heritage and having a disability. This made it even more difficult to access the right support.  

Pacific LGBTQIA+/MVPFAFF learners also report experiencing varying levels of support around their identity, and 

not seeing themselves represented in the educators they interact with. Through research, including the Office of 

Children Commissioner’s ‘Education Matters to Me’ report , we can see that learning environments are not 

responsive to gender and sexuality identities, and LGBTQIA+ learners experience harassment and bullying from 

adults and peers. About half of all LGBTQIA+ students report having ever been bullied, and about 1 in 5 

transgender students report being bullied weekly. 10  

“I felt transphobia growing up – but I didn’t know the term. Having a 
policy or even definitions up in a classroom will create talk.” Pacific 
young adult, Auckland LGBTQIA+ fono, 2019 

Pacific LGBTQIA+ learners report barriers to participation and attendance, including access to gender neutral 

bathroom facilities and appropriate uniforms, and not having their names officially recognised. Through the fono, 

we heard that an inclusive learning environment for Pacific LGBTQIA+ youth means that teachers would know 

what pronouns they use because it is important to understanding and valuing them for who they are. They would 

be able to access services such as counselling at critical points of their journey and there would be rainbow safe 

zones in schools, appropriate uniforms, gender neutral toilets and a curriculum that reflects and helps them learn 

more about their own experiences and identities. 
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Key Shift 3 

Enable every teacher, leader and educational professional to take coordinated action to 
become culturally competent with diverse Pacific learners 

The biggest in-school influence on a Pacific child or young person’s educational experience is the quality of their 

teacher. If teachers, leaders and educational professionals employ culturally sustaining practices,3 they will 

critically reflect on their own privilege, build relationships with learners and explicitly support learners’ cultural 

identities by reflecting their languages, cultures and histories in the content of their classes and the culture of their 

service, school or institution. They will support learners to critique and challenge stereotypes and the ways that 

our system fails to serve and value Pacific communities. 

Educators who employ culturally sustaining practices see all learners as culturally located, not just minority 

groups. These educators know their learners’ backgrounds and use the experiences that children and young 

people have of their own cultures as a rich resource. Cultural competence is demonstrated in learning spaces 

when materials and resources are culturally relevant to different learners, and when teachers use strategies that 

sustain Pacific learners’ heritage languages and cultural competencies. Pacific learners benefit when educators 

provide opportunities for collaborative learning and explicitly teach and encourage behaviours that build critical 

thinking skills.11 

“Being a QUALITY teacher is a teacher who has strong Pacific Cultural 
Knowledge and knows their learners, who values each of the cultures, 
languages and identity - regardless of the teacher's ethnicity.” Pacific 
adult, South Auckland fono, 2019 

Local and international research points out that some learners are experiencing culturally sustaining practice, but 

relatively few early learning services, schools, and tertiary institutions demonstrate sustained highly effective 

practices with respect to their identity, language and culture of their learners.12 This is a long-standing and well-

evidenced issue. 

“Learning and identity don't even mix at the moment. You learn and then 
you go to the Poly group. They don't even meet. Why? There is no 
correlation between learning and identity. There needs to be.”  Pacific 
youth, Lower Hutt fono, 2018 

Pacific learners and their families told us that their unique identities, languages and cultures need to be reflected 

in both what and how teachers teach. They want more Pacific stories, histories and Pacific role models woven into 

their learning. They want tools to think critically about the systems that perpetuate inequities. Pacific learners and 

families said that if educators valued their identities, languages and cultures, then they would see more Pacific 

language options in schools, uniforms that respect students’ cultures, Pacific advisors to support school staff, 

Pacific people in leadership roles and dedicated resources to support teachers to upskill. They also shared that 

school rules, like the length of male students’ hair, mean some families have to change or abandon significant 

cultural practices to avoid punishment. In a school that understands, values and sustains their cultures these rules 

would not exist. 

                                                           
3 The term ‘culturally sustaining pedagogy’ was proposed by Django Paris, Associate Professor of language and literacy at Michigan State 

University. It builds on the concepts of cultural responsiveness and cultural relevance, which are more focused on acceptance and inclusion 

and encourages pedagogy that explicitly supports aspects of learners’ languages, literacies and cultural traditions. It seeks to perpetuate and 

foster – to sustain the diversity of languages, literacies and cultures and counter current pressures that lead to schools being monolingual and 

monocultural. For an in-depth explanation, see here: https://web.stanford.edu/class/linguist159/restricted/readings/Paris2012.pdf   

 

https://web.stanford.edu/class/linguist159/restricted/readings/Paris2012.pdf
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There are, of course, many teachers and leaders who are incredibly innovative and who are role-models to young 

Pacific New Zealanders. Many young people described experiences where teachers have valued their cultural 

knowledge and empowered them to learn in ways that use their knowledge effectively, demonstrated through 

examples such as teaching scientific processes using the technical skill required to cook in an umu as the context 

and linking a number of different curriculum areas through the context of great Pacific navigators and navigation. 

The Kia Aroha Warrior-Researchers and the research they have undertaken is another demonstration of space 

being created for culturally sustaining practices that support learners to critique and challenge stereotypes and 

institutional racism.13  

“Whenever I need help with my future, scholarships etc., he is only an 
email away.  He is the support that we need at school.  He makes 
students feel welcome and important.” Pacific youth, West Auckland 
youth fono, 2018 

The launch of Tapasā resources for teachers and leaders signals the need to design and deliver teaching and 

learning practices to support Pacific learners and families, and provides some support and guidance to the early 

learning and schooling sector, but we know we need to do more to make sure all our teachers, leaders and 

education professionals are culturally competent. 
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Key Shift 4  

Partner with families to design education opportunities together with teachers, leaders 
and educational professionals so aspirations for learning and employment can be met 

Learning is a collective, communal activity. Parts of our education system support Pacific families and 

communities to engage in education, such as the Talanoa Ako programme.  However, we know that this 

partnership and collaboration doesn’t happen across our whole education system. We need to make sure families 

and communities are supported and enabled as partners in education. We also know that some pedagogy 

embraces collaborative ways of learning and this too aligns with the core values and ways of being that exist in 

many Pacific-ethnic groups. 

Education research is clear that educationally powerful relationships with learners, families and communities are 

critical for gaining the knowledge and understanding required for quality teaching and learning.14 We know that 

engagement and partnerships with Pacific families and communities are crucial to support the learning and 

wellbeing of Pacific learners. When partnerships with Pacific families are built on mutually respectful relationships, 

where the knowledge and expertise each party brings to the partnership is equally valued, families and learners 

are empowered and educators and leaders are more aware of how they can support their aspirations.   

“We need an intergenerational learning environment. Who is the learner? 
Not just the child - support parents and families to support their child.” 
Pacific adult, Lower Hutt fono, 2018 

Through the fono, Pacific communities described learning alongside their children with involvement of schools, the 

church and the wider community. Many envision schools or community hubs that bring together opportunities to 

access support and enable them to upskill. Parents want to learn more about NCEA, technology and pathways. 

Many parents want to be advocates for their children and keep schools accountable in supporting them. There is 

demand emerging for a shift in power about who gets to determine what and whose knowledge is valued.  

The learning experience is positively impacted on when parents have their dignity and cultural values respected 

and have practical skills to support their children.  Many parents told us they are particularly interested in being 

involved in decisions and planning about subject choices and future work or study. Pacific learners and their 

families expressed concern that, in the absence of good information about education and career pathways, they 

could be at risk of making decisions that could restrict their future academic and career options. They want to see 

more work experience days for different careers and more assessments connected to the real world so that they 

are more informed about potential pathways and can make better decisions for their future.  

“Education is easier when its family orientated and we relate and enjoy 
it.” Pacific youth, Tokoroa fono, 2019 

Assumptions about parental motivations can lead to misunderstandings and do not help with finding solutions. A 

teacher in one study focussed on Pacific learners with high learning support needs, reported a view that Pacific 

parents are very reluctant to attend parent-teacher meetings because they are less interested in the children’s 

learning.15 This does not consider the reality of the different views of education, the different obligations and 

priorities diverse Pacific communities have and the circumstances of many Pacific families who need to balance 

family and work commitments. Many parents felt that questioning teachers or leaders or taking steps to be more 

involved would be seen as disrespectful to the role of those teachers and leaders.  

“It’s about my parents and family being included in my education. It must 
be a safe place otherwise I won’t bring my parents or family in. The 
system prevents them from coming in.” Pacific youth, Lower Hutt fono, 
2018 
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Communities have shared positive experiences with programmes that bring families and communities into 

education, like Talanoa Ako and Reading Together®. Previous evaluations of Talanoa Ako found that it built a 

safe and responsive community of learning for parents, family, adults, community and students. These 

experiences enabled parents and families to gain skills to better navigate the education system.16   Evaluations of 

Reading Together ® demonstrate significant positive impacts for children and families, for children’s reading 

progress and for relationships between Pacific parents and teachers. Pacific families want long term, sustained 

spaces and programmes like these that are led by Pacific people. Section 2.2 of the Pacific Evidence Brief delves 

deeper into the research in this area.17 

"Reading together has been fully embraced and extremely valued in the 
community.  This programme needs to be built on - can the ministries 
next PEP focus on the home/family." Samoa heritage parent, 
Christchurch fono, 2019 
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Key Shift 5  

Grow, retain and value highly competent teachers, leaders and educational 
professionals of diverse Pacific heritages 

We know that having teachers, educators and leaders who can easily relate to and empathise with diverse Pacific 

learners helps make Pacific learners feel more comfortable, supported and secure in their place of learning. 

Pacific students report that they feel particularly supported by teachers and educators of diverse Pacific heritages.  

We need to make sure we are growing the number of Pacific people becoming teachers, educators, leaders and 

education professionals, and that we are supporting and keeping them within the education system.  

Pacific learners and families want to see more Pacific teachers, educators, leaders and education professionals in 

the system. They play an important role in understanding Pacific world views, making Pacific families feel 

welcome and breaking down language barriers. 

“When I see a Pacific teacher, I see a role model, someone who made it.” 
Pacific youth, West Auckland fono, 2018 

We know that in 2019 Pacific learners made up around 10% of the school age population but only around 3.9% of 

teachers. Around 2% of principals in the compulsory schooling sector are of Pacific heritage.18  The difference 

between the numbers of Pacific learners and the numbers of Pacific teachers and principals increases greatly in 

regions with high numbers of Pacific learners. In Auckland, nearly 20% of learners are of Pacific heritage 

compared with just over 8% of teachers.19 The difference is smaller in the early learning sector, with around 8% of 

children in licenced services identifying as Pacific and around 7% of teachers. In the tertiary sector, the proportion 

of university academics of Pacific heritage is 1.7%.20  

“More Pacific teachers: Yes, probably most important for me as I believe 
the more we have in the system, the more propensity for change.” Niue 
heritage parent, West Auckland fono, 2019 

We know that Pacific learners with disabilities and learning support needs, and MVPFAFF | LGBTQIA+ learners 

also want to see themselves represented in their teachers. These communities value having positive role models 

in the classroom, and teachers and leaders who understand and value their identities and experiences.  We have 

heard there aren’t enough of these teachers and leaders in our system  

“Seeing successful Pasifika LGBTQI peoples inspires young LGBTQI” 
Pacific youth, Auckland LGBTQIA+ fono, 2018 

Pacific learners make up around 10% of overall enrolments in Initial Teacher Education (ITE) qualifications.21 

Barriers exist for Pacific people wanting to enter the teaching profession, including: 

» the financial burden of fees 

» scholarship settings discouraging participation 

» lack of study options in certain parts of New Zealand 

» English language requirements (unpacked below) 

» lack of flexible study options 

» financial barriers of not being able to earn while studying 

We know there are limited options to study ITE in Pacific contexts and no ITE available in Pacific languages or 

with a Pacific bilingual focus.   

English language requirements also create particular barriers to recruiting more Pacific teachers with Pacific 

language, technical, and cultural skills. Through the fono we heard frustration that Pacific early learning teachers 
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who teach in immersion settings need to meet the English language proficiency requirements for English settings, 

although they are teaching in Pacific bilingual and immersion contexts.  

Support is not necessarily provided once Pacific people are participating in ITE. Academic tertiary environments 

often exclude different Pacific community and social spaces and research practices.22 Research by Naepi (2018) 

and Kidman and Chu (2019) shows that, in spite of universities’ public commitment to supporting Pacific peoples 

in tertiary study, a substantial amount of work is needed to address the “white masculine imprint” on university 

structures that continues to negatively affect Pacific academics. 23 

We also want to make sure we are looking after the teachers and leaders with Pacific heritage we have in our 

current system. Like teachers of Māori heritage, teachers with Pacific heritage often become the contact person 

for all Pacific related things in schools, and take on additional pastoral, cultural and language roles outside of their 

job description to support Pacific learners. This additional set of roles puts extra pressure on their workload and 

impacts their wellbeing.24 These experiences can discourage people from remaining in the teaching profession.  

“[to ensure everyone can and is learning we should] grow Pacific 
leadership in schools and education - more Pacific principals and 
language teachers.” Pacific adult, West Auckland fono, 2018 
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What does success look like?  

Broadening the definition of success to reflect what Pacific communities value 

We know that what we measure in education is a sign of what we value. We have heard from Pacific communities 

across New Zealand that the measures of success in education are not often what’s most important to Pacific 

learners and families. If we expand the definition of success in education based on what matters to diverse Pacific 

communities then their needs and aspirations are more likely to be met.  

Data, improvement measures and forms of assessment are critical to understanding how the system is performing 

for Pacific learners. In a complex system, what is assessed and the data we collect signals to learners and their 

families what is valued. It also determines the story of who is ‘succeeding’ and who is not. Mahuika, Berryman 

and Bishop (2011) observe that these judgements cannot help but have significant implications in culturally 

diverse nations, such as New Zealand, because of the contestation over what constitutes legitimate knowledges 

within neo-colonial settings (p.184).25 

Researchers recognise that the way we gather data through assessment tends to advantage majority or dominant 

groups in society. When the norms for teaching and curriculum and the associated criteria for success are “still 

defined in terms of the already dominant group, that group is always likely to remain one step ahead”.26 

“Kids go to school and give up their identity to learn English to get 
credits” Pacific adult, Auckland LGBTQIA+ fono 

Previous Pasifika Education Plans pursued Pacific success through targets and initiatives, including a strong 

focus on parity of achievement with other ethnic groups. This has been criticised for seeking success of Pacific 

learners, rather than success as Pacific learners.27  

Reynolds (2017) argues that when Pacific ways of being are not consistently understood as a context for learning, 

this forces Pacific students to choose between operating in ‘Pacific’ ways, sometimes misinterpreted as 

disengagement in white spaces, or to adopt white ways, seen by some in the Pacific community as ‘fia Palagi’, or 

acting white.28 

There are also issues with not considering the different specific values, cultures and identities of different Pacific 

groups and an absence of consideration of diverse perspectives, particularly of smaller Pacific ethnic groups in 

education spaces. For example, Mulcahy’s 2019 dissertation outlines how I-Kiribati communities defined success 

at secondary school, valuing pursuits of knowledge, respectful and constructive relationships with learners and 

families, teachers and educators and places of learning and understanding of I-Kiribati identity.29 Engagement to 

co-design the Action Plan for Pacific Education in 2019 included specific groups, such as Kiribati and Solomon 

Islands communities and MVPFAFF | LGBTQIA+ learners, when possible, to understand different perspectives on 

their education aspirations and how they view success.  

“[I’ve had] to 'play the game' of fitting in with Palagi... I feel like I've 
sacrificed my Samoan-ness over the years. I have degrees and 
qualifications but couldn't introduce myself or explain my family history. 
It feels like I've failed as a Samoan.” Young adult, Samoa heritage, Lower 
Hutt fono, 2018 

Through the fono, many families told us of the importance of the role of language in achieving success as Pacific 

and, whilst language has been identified as an important aspect of Pacific success in previous Pacific Education 

Plans, there has been critique that this has not been translated into action. Si’ilata (2014) describes how when a 

student’s language, culture and identity are ‘utilised as a normal part of language and literacy learning in their 

classrooms, then their perceptions of success will include, rather than exclude, their linguistic and cultural 
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identities’ (p.2).30 Understanding the unique identities, cultures and experiences of different learners maintains 

and supports the relational space needed for success.31 

At the fono, Pacific communities were concerned that schools and the wider education system have a narrow 

white view of success that lacks recognition of the broad achievements of Pacific learners. They described 

success as a collective concept that is not about your own individual achievements but about the achievements of 

your family and community. The definition of success is grounded in the value of relationships, reciprocity, 

interdependency, humility and the obligation to care for those in the community. 

“The definition of success is moving away from tangible things and more 
towards it being equated with being part of the community, reciprocity, 
interdependency, humbleness and humility.” Pacific adult, Porirua fono, 
2018 

From the 2018 fono, a summary of all the statements regarding what success means or looks like were pulled 

together into a list. At the fono in 2019, attendees were asked to consider which of these they resonated with and 

whether anything was missing. Across the country the most common indicators of success included: 

Indicators of success 

Pacific learners 

and their families 

feel accepted 

and included 

Pacific learners’ 

cultures, faith 

and beliefs are 

valued in 

education 

There are no 

financial barriers to 

accessing education 

for Pacific learners 

and families; 

Pacific learners and families 

are free from racism and 

discrimination in education 

Pacific families feel confident 

supporting their children in 

education. 

These success indicators have been used to develop the Measurement Framework included in the Action Plan for 

Pacific Education. Understanding people’s experiences relating to these indicators will involve ongoing 

conversations and will require a different approach to monitoring and evaluation. Learner and family voice will be 

central to understanding how well the system is supporting Pacific learners to feel accepted and included and to 

understanding progress against each of the indicators above. 

We have also published the most commonly identified success indicators for each group that we spoke to 

because this is an important part of understanding the different needs and priorities of different groups. For 

example, in Blenheim it was important that Pacific learners and families can access support for using English, if 

needed, however this did not resonate as much with the Samoan community in South Auckland, who prioritised 

Pacific learners being able to learn in their language throughout education. Building stronger pictures of some of 

the regional and ethnic specific differences in how success is defined will be an ongoing part of the 

implementation of the Action Plan.  
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