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How do some of Aotearoa New Zealand’s best
1. INTRODUCTION educators undertake culturally sensitive higher
education teaching? This was the vital question
that we aimed to answer through this research. In this poster, we present the results
of our study examining interpretations of best practice in culturally sensitive higher
education teaching. The study draws on an analysis of descriptions of best practice by
Aotearoa New Zealand tertiary educators who have won Tertiary Teaching Excellence
Awards. These accolades are widely respected as Aotearoa New Zealand’s peak
rewards for recognising and encouraging excellence in tertiary education.

The study is timely given the growing interest in
2. BACKGROUND
quality assurance policies that promote best practice
in tertiary teaching in the global arena. It adds to
debates about the role of tertiary teaching rewards specifically (see, for example,
Shephard et. al., 2011; Fitzpatrick & Moore, 2015), and professional teaching
recognition more broadly, such as the HEA Fellowship (Thornton, 2014; HEA, 2016). It
is timely given the increasingly competitive higher education environment, as well as
the growing attention that universities are paying to cultural sensitivity and increased
participation by cultural minority groups.

We used a qualitative interpretative content analysis to uncover the elements of culturally sensitive best practice of award-winning tertiary teachers
3. METHOD
in Aotearoa New Zealand. The method drew on Ochberg’s (2002) approach to researching personal narratives, which can capture the inherent
interconnectedness between individuals’ lived experiences and wider socio-cultural discourses. By ‘paying attention’ to these connecting threads, this form
of qualitative research can become a powerful tool for repositioning, resistance and agency. Ochberg’s approach is particularly appropriate for analysing teachers’ narratives due
to the centrality of their personal motivations and experiences in teaching and learning. The analysis was performed on 58 case studies (of award-winning teachers from the past
five years: that is, from 2013 to 2017). The case studies – described in bio-profiles about each award-winner – were published on the Tertiary Teaching Excellence Awards pages
(www.akoaotearoa.ac.nz/awards) of the website of Ako Aotearoa (the national teaching and learning organisation). Examining Aotearoa New Zealand’s award-winning teachers was
appropriate, given the fact that the country’s higher education sector has one of the highest proportions of international staff in the world (Sutherland, 2018).

4. FINDINGS

We identified six overarching themes in our analysis. That is, we clustered together specific culturally sensitive approaches into the broad themes. (We
wish to emphasise that we found that all of the award-winning educators have shown implicit cultural sensitivity in their teaching; however, in this study,
we looked for explicit culturally sensitive approaches. The findings below present these explicit approaches.)

Educators use a
broadly culturally
inclusive pedagogy
that is sensitive
towards diverse
cultural groups

Embracing a culturally responsive
pedagogy of teaching, and creating
a learning environment in which
“power is shared, [and] culture
counts”

Developing successful teaching approaches for
students from a wide variety of backgrounds,
including the educationally disadvantaged

Educators have
incorporated Māori
values and practices
into their teaching
Using storytelling to
create dialogues, building
partnerships with learners,
negotiating with them, and
placing cultural concerns at
the centre of knowledge
CARO MCCAW
Otago Polytechnic

Incorporating various Māori
values and practices into
teaching

PROFESSOR ALISON JONES
The University of Auckland

Engaging in teaching that is grounded
in tribal ancestral knowledge, drawing
on the principle: ‘Kia hiki te wairua,
kia hihiko te kaupapa, kia hora te
aroha’ (‘Lift the spirits, incite the
passion, and share the love’)
DR TE TAKA KEEGAN
The University of Waikato

Advancing kaupapa Māori [principles],
tikanga [customs] and reo [language],
demonstrating leadership, developing
teaching pathways, and contributing to
Māori, iwi [nations] and communities
PROFESSOR ANGUS HIKAIRO MACFARLANE
The University of Canterbury

Creating an atmosphere of
excitement that resonates with
the concept of ako [the reciprocal
teaching and learning relationship]
and the tuakana/teina [elder/youth]
approach of support and mentoring
ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR BEN KENNEDY
The University of Canterbury

Fostering student success through
a “respectful curriculum” that is
enriched by Māori stories and
indigenous worldviews, and
contains tikanga [customs] and
practice-based approaches, as
well as creating a whanau [family]
environment for Māori students,
and using practical learning
experiences and assessments that
value tikanga Māori
PROFESSOR JACINTA RURU
The University of Otago

Focusing on making a difference to Māori, normalising excellence for
Māori learners as valid and legitimate, as well as using education as a
tool for social justice

DR ELANA TAIPAPAKI CURTIS
The University of Auckland

?

CLIVE HUMPHREYS
Otago Polytechnic

AMY RAYMOND
Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology

LARA TOOKEY
Unitec Institute of Technology

Educators have
incorporated various
Pacific learners’ values
and practices into their
teaching

Challenging students to develop
an “analytic instinct for the pulse
of social and cultural currents” and
make a difference in society

Showing students how to
appreciate and celebrate
human diversity

Inspiring students in (and outside)
Pacific studies to live and thrive in
the midst of diversity, challenging the
Western philosophy of learning and
teaching, drawing on the concepts
of Etak [an ancient Micronesian
wayfinding technique] and Akamai [a
multi-layered concept approximating
to intelligence], and inspiring Pacific
peoples’ confidence in their ways of
achieving and knowing

ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR RUTH
FITZGERALD
The University of Otago

Applying a teaching
philosophy that foregrounds
the kaupapa [principles] of
manaakitanga [hospitality]
and whanaungatanga [kinship
connections], relationships,
generosity and respect for the
mana [power] of learners

Educators
have
undertaken
significant
extrainstitutional
projects or
initiatives

Teaching Samoan locals to build their
own houses after the 2009 earthquake and tsunami
KAMUKA PATI
Unitec Institute of Technology

Holding writing workshops for colleagues
in New Zealand and across the Pacific,
driven by an interest in social justice
and in helping students reach their full
potential

PROFESSOR ALISON JONES
The University of Auckland

Building the New Zealand Ministry of
Education’s bilingual website for schools,
developing (with Microsoft) a Māori
keyboard, leading a project that enabled
Māori versions of Windows and Office,
and serving as a Visiting Researcher at
Google

DR TERESIA TEAIWA
Victoria University of Wellington

DR TE TAKA KEEGAN
The University of Waikato

DR MEGAN GIBBONS
Otago Polytechnic

Educators have
undertaken
significant intrainstitutional
initiatives or
projects

Drawing on Māori values and
her upbringing to help students
embrace “things Māori”,
including whanau [family] and
communal engagement, as well
as create a mutually rewarding
and supportive learning
environment

MEREANA RAPATA-HANNING
Otago Polytechnic

Teaching Māori processes and
models of health, focusing on
equity in hauora Māori [health],
and helping students integrate
and demonstrate cultural and
clinical competencies
ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR SUZANNE
PITAMA
The University of Otago

Persevering with students to achieve
the highest standards in the Māori
language

Educators have
demonstrated
specific concern
in their teaching
for particular
ethnic groups

ĒNOKA MURPHY
The University of Waikato

How do these award-winners’
culturally sensitive teaching
practices compare with your own?

?

Initiating Hauora Māori [Health] Day in
2010, and providing free health screenings
to the Māori community

Initiating and teaching on the
Massey-Wuhan 2+2 [joint
university teaching] programme

ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR SUZANNE PITAMA
The University of Otago

DR JING CHI
Massey University

Translating the university’s Computer Science
course and teaching it in Māori
DR TE TAKA KEEGAN
The University of Waikato

Engaging students in culturally
authentic activities (such as
tea ceremonies and calligraphy
writing) that help them learn
about Japanese culture

HARUKO STUART
The University of Otago

Equipping disadvantaged
learners, such as refugees,
with vital skills

FRANCES DENZ
Stellaris Limited

Starting the world’s first
undergraduate Pacific major
degree
DR TERESIA TEAIWA
Victoria University of Wellington

Creating safe spaces to challenge and
change oppressive practices, role modelling
empathy, and working with the Auckland
refugee community
ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR JAY MARLOWE
The University of Auckland

Using a strength-based approach to address the
inequality of education provision for indigenous
peoples and low income groups, with a
particular ability to value and affirm students
GAIL HARRISON
Whanganui Learning Centre

Does your institution enable staff to undertake
these sorts of outstanding culturally sensitive
initiatives? (If not, what could be done about that?)

A range of insights emerges from the findings. One is the clear ethos of social justice that underpins award-winning educators’ practices across the six
5. DISCUSSION themes. Another is the extensiveness of Māori-sensitive teaching, in different forms, by award-winning educators. That said, it is disappointing to see a
much lower (explicit) amount of concern for the needs of various Pacific learners. Also, we noticed that much cultural information on the Ako website
‘went without saying’ (James & Biesta, 2007), such as the significance of teachers’ own cultural contexts. Many of the teachers’ profiles included explicit Māori language; however,
the relevance of these words to the practical aspects of pedagogical practice (and observations or reflections of it) were often ambiguous.
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Award-winners’ photographs retrieved from:
www.akoaotearoa.ac.nz/awards

Although the study provides a solid first effort at interrogating award-winning teachers’ culturally sensitive practices, its limitations are clear. Our data
6. CONCLUSION consisted of only the publicly-available information from 58 award-winning teachers. Other qualitative (and quantitative) types of analysis of this data
would be valuable in future analyses. It would be unfair to reach any definitive conclusions based on this restricted analysis. However, this research
has uncovered some potentially rich areas for deeper explorations: interpretations of best practice in culturally sensitive higher education teaching are perhaps not as diverse as we
would expect. In the increasingly competitive global higher education marketplace, it would appear from this initial study that interpretations of ‘best practice’ in higher education
teaching in Aotearoa New Zealand remain within fairly predictable, ‘mainstream’ educational theoretical attitudes, with a heavy emphasis on Māori-focused practices. Perhaps a
creative approach to interpretations (and definitions) of ‘best practice’ might encourage more teachers to embark on valuable reflective journeys of their teaching practice?

