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TĒNĀ, I TE TARAIPIUNARA: 
 
 
Introduction  

1. Ko Rota Carrington ahau.  He uri ahau nō Ngāti Ngahere. 

2. My professional background is in education.  I have worked as a 

teacher and principal across three different schools in Auckland for a 

total of 17 years.  I have also worked as an advisor to the Ministry of 

Education. 

3. I was later employed as an Education Manager for Whakatōhea for 

three years, based at Ōpōtiki. 

Personal background 

4. I was born in Tauranga but spent most of my childhood travelling 

throughout the country and overseas because of my father’s service in 

the New Zealand Army.  I experienced various educational contexts 

because of this.  From attending a British Army School in Malaysia, 

Ahipara Native School in the Far North, and Ōpōtiki Primary School on 

the coast.   

5. Having an English father and Māori mother, looking obviously Māori 

and having multiple schools on my record card affected the way I was 

treated by the education system throughout my schooling years.  That 

journey through different educational systems has given me a unique 

mindset and formed my philosophy as an educator. 

6. I only attended Ōpōtiki Primary School for brief periods of time while 

my father was posted elsewhere.  However, Ōpōtiki was always home 

to my siblings and I, and my experiences there have shaped how I 

teach today. 

7. Although the majority of my educational practices and learnings have 

been outside of Ōpōtiki, in 2017 I was appointed as Education 

Manager on behalf of Whakatōhea. 
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8. I had not been imbedded in the education system there, so I came in 

with fresh eyes and was blown away by what I experienced and saw.  

I learned as much in my time as an Education Manager for 

Whakatōhea as I did across all of my teaching career. 

9. That gave me an insight into their journey, their current state and the 

inequities that have continued from colonisation. 

Impact of raupatu on Whakatōhea education systems 

10. The historical impacts of colonisation have clearly carried on through 

to the current education system in Ōpōtiki. 

11. When I started my role as Education Manager for Whakatōhea, I was 

made aware of how much raupatu really disrupted the traditional 

systems of education in the rohe.  It was not simply a loss of whenua.  

It dismantled the entire mātauranga ecosystem of identity, language, 

environmental stewardship, leadership and whakapapa being taught 

naturally through whānau, hapū, iwi and marae. 

12. The traditional ‘education system’ was discredited, dismantled and 

replaced by the formal education system.  Through this, education 

became separated from place, culture and identity, and shifted to an 

instrument of assimilation, replacing mātauranga Māori with Western 

knowledge systems. 

13. The Native Schools Act legalised the colonial education system 

designed to civilise and assimilate Māori.  This was followed by the 

Tohunga Suppression Act, established to prevent the retention and 

transmission of traditional knowledge and practices. 

14. This led to the reduced visibility of Whakatōhea epistemology, 

suppression of the reo and loss of local histories, affecting generations 

of Whakatōhea tamariki.  Education in the rohe had therefore become 

something experienced, as opposed to being something owned and 

taught by the community. 

15. The intergenerational impacts of that remain visible today; you only 

need to look at the social and educational outcomes of Ōpōtiki.  
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Whether it is low educational achievement, reduced confidence in 

educational institutions, socioeconomic disadvantage, weakened 

cultural identity, or loss of educational leadership within the 

community.  These are all connected to historical colonial events within 

the rohe. 

16. I think of where my mum was born, in the rohe of Ngāti Rua.  They 

gave land to the government for a Native School, and a priority of that 

school was to eradicate the reo and disenfranchise locals from their 

cultural practices.  There is an irony in that; providing land to the 

government for a Native School that marginalised the hapū even 

further. 

17. At the time of my parents return to Ōpōtiki in the late 70s, early 80s, 

the Ministry of Education were trying to sell that parcel of land that was 

still on the reservation site.  Under the Public Works Act this parcel 

should have been given back to the hapū, so my mother challenged 

the sale, protesting that the land should be eventually returned to the 

rightful owners.  This example illustrates the continuing trauma of 

raupatu and colonisation in the rohe in contemporary times. The need 

to fight for the very land that the Iwi had been displaced to.  

18. Another example of the continued colonial agenda is found in the roots 

of Ōpōtiki Primary School.  This school was established to provide 

education for the children of the soldiers and settlers, and 

disenfranchised Whakatōhea tamariki had to attend the very school of 

the colonisers, alongside the children of army invaders and those who 

now owned their customary lands.  Not only a Pākehā school in its 

teachings, but a school that was established for those who had settled 

on Whakatōhea’s stolen whenua. 

Lack of government resourcing and support 

Lack of resourcing and funding for school buildings 

19. The history and whakapapa of the colonised schooling system is still 

very present even in tangible ways.  Within a couple of weeks of my 
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arrival in the rohe, I visited Ōpōtiki College and was taken aback by 

the state of the school. 

20. The condition of the buildings were in disrepair, resembling the 1960s.  

This makes it difficult to attract both teachers and students, and 

although there have been Ministry of Education property officers 

through the College many times, nothing has been done.  The Ministry 

of Education have simply turned a blind eye to it.   

21. A principal who had just departed Ōpōtiki College for a sought-after 

appointment at a school in Auckland shared the narrative that he had 

pulled Ōpōtiki College up from its bootstraps.  However in reality, there 

was no evidence of that.  In fact, he left the school in half a million 

dollars of debt and the state of the buildings in disrepair.  In the last 

three to four years, the school had to be closed because of black 

mould.  Here is someone who climbed on the shoulders of those 

Whakatōhea tamariki; a continuation of the colonisers reaping the 

benefits of the colonised. 

22. This current state of Ōpōtiki College is a result of the colonial past.  

The historical trauma present within the rohe has seen accumulated 

impacts – from land loss to economic marginalisation, cultural 

suppression and educational disenfranchisement. 

23. The school is headed in a positive direction now, considering the 

Ministry of Education’s property plans for Ōpōtiki College.  They have 

finally secured some property improvements, expedited by the black 

mould found throughout the school buildings.  However, there remain 

difficulties ahead. 

Lack of resourcing and support for alternative pathways 

24. When I was in my role as Education Manager for Whakatōhea, getting 

anything meaningful done was almost impossible. 

25. Very early in my first year I was co-opted onto the Board of Trustees 

for Ōpōtiki College.  Around that time, I realised something more 

needed to be done for the pathway for Kura Kaupapa educated 
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rangatahi.  The principal and some representatives from the Board, 

including myself, therefore decided to visit Waiorea up in Auckland to 

look at co-governance structures.  It could have been a potentially 

good model to employ in the rohe of Whakatōhea. 

26. All local schools compete for teachers from the same teaching pool, 

whilst neither of the schools in the rohe have the roll numbers to 

warrant new property builds or provide for the various educational 

needs of their students.  However, with a co-governance model you 

are not competing for resources and instead double the capacity to 

apply for funding for schooling on the one campus. 

27. At the time, I heard the local Kura Kaupapa were looking to recapitate 

their year nine students rather than send them to Ōpōtiki College.  The 

aim was therefore to find an educational model for Ōpōtiki where both 

the local mainstream education system and Kura Kaupapa could work 

in partnership, enabling a pooling of resources.  The Kura Kaupapa 

could bring their building resources and portfolio to the College, and 

we could build one hall that both the College and Kura Kaupapa could 

use. 

28. That co-governance model was a way to provide a true Whakatōhea 

reo pathway without destabilising the College; bringing the College 

and Kura Kaupapa together and putting them both in a stronger 

position. 

29. We got to the stage where the Ministry of Education funded a project 

manager and I believe a project manager report was drafted.  

However, through unfortunate circumstances the principal left the 

College and the project lost momentum. 

30. That is the fear I have for the current property plans.  They do not 

acknowledge a co-governance model and I am concerned the project 

will lose momentum, funding will be minimal at best, and leadership 

will step away again. 

31. When we were going down the co-governance route, the Ministry of 

Education’s director of Eastern Bay of Plenty education was open and 
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willing to support the process.  She put together a group encompassing 

herself, myself, and the principal and Board Chair of the College, to 

advance the co-governance model in conjunction with the property 

plan they had. 

32. The purpose of this group was to recognise the unique needs of the 

College and the unique nature of future employment in the rohe, by 

attempting to get aquaculture recognised in the property plan so we 

could get aquaculture facilities developed at Ōpōtiki College.  

Aquaculture researchers from Cawthron Institute who had worked at 

the Whakatōhea mussel farm partnered with the College to put 

together an aquaculture curriculum under the broader science 

curriculum. 

33. The hope was to invest in an aquaculture and associated industries  

curriculum  in order to teach practices that could lead to pathways into 

employment, such as amongst the crews on the boats that go out from 

Ōpōtiki harbour, into the science labs, or even into the production of 

the local mussel factory. 

34. However, when we were looking at advancing that project, we were 

met with hesitation and constraints from the leadership within the 

Ministry of Education.  The director of Eastern Bay of Plenty education 

was very willing to engage with the project and potential pathways 

forward, but it could not progress past her. 

Lack of resourcing and support for the school community 

35. Another problem is in the poor resourcing of the school communities 

in the rohe, staff and students combined.  

36. Ōpōtiki College is the only local secondary school option following 

Kura Kaupapa and up until recent years, the College reo pathway was 

limited.  They have now got the  Mauroa Unit which is very successful, 

but the teachers within this are not backed adequately by government 

funding. 
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37. Equally, there are busloads of local kids that go to Whakatāne High 

School and Trident High School because the quality of education and 

opportunities are perceived as greater.  Ultimately, numbers give 

resources in a school.  If student numbers decrease, it is a spiral 

downhill because your capacity to attract teachers and opportunities 

to teach different curriculum are lessened. However, there is no real 

resourcing or support available for the College to really draw the 

community in. 

Lack of localised resourcing and funding 

38. You can even see problems in terms of localised resourcing.  When  

working in Ōpōtiki, the College had a contract for an attendance 

improvement programme.  However, it was funded and offered by a 

Ngāti Porou provider.  That ultimately minimised the capacity to 

localise non-attendance solutions because the programme was not 

based in the rohe. 

39. That same local lens on resourcing can be applied to the remoteness 

of our rohe.  I have seen first-hand the inequity that has arisen as a 

result of Whakatōhea’s colonial history and the burden that 

remoteness adds in an educational context.  What can whānau do if 

their child is offered an opportunity, but they do not have a means of 

transport or enough gas money to actually maximise that opportunity? 

40. Some apprenticeships were offered for a number of boys enrolled in 

the Ōpōtiki College Trades Academy, under the harbour build contract.  

They were given the opportunity to be part of the construction of the 

new harbour wharf with a large construction company.  However, they 

had to get themselves to the Te Puke to train and were expected to 

front their own accommodation.  Only one of the four boys was able to 

go because he had whānau that lived in the area who he could stay 

with.  The remoteness compounds the lack of access to adequate 

resourcing for educational needs. 
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Poor cultural representation and recognition of cultural competency 

41. Lack of cultural representation and recognition of cultural competency 

is another troubling issue I witnessed whilst based at Ōpōtiki. 

42. When I joined the Board of Trustees for Ōpōtiki College, Whakatōhea 

had only just got representation on the Board.  This absence reflected 

a wider pattern where iwi voices were largely excluded from 

governance despite the College serving a predominantly Māori 

community. 

43. Likewise, a number of staff at the College who whakapapa to the 

various hapū of Whakatōhea often felt reluctant to openly champion 

cultural representation.  It was clear that the College had a history of 

failing to serve the rangatahi of Whakatōhea where cultural 

representation and competency were concerned. 

44. I see that not as an unwillingness, but rather as being a result of the 

history of the College where Māori identity was often minimised as 

opposed to being celebrated.  This is the only secondary school in the 

Whakatōhea rohe and when I arrived, there was nothing in the hall that 

reflected the population of 80% plus Māori students enrolled. 

45. When the new principal arrived in 2017, she inherited half a million 

dollars of debt and a cohort of year nines who were displaying serious 

behavioural problems at the school. 

46. The Board were made aware that a majority of those causing issues 

were Kura Kaupapa educated.  We figured that they were simply lost 

because of the Pākehā environment of the school; it was not a place 

they felt recognised or represented.  Their rich cultural competencies 

were not valued as they had been through all of their previous 

schooling. 

47. The Board and Whakatōhea social services team therefore put 

together a wānanga at Ōmarumutu marae and took all of the youth 

there for a week.  I get goosebumps thinking about it.  The boy who 

was creating the most problems walked onto the marae and did the 
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whaikōrero.  You visibly saw this boy change in front of your eyes and 

the principal had recognised the problem immediately.  She bonded 

with these rangatahi who had been causing her problems simply 

because they were disenfranchised. 

48. The boy that could whaikōrero on the marae goes into a mainstream 

school and is not recognised as a future leader.  The mana that he had 

from Kura Kaupapa was taken away from him by a school environment 

that was steeped in colonial teachings and values. 

49. Following that wānanga, the principal very quickly established some 

projects and practices at the College that recognised the cultural 

competency that these rangatahi had, and things started to change for 

the better. 

50. What it highlighted is that Ōpōtiki College had been there for all these 

years, situated in a Māori community with all of these rangatahi Māori, 

but it had failed to recognise the tikanga, mātauranga and mana of 

Māori teachings.  This resulted in disengagement from school, low 

achievement outcomes and behavioural issues. 

51. The College subsequently worked with the Whakatōhea social 

services team to put together another programme with these 

rangatahi.  I attended one of the programmes at a local campsite.  The 

hāngi crew got a lesson from the school caretaker on how to cut down 

a beast, and these two boys who had been fighting in school walked 

in front of me with boning knives stuck in their belts, helping the 

caretaker. 

52. At that same programme, the caretaker – who really had all the cultural 

competency of a professor – took the kids eeling.  These eels were 

hanging on the line and this young girl walked past, took an eel off, 

walked down to the river to wash it, put it back on the line and re-salted 

it. 

53. The cultural competency of these rangatahi was through the roof and 

that programme really enhanced their sense of mana that had been 

stripped of them by the Western education system.  There was no 
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place for them to show their cultural competency or learnings in the 

mainstream schooling system because it is not measured or 

recognised; hence their aggression, because they did not know where 

they belong or how they could contribute to the school community. 

54. You then see that lack of cultural recognition and competency resulting 

in a lack of engagement in schooling: from poor attendance to early 

disengagement and behavioural issues, such as alcohol and drug 

abuse, violence, teen pregnancy and self-harm.  These children and 

rangatahi become disenfranchised from education in response to the 

historical trauma and injustice inflicted upon Whakatōhea of not only 

being torn away from their whenua, but of simultaneously having their 

culture and practices diminished and legislated against.  

55. As a response to this, in 2018 Te Pou Oranga o te Whakatōhea , 

through MBIE, funded a NEETS (not in education, employment or 

training) programme for youth in the rohe between 16 and 24 years of 

age.  It provided a second chance for those who had left schooling and 

were unemployed.  The rangatahi that came into that programme were 

so intelligent but had not been in school for years – some since the 

age of 12 – because the schooling environment was so foreign to them 

and failed them on all the mainstream criteria, despite being high 

achievers in cultural capability and expertise. 

56. Despite the historical trauma and restraints that Whakatōhea have 

faced, significant educational developments have come from within the 

community: stronger iwi-school partnerships, an increasing use of 

local curriculum, greater recognition of iwi and hapū mātauranga, 

wider use of the reo, an acknowledgement of local histories, and a 

growing confidence amongst rangatahi in expressing their cultural 

identity. 

57. These changes might be viewed by some as innovation, but to the 

community it is a restoration of all that was lost to colonisation. 

58. In this way, we consider it a form of Wayfinding Leadership – a 

collective approach intended to understand who we are and where we 
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come from, drawing on traditional, mana-enhancing leadership values, 

relationships and purposes to underpin the schooling system. 

59. A prime example of this is the Ōpōtiki College Trades Academy.  Erica 

Stanford was recently interviewed about this programme on Radio 

New Zealand.  That is the profile that the Trades Academy has; it is 

really something of national significance. 

60. When the programme was established, my team in the Ministry of 

Justice were able to fund some research by Impact Lab.  We 

commissioned research on the construction programme at the College 

and the return on investment was nine to one.  The researchers could 

not believe the figures.  They had to be reminded that these rangatahi 

were not being measured from the starting line.  They were in the 

deficit when they went into that programme, that is why their measures 

were so far skewed that the researchers had to re-check them. 

61. The first ten rangatahi part of the Trades Academy had an average 

attendance of 30% the previous year.  In the year that the research 

was completed they had an 85% plus attendance rate.  They had all 

achieved NCEA Level 3 literacy and numeracy, and Level 3 BCITO 

(Building and Construction Industry Training Organisation) 

qualifications. 

62. That is the outcome of the construction programme and what Erica 

Stanford was recognising on national radio, without acknowledging 

that these results are from a school that is considered dysfunctional at 

the hands of governmental neglect. 

63. Once you get rangatahi engaged and invest in diverse programmes 

and opportunities, the collateral outcomes are astounding.  They 

actually attend school and are engaged in learning, despite everything 

that may be going on at home or in the community. 

64. I was hoping if I stayed down there that the Ministry of Education would 

eventually establish a whakairo school as part of that construction 

programme. 
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Honouring Te Tiriti o Waitangi obligations 

65. The Waitangi Tribunal has consistently recognised that the Crown has 

obligations to actively protect the reo and Māori culture, education has 

often failed to uphold Treaty responsibilities, local iwi and hapū should 

have genuine influence over educational matters affecting their 

people, and educational inequity is closely connected to historical 

breaches of the Treaty. 

66. I therefore believe it is about restoring mana to our people.  When 

rangatahi understand the stories of their whenua, recognise the 

leadership of their tūpuna, hear their own language, and see their 

culture reflected in learning and governance, education becomes a 

place where identity and achievement strengthen one another. 

67. The challenge for educators is therefore not only to improve 

educational outcomes, but to create learning environments where 

Whakatōhea identity is visible, valued and lived. 

68. In doing so, schools become partners in the restoration of whakapapa, 

culture and community wellbeing, embodying a Wayfinding Leadership 

approach that prepares young people to navigate confidently between 

their ancestral inheritance and the opportunities of the future. 

69. This broader context reinforces that educational reform is part of 

honouring the agreement reached under Te Tiriti o Waitangi, rather 

than providing for special treatment. 

Concluding remarks 

70. The history of education in the rohe of Whakatōhea is a story of 

interrupted cultural transmission, resistance to colonial endeavours, 

and attempting to retain, restore and revitalise mana and 

rangatiratanga. 

71. However, the nature of the relationship between Whakatōhea and the 

Ministry of Education is not good.  Once again, out of sight out of mind. 
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72. If the Ministry of Education partnered with Whakatōhea in a meaningful 

way, the situation within the schools around the rohe – and amongst 

the community more broadly – could improve drastically. 

73. The appointment of four Limited Statutory Managers since 2016 has 

not uncovered any solutions to the long-term issues that Ōpōtiki 

College and other local schools face, because the current inequities in 

the rohe of Whakatōhea cannot be understood without recognising the 

enduring impacts of colonisation, raupatu and state education policy. 

74. I do not think that the Ministry of Education nor the broader government 

consider that they have any obligations in that respect, and that is the 

most disappointing and disheartening aspect of all. 
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