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Abstract 

This thesis explores how Year 10 social studies students and teachers at Kāpiti College, a secondary 

school in the North Island of New Zealand, are affected emotionally by whiteness and the White desire 

to be ‘good’ when learning about colonisation. The influence of whiteness is invisibilised and 

normalised in the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum, influencing students and teachers 

to think of whiteness as ‘neutral’. The new curriculum was introduced to primary and secondary 

schools in 2023 and was adopted early by Kāpiti College in 2022. Emotional reactions to colonial 

topics and the effect of whiteness in New Zealand schools have been the subjects of previous research 

(MacDonald, Funaki, and Smith 2021; MacDonald 2020; Manning 2018; Bell and Russell 2021; 

MacDonald and Kidman 2021; Harcourt 2020). My research builds on this through an investigation of 

the influence of the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum in maintaining and obscuring 

whiteness. Data was collected over eight weeks of fieldwork with five Year 10 social studies classes at 

Kāpiti College, using classroom participant observation, teacher semi-structured interviews, one 

lunchtime focus group with students, and an anonymous student survey. This thesis explores the effect 

that the dominance of whiteness had on the emotional responses of my participants. This included 

Pākehā1 students and teachers and their desire to maintain White innocence, tauiwi students who 

sometimes bought into that whiteness and did not see their settler stories reflected in the classroom, and 

Māori students whose anger and sense of injustice were silenced by whiteness.  

Using Thomassen’s (2014) discussion of liminality, Fassin’s (2013) discussion of resentment and 

ressentiment, Applebaum’s (2010) discussion of whiteness, and Abraham and Torok’s (1986) 

cryptonomy, I argue that teachers and students experience varying types of discomfort. These include 

the desire to be ‘good’ and the resulting moral liminality which influences them to self-censor and 

become silent. Pākehā teachers and students are unsure how to be ‘good’ in response to the violent 

histories of colonisation, attempting to suppress uncomfortable emotions within the classroom 

environment, thus maintaining whiteness and coloniality through silence. Māori students’ emotional 

expressions are limited by White silences and the omission of Māori resistance histories, disregarded in 

the name of ‘neutrality’.  

 

 
1 See Te Aka – Māori Dictionary Online for translation of Te Reo Māori words. 



 

3 

Acknowledgements 

 

Researching your community and history is an unsettling, difficult, exhausting, and often 

overwhelming process, and I could not have done it alone. The support of my friends, family, 

colleagues, supervisors, and participants has buoyed me through this degree. I would be remiss to let 

their energies and encouragement go unacknowledged.  

 

First, I want to thank my wonderful supervisors Lorena and Corinna. Lorena, thank you endlessly for 

continuing to push me to be more critical and reflect on my own assumptions, your guidance has 

shaped this thesis into something I think I can be proud of. Your seemingly unending energy and 

enthusiasm for my project have been invaluable. Corinna, thank you for paying such close attention to 

my writing and my ideas, you have helped me so much in extending my thinking. I feel very fortunate 

to have had you both as supervisors, you have both made this experience enjoyable and challenging for 

me. Thank you also to the other members of the wonderful anthropology department, Eli, Grant, 

Brigitte, and Amir, you have all made me feel very welcome during my studies. 

 

To my friends and family who have provided support and words of encouragement throughout this 

degree, thank you for listening and sharing your own stories of learning Aotearoa New Zealand’s 

histories. To April and Pasha, thank you both for our valuable discussions and commiserations about 

the trials of a Master’s degree. Without you both, this would have been a lonely process. Thank you to 

my partner and fellow Master’s student Oliver for keeping me grounded and always staying curious 

about my work. Your endless encouragement and belief in me have been indispensable.  

 

Finally, to Kāpiti College and all my participants, thank you for your generosity and patience in letting 

me do fieldwork at your school. In my time with you all, I gained an appreciation of the complex 

difficulties faced by teachers and students dealing with violent colonial histories, and this 

understanding makes me even more grateful for the time each of my participants took to speak with me 

and allow me to observe them. The amount of time and effort my teacher participants put into 

delivering this new curriculum and the concern they showed for the quality of its delivery was 

admirable. Thank you all for letting me into your classrooms and conversations, without you this 

research would not be possible.  

 



 

4 

Table of Contents 

 

Abstract ..................................................................................................................................................... 2 

Acknowledgements ................................................................................................................................... 3 

Table of Contents ...................................................................................................................................... 4 

Chapter One: Introduction......................................................................................................................... 7 

Motivations for the Research................................................................................................................. 9 

Background to the Research ................................................................................................................ 12 

Research Questions ............................................................................................................................. 15 

Theoretical Framework ....................................................................................................................... 15 

‘Good’ White Silences and Moral Liminality ..................................................................................... 19 

Thesis Outline...................................................................................................................................... 20 

Chapter Two: Methodology .................................................................................................................... 22 

Introduction: ........................................................................................................................................ 22 

Chosen Methodology: Ethnography .................................................................................................... 23 

Constructing the Field as a ‘Partial Insider’ ........................................................................................ 24 

Data Collection: ................................................................................................................................... 26 

Recognising Emotion and Listening to Silence ............................................................................... 26 

Participant Observation in the Classroom ....................................................................................... 28 

Lunchtime Focus Group .................................................................................................................. 29 

Survey of Student Participants......................................................................................................... 30 

Interviews with Teacher Participants............................................................................................... 31 

Data Analysis: ..................................................................................................................................... 32 

Conclusion: .......................................................................................................................................... 33 

Chapter Three: Histories of the Curriculum............................................................................................ 34 

Introduction: ........................................................................................................................................ 34 

National and Local Curriculum Histories: .......................................................................................... 35 

New Zealand History in Schools from 1877 Onwards .................................................................... 35 

The 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand Histories Curriculum ..................................................................... 40 

Content and Learning Goals ............................................................................................................ 40 

Mutually Incompatible Goals and Moral Liminality ....................................................................... 43 

Aotearoa New Zealand’s Histories at Kāpiti College ......................................................................... 44 



 

5 

Conclusion: .......................................................................................................................................... 46 

Interlude: Welcome to the Classroom ..................................................................................................... 47 

Chapter Four: Pedagogies of Whiteness ................................................................................................. 51 

Introduction: ........................................................................................................................................ 51 

‘Doom and Gloom’ and White Innocence: ......................................................................................... 51 

‘Savages’ and Civility: Counteracting and/or Reinforcing Whiteness & Coloniality ........................ 55 

Simulation Games ............................................................................................................................... 59 

Conclusion: .......................................................................................................................................... 64 

Chapter Five: Permeable and Solid ‘Barriers’ in the Classroom ............................................................ 66 

Introduction ......................................................................................................................................... 66 

Solid Barriers ....................................................................................................................................... 67 

Permeable Barriers .............................................................................................................................. 71 

Uncomfortable Students and Teachers ............................................................................................ 71 

Self-Censorship and The Facts/Opinions Split ................................................................................ 74 

Finding a Way to Be ‘Good’ in Morally Liminal Spaces ................................................................ 76 

Conclusion ........................................................................................................................................... 79 

Chapter Six: Emotions and Difficult Discussions................................................................................... 81 

Introduction ......................................................................................................................................... 81 

Emotional Students and Teachers ....................................................................................................... 82 

‘Natural’ Justifications and Lovely Knowledge .............................................................................. 82 

Dispelling Discomfort: Moving ‘Forward’ into ‘Good Atonement’ ............................................... 84 

Settler Silences in the Classroom ........................................................................................................ 89 

Finding Comfort in Difficult Discussions ........................................................................................... 92 

Conclusion ........................................................................................................................................... 94 

Conclusion............................................................................................................................................... 95 

Bibliography.......................................................................................................................................... 100 

Appendices ............................................................................................................................................ 114 

Appendix A ....................................................................................................................................... 114 

Appendix B........................................................................................................................................ 115 

Appendix C........................................................................................................................................ 115 

Appendix D ....................................................................................................................................... 117 

Appendix E ........................................................................................................................................ 130 



 

6 

Appendix F ............................................................................................................................................ 146 

Appendix G ........................................................................................................................................... 150 

 

 

  



 

7 

Chapter One: Introduction 

 

Georgia: “Um...how do you feel about, sort of, dealing with some of the more difficult 

topics?”. 

 

Brianna*2: “Like, you’re like, ohh (makes uneasy noise), I don’t wanna get it too wrong that I 

then don’t do anything, or I don’t feel confident, so, yeah. I still- and always feel mindful of 

how I’m teaching this topic and self-conscious to an extent, to try and feel like you’re doing the 

right thing by students... and, yeah. It’s not an easy topic when it’s so close to home. And you 

know that the kids... yeah. You wanna allow them to develop and have their own reactions. But 

I guess for me, what I try and... just always make sure that everything is being grounded in 

evidence and historical facts and realities, and that we’re testing assumptions. Um, but yeah, 

still tryna allow space for all views to be heard. Which is... tricky… So how do I feel? I don’t 

know, it’s hard. (laughs loudly) It’s really hard!”. 

                                                       (Interview with Brianna* [teacher], 6 September 2022) 

 

 

“I like to belive that (atleast) most things have both positive and negitive consaquens. I hoped 

that we would also get to learn about some postive thigns about it so that we can see both sides 

on whether it is a good or bad thing. Its importent to hear both sides of the arguement befor 

making a bold claim of whether it is good and bad.”3. 

                                                                                                (Meredith* [student], survey) 

 

 

 

 

This thesis focuses on how whiteness is invisibilised and normalised in the 2023 Aotearoa New 

Zealand histories curriculum, influencing the emotional reactions of students and teachers in five Year 

10 Social Studies classes at Kāpiti College. Kāpiti College is a large secondary school of around 1600 

students located on the West Coast of the North Island of New Zealand. My participants were Year 10 

 
2 Names ending in an asterisk indicate a pseudonym. 
3 All survey quotes are included unedited. 
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students, around 14 to 15 years old on average, and their three Social Studies teachers. A former 

student of the school, I returned to do fieldwork there in August of 2022, six months before the official 

introduction of the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum. The curriculum provides a new 

framework for the teaching of history for students in Years 1 to 10. It makes the teaching of Aotearoa 

New Zealand’s histories compulsory for these year groups and represents a significant shift in the 

approach to Māori histories in comparison to previous curricula (Ministry of Education 2022). The 

curriculum was originally scheduled for introduction in 2022, however, due to ongoing complications 

from the Covid-19 pandemic, its integration was postponed until 2023 (Ministry of Education 2023a). I 

spent eight weeks visiting Kāpiti College, following five different Year 10 Social Studies classes as 

they encountered violent stories of New Zealand’s colonisation, struggled with uncomfortable and 

painful emotions, and tried to find the ‘right’ or ‘good’ way of talking about colonisation. During my 

time in the field, the five Year 10 Social Studies classes I observed were learning about what 

colonisation is, how it works, what it looked like in New Zealand, and what the consequences of that 

process have been for Māori specifically.  

 

This thesis examines how the curriculum’s maintenance of whiteness has created an environment 

where Pākehā students and teachers searched for a way to be a ‘good white’, Māori found the places 

their anger could be directed to be limited, and a sense of ‘moral liminality’ dominated discussions of 

colonisation. Whiteness is a social positionality used to categorise and dominate social groups and 

societies. Within whiteness, people and groups are racialised and dehumanised, specifically in relation 

to ‘White people’, to dominate them and order the world in a specific Eurocentric way (al-Samarai and 

Piesche 2018; Leonardo 2004). ‘Moral liminality’ is connected to whiteness because it arises from the 

White desire to be ‘good’. I think of moral liminality as being a state of moral emotion which is 

‘betwixt and between’ a previous state of white innocence and a new unknown environment where it is 

not clear how Pākehā can be ‘good’ (Thomassen 2014, 89). I observed that this moral liminality mostly 

affected Pākehā students and teachers as well as tauiwi who identified with whiteness, as they were 

entering a new moral space and felt unsure or challenged. They tried to be ‘good’ in this new space, 

often maintaining their White innocence in the process (Leonardo 2004; McWhorter 2005). My use of 

‘White innocence’ is based on Wekker’s (2016) discussion. Wekker, Applebaum (2010), and Sullivan 

(2014) describe White innocence as being contrived innocence which seeks to both centre whiteness as 

‘superior’ and disavow the violence and racial discrimination perpetuated by it. My participants did not 

discuss White innocence in those terms, but they did show a preoccupation with doing the ‘right’ thing 

and avoiding being ‘wrong’, which indicated a need to be ‘good’ or reclaim White innocence.  
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Using Thomassen’s discussion of liminality (2014), Fassin’s discussion of resentment and ressentiment 

(2013), Dragojlovic and Samuels’ (2021) discussion of silences, Applebaum’s discussion of White 

innocence and ‘goodness’ (2010), and Abraham and Torok’s cryptonomy (1986), I explore how 

teachers and students in five Year 10 classes at Kāpiti College experienced discomfort, kept silences, 

and tried to be ‘good’. I also considered how the legacy of local and national history education in New 

Zealand shapes their understandings of colonisation. I focus on discomfort primarily among the other 

myriad emotions expressed by students and teachers in the classroom such as anger, sadness, and 

indifference because discomfort is closely tied to whiteness. Discomfort is tied to whiteness because it 

indicates the unsettling of identities based on whiteness and is also sometimes used as a way of 

maintaining whiteness through denial and defensiveness (Pederson, McCreanor, and Braun 2022). 

Discomfort also allows space for the exploration of Māori and non-Pākehā responses to the 2023 

Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum, providing a frame to understand forms of discomfort more 

closely linked to hearing and learning about the historical injustices of colonisation in a Pākehā 

education system. I also chose to focus on the bicultural relationship between Māori and Pākehā due to 

the low number of tauiwi, Pasifika, or other immigrant/refugee students and the limitations of a 

Master’s thesis. The demographic makeup of the school is 78% Pākehā, 20% Māori, and 2% Pasifika, 

tauiwi, or other immigrant/refugee (“Kapiti College | Education Review Office.” 2019). In addition to 

this, some tauiwi students I talked with or observed identified with whiteness, leading me further 

towards a focus on whiteness in the classroom.  

 

 

Motivations for the Research  

 

In 2019, when I heard that Aotearoa New Zealand’s histories would be made compulsory for Years 1 to 

10, I thought back to my own primary and secondary education and the dismal amount I had been 

taught about my country’s history. Over the next three years as the country’s schools waited for the 

new history curriculum, others who had been through the New Zealand school system, both Pākehā and 

Māori, also found themselves remembering their own experiences of New Zealand history at school, 

and shared stories which revealed a legacy of silencing, discomfort, and whiteness in New Zealand 

history classrooms (Ngarewa 2021; Keenan 2022; Burns 2022; Bell and Russell 2021; MacDonald and 

Kidman 2021). Also shared were the perspectives of a vocal minority who took issue with the proposed 

curriculum, saying that it was ‘divisive’, pushing an ‘agenda’, and that we should ‘move on’ from the 
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past (Kidman et al 2022, 73-75; Quinlivan 2022; O’Malley and Kidman 2017). These perspectives aim 

to maintain systems of whiteness and coloniality which have been present in New Zealand classrooms 

since the 1877 Education Act, legislation which produced the first New Zealand national curriculum 

and prescribed English history as the only history which should be taught (Manning 2018). I chose to 

focus on whiteness in my thesis to the exclusion of other possible framings because of its centrality to 

Aotearoa New Zealand as a settler-colonial state, its pervasive invisibility, and the importance of 

addressing it to uncover systemic inequities (Pederson, McCreanor, and Braun 2022; al-Samarai and 

Piesche 2018; Applebaum 2010). Concern emerged from those in education that the difficult emotional 

aspects of Aotearoa New Zealand’s histories would be ignored in the classroom and that Māori would 

be relied on for cultural knowledge or alternatively silenced if they tried to share their experiences in 

Pākehā dominated classrooms (Ngarewa 2021; Burns 2022; Russell 2022; Pederson, McCreanor, and 

Braun 2022). My motivation for this research is based on this concern about the difficult emotions and 

influence of whiteness in Aotearoa New Zealand’s histories, aiming to highlight how both students and 

teachers experience difficult emotions in the classroom, how these experiences are influenced by the 

presence of whiteness, and how teachers find ways to overcome moral liminality and counteract 

whiteness in the classroom.   

 

Emotionality in the classroom, and particularly moral emotions to do with colonisation, is an under-

researched area in New Zealand, and the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum itself adds 

an extra unknown component to this (Neill et al 2021; Harcourt 2020). A moral emotion or sentiment is 

an emotional response which is grounded in a group or individual’s conception of morality. Moral 

emotions can tell anthropologists about the values, norms, and motives of particular social and cultural 

groups and help us understand what people care about and why (Throop 2012). The research which has 

been done on student reactions to violent New Zealand histories indicates that engagement with 

difficult histories and the often uncomfortable and painful emotions which accompany them can be 

productive for students’ learning (MacDonald 2020; MacDonald et al 2022; Harcourt 2020). Research 

indicates that people, particularly Pākehā, find engaging with colonial histories ‘unsettling’, 

‘uncomfortable’, ‘difficult’, and ‘uncanny’ among other distressing or discomfiting feelings (Bell and 

Russell 2021; Harcourt 2020; MacDonald and Kidman 2021; Macdonald 2013). The 2023 Aotearoa 

New Zealand histories curriculum unsettles a legacy of forgetting which has occurred in two loosely 

defined periods: one monoculturally British and the other an imagined ‘bicultural’ ideal. The 

emergence of colonial histories in the national conversation and the nation’s schools after this history 

of forgetting is unsettling for Pākehā because it unsettles their sense of identity and place, built on ideas 
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of national unity, benign colonisation, and whiteness (Bell and Russell 2021). In the face of this 

unsettled identity, Pākehā try to find a way back to White innocence, to being ‘good’, and this pursuit 

creates a sense of moral liminality. For Māori, the emergence of colonial histories after a national 

history of forgetting does not necessarily have the same unsettling effect as it does for Pākehā, because 

their identity is not built on whiteness. Māori sometimes experience grief in response to violent 

colonial histories, and do not feel particularly discomfited by the introduction of an unfamiliar social or 

learning space, because they often move in ‘uncanny’ settler spaces (Harcourt 2020; MacDonald and 

Kidman 2021).  

 

The politically and socially fraught nature of the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum and 

the emergence of moral liminality offers an opportunity to witness a particular transitional period in 

New Zealand’s classrooms. New Zealand’s legacy of history education is one which covers British 

Empirical patriotism, colonial histories, silencing, and a long path to Māori inclusion (Manning 2018; 

Bell and Russell 2021). There is potential for collective mourning with the introduction of the 

compulsory Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum, but as Bell and Russell (2021) point out, 

‘careful’ pedagogies (p.24) will be required to encourage this mourning. Whiteness and coloniality still 

form key cornerstones in New Zealand's national and Pākehā identities and unencrypting histories of 

violent injustice is not in the best interests of whiteness (Kidman and MacDonald 2021; MacDonald et 

al 2020; Applebaum 2010). Coloniality is the administrative continuation of colonisation which 

maintains the colonial domination of society after the physical act of colonisation is finished and the 

colonisers have (not always) left (Leonardo 2018). Recording the experiences of students and teachers 

in this transitional period is important because it represents a significant shift in trends in history 

education in New Zealand.  

 

My own positionality as a Pākehā tangata Tiriti whose family settled in New Zealand 150 years ago 

also influenced my motivation for this research. My identity is entangled with whiteness, and this 

affects both my understanding of Aotearoa New Zealand’s histories and my representational ability for 

my participants. I am interested in this transitional moral period for Aotearoa New Zealand’s history 

classrooms because I was once in those classrooms and I understand on a personal level the feeling of 

the settler-colonial crypt, as MacDonald and Kidman (2021) identify it. The sealed crypt containing 

knowledge of violent histories which releases only the difficult emotions which accompany them 

(MacDonald and Kidman 2021). That subconscious unease, the buried generational knowledge of 

violence pushed me in some ways towards this research. It is a very unsettling process, and I am very 
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aware that my focus does skew towards the Pākehā, which is part of the reason that I have chosen to 

place an analysis of whiteness at the core of this thesis. My analysis of Māori discomfort and responses 

to the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum is informed by close listening and observation 

of consenting Māori students in the classroom and by the work of Māori and Pākehā researchers 

dealing with Māori difficult emotions and Pākehā paralysis (Smith 2021; Metge and Kinloch 2014; 

Tolich 2002; Fabish 2014). As a Pākehā researcher doing research with both Pākehā and Māori, as well 

as Pasifika, tauiwi, and other immigrants who may have their own difficult histories in New Zealand, I 

have to sit with the fact that I will have blind spots and very likely make mistakes when it comes to my 

analysis and work with Māori. My own whiteness and internalised racism pose a challenge and the 

threat of Pākehā paralysis hangs there somewhere too, but this tangled settler identity also presents an 

opportunity for deeper and more critical engagement with whiteness. As Fabish (2014) says while 

reflecting on her own struggles with Pākehā paralysis in her PhD thesis Black Rainbow, “This 

internalised racism does not cancel out the antiracism that I am also informed by, rather the two sit 

together within the contradictions and dialogues of the mind. However, any racism I have absorbed is 

harder to look at and therefore more important to confront.” (Fabish 2010, in Fabish 2014, 33).  

 

 

Background to the Research  

 

The Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum is the first history curriculum of its kind in New 

Zealand4. It provides structure to the teaching of New Zealand histories and pays close attention to the 

types of stories being told in the classroom (Manning 2018; Patrick 2011). New Zealand’s treatment of 

history in the classroom has changed significantly in the almost 150 years since the 1877 Education 

Act, moving from a ‘controversial’ topic, as it was thought of in the 19th century, exuding British 

Empirical patriotism, to a largely ignored optional subject, to a contemporary ‘neutral’ subject taught in 

detail but avoiding ‘opinions’ or emotions (Manning 2018; Patrick 2011). The 1877 Education Act 

provided the structure for the first national curriculum in New Zealand, framing it as a ‘vexatious 

subject’ which caused disagreements among British settlers at the time (Manning 2018, 121). Apart 

from stipulating that only English national history should be taught, the 1877 Education Act also 

treated history as contested and controversial, excusing students from attending history classes if their 

parents or guardians objected to what was being taught. This part of the act was only removed in the 

 
4 The Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum is the first of its kind because of its compulsory focus on colonisation. 
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1964 Education Act. The introduction of the new history curriculum has been met with a widely varied 

array of reactions from New Zealand society reflecting the influence of whiteness. Many teachers and 

Māori activists have met the news of a compulsory New Zealand history curriculum with cautious 

optimism, hopeful about the prospect of teaching comprehensive local and national history to students 

but cautious about the way the curriculum will be framed and whose narratives will be privileged 

(Ngarewa 2021; Burns 2022; Pederson, McCreanor, and Braun 2022). Others have met the news with 

indifference, imagining that New Zealand schools already have ‘enough’ coverage of history, and that 

New Zealand history is ‘not interesting’ and better left ‘in the past’ (Kidman et al 2022). A small but 

vocal group have responded to the new curriculum with protest, accusing the New Zealand government 

of ‘pushing an agenda’ and trying to spread some kind of nefarious ‘revisionist histories’, feeling their 

national and personal identities unsettled by the suggestion that there is violence and injustice in New 

Zealand’s past (Quinlivan 2022; Hogan 2021; Kidman et al 2022; Savage 2021).  

 

The varied and highly emotional reactions to the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum 

display the legacy of history as a tool of colonisation. History in New Zealand, as in other settler-

colonial countries, has been used as a tool to support processes of coloniality and maintain the 

oppression of Indigenous groups through “the negation of indigenous views…” (Smith 2021, 70). 

History becomes a tool for colonisation when it is used to shape the self and group images of the 

colonised, changing the official narrative of events to suit the coloniser and influencing the way the 

colonised think of themselves and their histories, centering the coloniser’s worldview (Leonardo 2018; 

Walker 1990). Using history as a tool for colonisation can influence everything from common sense 

assumptions and self-image to how land ownership is perceived, allowing colonisers to shape the land 

and the governing law as well as the minds and actions of both settlers and the Indigenous population 

(Leonardo 2018; Walker 1990). The idea that Aotearoa New Zealand histories, and specifically Māori 

histories, are ‘in the past’ or pejoratively ‘revisionist histories’ is a consequence of the way that history 

has been used as a tool for colonisation. A section of the population continues to place value in the idea 

that either colonisation was a ‘net positive’ or that it should simply be left in the past because it is not 

important anymore (Hogan 2021). Much of the reasoning behind the protests against the 

implementation of the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum ironically serves as a good 

example of the large gaps many New Zealanders have in their local historical knowledge. Claims of 

‘revisionist histories’, ‘political agendas’, and at their most openly racist, ‘savage cannibals’ from 

respondents against the 2014 Ōtorohanga petition brought by high school students for compulsory 
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teaching of Aotearoa New Zealand histories highlight a lack of historical knowledge amongst a 

sizeable section of the population (Smith 2021; Mikaere 2017; Kidman et al 2022).  

 

Growing up surrounded by these legacies of colonisation, hearing Māori histories disparaged and 

carrying encrypted knowledge of the colonial violence done “...half an hour from where you live, not 

that long ago” (Kidman et al 2022, 70) means that Māori and Pākehā students are encountering New 

Zealand histories in the classroom with discomfort and pain (Ngarewa 2021; Good 2021). Even if a 

person grows up never learning the history of their local area, or that colonisation even happened, the 

encrypted knowledge sits in other spaces waiting to be absorbed; in playground jokes, in thinly veiled 

racism, in the ethnic makeup of towns so close together yet very far apart, and in the silences of 

parents, teachers, and strangers (Good 2021; Jackson 2020; MacDonald and Kidman 2021). The 

presence of these uncomfortable emotions in the classroom is concerning for teachers and Māori 

activists invested in history education because of the potential for the emotions to be overlooked or 

marginalised, especially in the case of Māori students (Ngarewa 2021; Kowhai 2022). Discomfort in 

particular holds potential for education, leading to a deeper understanding, empathy, and critical 

thinking when engaged in the classroom (Macdonald 2013; MacDonald 2020). For Māori, having 

space to express feelings of anger, pain, and resentment in the classroom represents a radical departure 

from classroom practices in the past (Ngarewa 2021; Smith 2021). It also provides an opportunity for 

Pākehā students (and teachers) to listen actively and get comfortable with being uncomfortable (Fabish 

2014). Having open and potentially vulnerable discussions about histories have the potential to 

encourage a deeper understanding of histories and identity, both national and personal (Metge 2001; 

MacDonald 2020).  

 

Despite the discomfort and emotional difficulty of talking about Aotearoa New Zealand’s histories, 

many people are willing to talk, even eager to do so. This became clear to me in the course of my 

Master's degree, as I found that people, even those who didn’t know me well, were eager to share their 

thoughts and sometimes discuss difficult topics. Encrypted knowledge about New Zealand’s violent 

colonial past sat just under the skin of the people I talked to, Māori, Pākehā, and tauiwi, and at times it 

seemed as though they needed little encouragement from me to share their thoughts. I had 

conversations with Pākehā who questioned the validity of Indigenous histories, revealing underlying 

colonial ideas about ‘real’ ‘logical’ histories (Sahlins 1983; Sefa Dei 2010). I encountered questions 

about whether colonisation was indeed a good thing after all, because of its apparent hand in the 

‘development’ of settler-colonial countries (Sefa Dei 2010). I talked with friends who had never learnt 
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about local history and felt entirely disconnected from the history of the country they had grown up in. 

I talked with Māori for whom thoughts of colonisation and violent histories were never far from their 

minds, moving in two worlds (Walker 1990). I observed Pākehā discuss their family histories with each 

other and discover collectively that they were connected to New Zealand in more complex ways than 

they had previously imagined.  

 

 

Research Questions 

 

I have three core research questions, focussing on emotions, silence, pedagogy, whiteness, and 

coloniality: 

 

- How is whiteness variously maintained and counteracted in the classroom? 

 

- What methods, pedagogical or otherwise, do students and teachers use to deal with difficult 

emotions and discussions around colonial history in the classroom? 

 

- How do Pākehā students and teachers reconcile their moral selves in response to encountering 

violent colonial histories? 

 

 

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

In order to place my research questions in academic and historical context, below I describe the 

academic texts and theories, from anthropology, education, and occasionally history, which form the 

basis of my theoretical framework, considering their connections to each other and the ways they 

inform and relate to my research. To understand where my research fits in the New Zealand academic 

context, especially that of the last three years, I begin with a description of the connections between 

Kidman et al’s (2022) book Fragments from a Contested Past, MacDonald’s (2020) Teaching the New 

Zealand Wars, and MacDonald, Funaki, and Smith’s (2021) “When Am I Supposed to Teach Māori 

and Find the Time to Learn it?”. Kidman et al explore the nature of memory as connected to New 

Zealand history by considering the role of public memory, denial, forgetting, and silence. Kidman et al 

consider how New Zealand’s colonial histories are remembered or forgotten and the ways that silences 

and denial have shaped the country (Kidman et al 2022). MacDonald (2020) provides a detailed case 
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study, focusing on the ways the silences and legacies of forgetting and denial explored in Kidman et al 

2022 affect young students learning about Aotearoa New Zealand’s histories. This article also 

highlights the integral role that educators and teachers have in showing empathy and being open with 

emotion when teaching students about difficult and violent histories and provides an example of some 

student responses to colonial histories (MacDonald 2020). MacDonald, Funaki, and Smith (2021) 

discuss how the legacies of denial and silence affect teachers and the influence whiteness has on their 

approach to Māori histories in particular. Together, these three texts provide a discussion of the state of 

Aotearoa New Zealand’s histories, how those histories manifest in and affect the present, and examples 

of how students and teachers have responded to learning their histories. The descriptions and 

theoretical analysis of racial bonding as an attempt to maintain whiteness and White dominance in 

MacDonald, Funaki, and Smith (2021) allowed me to recognise the lack of these settler affirmations in 

my own fieldwork and led me to a deeper analysis of my data, uncovering the related phenomenon of 

‘settler silences’ which I discuss in Chapter Six. 

 

In their article, Uncanny Pedagogies (2021), Kidman and MacDonald discuss the uncanny quality of 

violent colonial histories for Pākehā and the influence of the settler-colonial crypt. This discussion 

addresses many of the ideas explored in Kidman et al (2022), MacDonald (2020), and MacDonald, 

Funaki, and Smith (2021), such as discomfort, difficult histories, Pākehā struggles with violent colonial 

histories, and the legacies of forgetting and silence in New Zealand history (Kidman and MacDonald 

2021). Their discussion of the settler-colonial crypt, using Derrida’s (1986) metaphor of the sealed 

crypt, describes the way Māori histories (and the Pākehā role in those histories) are hidden and silenced 

(MacDonald and Kidman 2021). Abraham and Torok’s (1986) book The Wolf Man’s Magic Word 

discusses the idea of ‘cryptonomy’, which describes the ways that repressed trauma or memories can be 

encrypted in language or ‘crypts’, which can be deciphered to reveal hidden memories (Abraham and 

Torok 1986). Abraham and Torok’s concept of cryptonomy is related to Kidman and MacDonald’s use 

of the settler-colonial crypt in that Derrida and Abraham and Torok’s discussions of crypts initially 

emerged together but later diverged into two distinct approaches to crypts. The former focused on 

hauntology and exploring everyday silences, and the latter focused on uncovering silenced historical 

traumas (Good 2021; Kidman and MacDonald 2021; Abraham and Torok 1986).  

 

To recognise difficult emotions emanating from the settler-colonial crypt in the classroom, it was 

important for me to understand how to recognise emotion and also have an understanding of how 

Pākehā discomfort has previously been discussed. Beatty (2019) and Hotere-Barne’s (2015) 
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interpretation of Tolich’s (2002) Pākehā paralysis provided analyses of discomfort and a guide for 

fieldwork approaches. Observing patterns of discomfort in New Zealand academic institutions, Tolich 

(2002) initially theorised Pākehā paralysis in response to the trend among Pākehā researchers of 

excluding Māori participants from research in the general population because they had taken calls for 

research on Māori to be done by Māori to mean that Pākehā should avoid inclusion of Māori 

participants altogether (Tolich 2002). Since Tolich’s first use of this term, Pākehā paralysis has been 

extended beyond research institutions to include the hesitance of Pākehā to engage with Māori or 

Māori culture for fear of overstepping or being ‘offensive’ or ‘wrong’ (Hotere-Barnes 2015). Offering 

a guide for anthropologists studying such difficult and sometimes ‘hidden’ emotions in the field, 

Andrew Beatty (2019) describes emotion as polythetic, saying that emotion is a shifting, unbounded 

category. Applying this approach to emotion in the field means recognising that emotion is not 

bounded by the ‘internalised’ experience of a feeling, it requires the analysis of social, cultural, 

historical, personal, and political contexts, which gives the anthropologist a ‘way in’ to analysing 

emotion in the field (Beatty 2019). Hotere-Barnes’ use of Pākehā paralysis provides a deeper look at 

specific Pākehā discomfort and Beatty’s polythetic emotion offers a way to observe and analyse these 

emotional states (Hotere-Barnes 2015; Beatty 2019).  

 

Pederson, McCreanor, and Braun (2022), Applebaum (2010), and Sullivan (2014) discuss the White 

preoccupation with avoiding being ‘wrong’ and focusing on finding ways to be ‘good’ to reclaim white 

innocence. Wekker (2016) describes White innocence as the idea that whiteness is superior because it 

is ‘purer’ and more noble than everything else, combined with ignorance of violence done in its name. 

Pederson, McCreanor, and Braun describe the way that Pākehā have become focused on portraying 

themselves as ‘good’ in response to the increasing acknowledgement of New Zealand’s violent colonial 

past and racism becoming socially unacceptable (Pederson, McCreanor, and Braun 2022). This desire 

to be seen as ‘good’ is a response that both individualises systemic racism and colonialism and 

maintains whiteness by allowing Pākehā to reclaim their White innocence (Pederson, McCreanor, and 

Braun 2022). Applebaum (2010) and Sullivan (2014) both discuss the idea of the ‘good White person’. 

Applebaum discusses the White drive to be seen as ‘good’, often in response to calls for anti-racist 

action, as being rooted in whiteness, specifically in the construction of White innocence (Applebaum 

2010). Pākehā innocence is questioned by the acknowledgement and teaching of violent colonial 

histories. Pākehā I observed and those analysed by Pederson, McCreanor, and Braun (2022) displayed 

a desire to reclaim that innocence, which they attempted to achieve by blaming ‘bad’ Pākehā and 

ignoring the systemic nature of colonialism. Sullivan (2014) addresses this denigration of White 
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ancestors to appear ‘good’ as a reification of White innocence achieved by distancing ‘good’ White 

people from ‘bad’ White ancestors (Sullivan 2014). I observed the distancing Sullivan describes in my 

fieldwork and her analysis allows me to place my argument about whiteness in the wider literature.  

 

The desire to be a ‘good White’ is connected to a desire for atonement, or to ‘move forward’. Didier 

Fassin (2013) discusses the oppressor’s desire for atonement using Jean Améry’s concept of 

ressentiment. Ressentiment refers to continued anger after an injustice from the oppressed and self-

doubt for the oppressor. Fassin discusses ressentiment as a reaction to the widespread narratives of 

atonement which erase ongoing systems of injustice (Fassin 2013). I use Fassin’s analysis of 

ressentiment and atonement in conjunction with Applebaum’s discussion of ‘good Whites’ to describe 

the way that my Pākehā participants’ desire to be ‘good’ was often connected to a desire to ‘move 

forward’ and find a way to atone (Fassin 2013; Applebaum 2010). I use Fassin’s (2013) broader 

discussion of moral emotion and moral community in conjunction with Thomassen’s (2014) discussion 

of liminality to describe the phenomenon I observed in the field which I termed ‘moral liminality’. 

Thomassen describes liminality as a state of being ‘betwixt and between’, a category which can be used 

to describe individuals, groups, and nations (Thomassen 2014). This describes the state I observed 

Pākehā teachers and students encountering violent colonial histories to be in, where their understanding 

of how to be ‘good’ and do the ‘right thing’ had been disrupted and unsettled by the new curriculum, 

creating a sense of moral liminality as they attempted to navigate a new moral space. The state of moral 

liminality I describe produced Pākehā silences, which I term ‘settler silences’ as an extension of 

MacDonald, Funaki, and Smith’s (2021) settler affirmations. I use Dragojlovic and Samuels’ (2021) 

discussion of silences to understand the way that silences are produced by Pākehā discomfort and 

silence Māori ressentiment. Dragojlovic and Samuels discuss silence as a ‘continuum between 

articulation and non-articulation’, and within this continuum, silence can communicate many different 

things, be oppressive, contain stories, and be strategic among other things (Dragojlovic and Samuels 

2021). This discussion offers a theoretical understanding of silence which allows space for the varying 

ways it is used and interpreted. It also provides methodological guidance in that Dragojlovic and 

Samuels emphasise the importance of paying close attention to silence in the field and asking what 

qualifies as silence (Dragojlovic and Samuels 2021).  
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‘Good’ White Silences and Moral Liminality  

 

I argue that teachers and students experience discomfort and other difficult emotions with colonisation 

due to a complex combination of historical trauma, colonial silences, domination of whiteness, and 

identity fragility. These difficult emotions are suppressed, silenced, and at times exacerbated by moral 

liminality. The 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum maintains the appearance of engaging 

with colonial histories while simultaneously maintaining whiteness by neglecting to mention Pākehā 

history or influence and identifying Māori history as the “...foundational and continuous history of 

Aotearoa New Zealand.” (Ministry of Education 2022, 2). Avoiding discussion of Pākehā histories 

serves to reify whiteness as normative and neutral, comparatively identifying Māori history as 

‘othered’. Thus, by obscuring whiteness, the curriculum can maintain whiteness and also engage with 

violent colonial histories.  

 

Pākehā students and teachers struggle to find a way to be ‘good’ in response to violent colonial 

histories and find themselves in a state of moral liminality, exacerbated by the ‘neutral’ presentation of 

the curriculum. In the classroom, Pākehā teachers strive to be ‘good’, ‘neutral’, and ‘unbiased’ by self-

censoring and unintentionally reinforcing whiteness because they understand it as neutral. As a result, 

Māori students find themselves only able to level anger at long-dead colonisers and Pākehā students 

learn to keep difficult emotions quiet, re-encrypting them in settler silences. Influenced to self-censor 

and maintain silences by their own moral liminality, teachers display an individualised understanding 

of whiteness and colonialism which teaches Pākehā students to focus on being a ‘good’ White in order 

to find atonement, rather than being taught to recognise and challenge systemic whiteness and 

colonialism. During discussions of 19th-century colonial actions and figures, this individualised 

approach led Pākehā students to denigrate White ancestors, actively distancing themselves from ‘bad’ 

White people to reclaim their own status as ‘good’ White people (see also Sullivan 2014). The silences 

produced by moral liminality do not allow space for emotional discussions and explorations of 

discomfort. However, moments of moral community sometimes emerged despite discomfort and 

silences where students and teachers found occasional space for open discussion and showed the ability 

to sit with discomfort.  
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Thesis Outline 

 

In Chapter Two, I describe my chosen methodology and data collection methods, including my 

reasons for using ethnography and how ethnographic research is useful in anthropology. I move on to 

describe my process in setting up my fieldwork plan and discuss the limitations of my plans as a first-

time fieldwork researcher. Then I discuss my use of Beatty’s polythetic emotion theory in the field and 

describe how I recognised emotion and listened to silences in the classroom. I then describe my 

experience with my different data collection methods, examining how I might change my approach in 

subsequent research. Finally, I describe my data analysis process.  

 

Chapter Three, covers the history of the Social Studies curriculum in New Zealand, focusing 

specifically on the treatment of New Zealand histories in schools from the 19th century to 2023. I begin 

by describing the way that New Zealand history was taught, avoided, or actively silenced in the New 

Zealand curriculum. This discussion begins in the late 19th century with the 1877 Education Act before 

moving to the mid-20th century with the 1944 National curriculum, curriculum reform in the 1980s, 

and the 2007 New Zealand curriculum. Then I describe how different groups have fought for and 

against New Zealand history in schools since the 1877 Education Act and consider the role that moral 

liminality plays in the treatment of New Zealand histories in schools. I provide a detailed description of 

the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum, considering how it differs from curricula before 

it and what kind of vision it imagines for the inclusion of New Zealand history in education. I also 

discuss the mutually incompatible goals present in the process of the curriculum’s creation and discuss 

what this tension produces for teachers and students. Finally, I describe the implementation of the 2023 

Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum as I observed it at Kāpiti College, and outline some of the 

challenges the school has faced during its early transition.  

 

I then include an Interlude, which serves as an ethnographic break between my chapters. This 

describes the field in detail, illustrating the school and classrooms I spent much of my time in. I 

describe the students and teachers as I observed them interacting in the classroom and locate the school 

in its local context.  

 

Chapter Four is concerned with pedagogy, specifically how teachers and students interacted with 

whiteness in the classroom and what different pedagogical approaches produced. I describe the fear of 

being ‘wrong’ I observed in the classroom and the specific aspects of Aotearoa New Zealand histories 
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which were omitted in the classroom. I describe the attempts made to reclaim White innocence and 

distance ‘good’ Pākehā from ‘bad’ White ancestors. Then I describe how teachers variously reinforced 

and counteracted whiteness and coloniality in the classroom. Finally, I detail historical simulation 

games I observed being played in the classroom and consider how they were used to maintain White 

innocence.  

 

Chapter Five describes barriers, which I categorise as both ‘solid’ and ‘permeable’, that teachers and 

students come up against in the classroom in relation to the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories 

curriculum. These barriers include time pressure, resource scarcity, discomfort, self-censorship, moral 

liminality, and silences. I describe the solid barriers teachers and students face, considering how time 

pressure, assignment expectations, and resource scarcity impact their abilities to overcome permeable 

barriers such as discomfort and moral liminality. I discuss the way that the ‘fact/opinion split’ 

challenged teachers in the classroom and the different ways each of them dealt with this issue. Finally, 

I describe the permeable barriers students and teachers faced, emphasising the ways that the desire to 

be ‘good’ and ‘move forward’ often created limiting silences in the classroom.  

 

In Chapter Six, I discuss the emotions experienced by students and teachers in the classroom and the 

silences caused by moral liminality. I begin by describing the discomfort of Pākehā teachers and 

students, focusing on the ways they dispelled discomfort with justifications of colonisation and desires 

for atonement. I go on to describe settler silences in detail, discussing the way that moral liminality in 

the classroom and teacher self-censorship leads to settler silences among students. Finally, I describe a 

moment of comfort and open discussion among the discomfort and consider the potential of the school 

moral community in overcoming moral liminality.  
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Chapter Two: Methodology 

 

Introduction: 

 

My research is based in a secondary school with Year 10 students and teachers, which means that my 

methodology had to be responsive to several different types of participants. Researching with young 

people requires careful thinking about methodology since “Historically such research was conducted on 

youth, frequently vulnerable youth marginalized within educational contexts…” (Tilley and Taylor 

2018, 2184). To engage successfully with my young participants, who were about 14 years old, I 

employed what Tilley and Taylor refer to as ‘modified traditional methods’ (Tilley and Taylor 2018). 

This involves changing traditional research methods such as interviews and participant observation so 

that they are more engaging and accessible for young people. For example, a standard focus group 

might be changed into a more informal games-based exercise where young participants can feel more 

at ease and not feel pressure from the researcher to say the ‘right’ things (Tilley and Taylor 2018). I 

specifically chose survey as a method for data collection with my student participants because it 

offered a level of anonymity which had been previously shown to encourage young people to be more 

open about their perspectives and feelings (Bouchard 2016). 

 

Additionally, doing research at a public secondary school in Aotearoa New Zealand means that my 

participants, both students and teachers, came from many different cultural backgrounds and different 

life experiences. This was important for me to consider when thinking about methodology and 

emotional safety for participants, especially Māori participants. The legacy of the violent colonisation 

of Aotearoa New Zealand means that Māori participants have a particularly painful relationship with 

history. I knew that my methodological approach had to be responsive to the positionalities of my 

Māori participants, and to the perspectives of Pākehā, Pasifika, and other ethnicities and cultural 

backgrounds. Part of this responsiveness involved my understanding that as a Pākehā, my life 

experiences and perspectives diverge more significantly from the experiences and perspectives of 

participants who are not Pākehā, which meant that I needed to pay close attention to decolonial 

methodological strategies. I took guidance from Joan Metge’s Kōrero Tahi, written to teach Pākehā 

how to work and talk with Māori in an effective and culturally responsive way (Metge 2001). I also 

found Metge and Kinloch’s Talking Past Each Other particularly useful, especially her discussions of 

silence (Kinloch and Metge 2014). They highlight the ways that silence is used differently across 
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cultures and that it is often used by Māori to convey negative or dissenting emotions, whereas Pākehā 

often seek to fill silence with words, even if the words hold little meaning (Kinloch and Metge 2014).  

 

This chapter explores how I used ethnographic data collection methods including participant 

observation and semi-structured interviewing and why I chose an ethnographic approach to studying 

student and teacher emotional reactions to New Zealand history. I discuss how I entered and worked in 

the field over eight weeks; a time that was affected by extenuating circumstances due to the Covid-19 

pandemic. I describe my positionality in the field and think about what it means to be a Pākehā doing 

research in a New Zealand secondary school, especially considering my insider-outsider status as a 

former student of Kāpiti College. I also describe my data analysis methods, and how I transcribed and 

coded the data from four different sources: interviews, survey, participant observation, and a lunchtime 

focus group. I reflect on the limitations of the methods I have used throughout. 

 

 

Chosen Methodology: Ethnography 

 

Ethnography is a methodology and a written product produced during and after fieldwork. Ethnography 

has been defined in different ways by anthropologists, such as Clifford Geertz’s ‘thick description’, and 

Laura Nader’s ‘theory of description’ (Geertz 1973; Hamann 2003). Hammersley and Atkinson 

describe ethnography as being very similar to “the routine ways in which people make sense of the 

world everyday” (Hammersley and Atkinson 1995, 2). Ethnography involves paying close attention to 

the details of participants’ lives and spending time with them in everyday situations. I structured my 

time in the field intentionally so that I could pay the kind of close attention that ethnography requires 

(Kwame Harrison 2018). I chose to spend most of my time in five different Year 10 Social Studies 

classes, attending eight one-hour classes per week. Attending one or two lessons for each class per 

week allowed me to observe these five classroom environments and their idiosyncrasies, as well as 

giving me a broader overview of how students and teachers behaved and related to each other daily. In 

addition to spending time in the classroom, I also spent many of my breaks in between class times in 

the staffroom, which allowed me more time with some of the teachers.  

 

Fieldnotes and ‘headnotes’ are the ‘raw data’ of ethnography, generally written during observation in 

the field or immediately afterwards (Delamont et al 2020). There is little consensus in anthropology on 

the ‘proper’ way to write fieldnotes, when to write them, and what kinds of things constitute ‘real data’ 
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(Jackson 1990). Doing field research for the first time, I relied on literature on ethnography and 

fieldnotes (Kwame Harrison 2018; Narayan 2012; Delamont et al 2020; Jackson 1990; Hammersley 

and Atkinson 1995) as well as advice from teachers and fellow graduate students. I recorded fieldnotes 

in two places, writing in small journalist-style notebooks during my participant observation in the 

classroom, and filling out a daily fieldwork diary on my laptop on the hour-long train ride home each 

day. I also noted interactions and conversations I had outside the classroom and in the staffroom in my 

notebooks immediately after they occurred, using my fieldwork diary for broader reflections about the 

day. In my notebooks, I wrote down conversations, classroom interactions, quotes from participants, 

and notes about what was being taught, as well as sensory observations such as the temperature, noise 

levels, general mood, visible environment, and my level of comfort (or discomfort). 

 

Ethnography suited my research for a few reasons. This methodology is useful because "...ethnography 

emphasizes discovery. It does not assume answers.", which makes it a useful methodological tool for 

people-centric research, especially that which explores a topic with a low level of previous study 

(LeCompte and Schensul 2010, 44). I went into the field speculating that there was a good chance I 

would find discomfort in some form, having seen how prevalent it was in similar research projects 

(Harcourt 2020; Bell and Russell 2021; MacDonald and Kidman 2021; Russell 2022). Despite having 

an established idea of the focus of my research going into the field, I knew that the nature of 

ethnographic fieldwork meant that much of what I would eventually write about and analyse was yet to 

be discovered and so I should therefore pay as much attention to everything in the field as I could. The 

complex nature of emotion and silences made ethnography a useful tool for my fieldwork as it allowed 

room for flexibility. 

 

 

Constructing the Field as a ‘Partial Insider’ 

 

I came into the field as a former student of Kāpiti College, a Pākehā, and a university student. This 

meant that I was not a complete outsider, I had attended the same secondary school as my student 

participants and therefore had more opportunities to relate to them. However, I was also susceptible to 

making assumptions about participants and the field. This was an important issue to consider both in 

the field and during coding and transcription because of my ‘partial insider’ status (Ergun and Erdemir 

2009). The ethical and practical considerations of being an insider, an outsider, or something in 

between are the subject of careful consideration and discussion by anthropologists working in their own 
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communities, particularly ‘native’ and indigenous anthropologists (Ergun and Erdemir 2009; Gair 

2011; George 2010). In the past, outsider status was preferred, because it was thought that researchers 

would be able to be more objective in their observation and analysis of their participants (Gair 2011). 

This assumption came with discrimination against ‘native’ anthropologists (non-Western researchers 

studying their own communities), with the assumption that not only were Indigenous researchers 

unable to think for themselves, but their proximity to the cultures they studied made their data 

unreliable and unempirical (George 2010). However, contemporary scholars argue that researchers 

with insider status or shared experiences with their participants can do different analyses because of 

their ability to empathise and use critical awareness when discussing specific experiences outsiders 

may not be able to understand (Gair 2011). Negotiating anthropological research as a partial insider 

means that the insider researcher is held to different standards than the outsider, often expected to 

represent their community (Ergun and Erdemir 2009). When in the field, teachers and staff members 

often told me what I ‘should’ include in my thesis and how I might represent the school. It was made 

clear that my alumna status was crucial in the school allowing my research to take place. Insider 

researchers are constantly negotiating their positions, emphasising commonalities with participants 

while downplaying differences so that their status as an insider is maintained and they have better 

access to participants (Ergun and Erdemir 2009). This research was approved by the Victoria 

University of Wellington Human Ethics Committee, approval number 00000303255 

 

My status as a former student of Kāpiti College was useful for establishing rapport with students. I 

found in the first few weeks of my fieldwork students were often reticent to talk comfortably with me 

and I ended up asking questions and getting short responses, not conducive to further open discussion. I 

began to make casual conversation with students about the school, extracurricular activities, and what 

they were doing at school in general. The shared experience of being a student at Kāpiti College and 

being no more than ten years apart in age allowed me to establish a rapport with several students in 

most classes and began to make other students who were less eager to interact with me more 

comfortable.  

 

I had three social studies teachers as participants in the field, of whose classes I was observing one or 

two each. The teachers, Nadine*, Brianna*, and Harriet*6, each had different teaching backgrounds and 

 
5 See Appendix G for Human Ethics Committee forms. 
6 These are pseudonyms.  
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perspectives on teaching. All three teachers were White women, two self-identifying as Pākehā and one 

as a Pākehā British immigrant. Two of the teachers had history degrees, one had a geography degree, 

and they had a combined 53 years of teaching experience, mostly as social studies, history, and 

geography teachers. I had 36 consenting student participants7, with whom I interacted in five classes, 

each containing around 20 students. I chose to research Year 10 students and teachers because history 

is only compulsory up until Year 10, and since the curriculum was only implemented in early 2023, 

most of the students and teachers I worked with had little prior experience teaching or learning about 

colonisation in New Zealand. Each of the five classes had its own specific personality as a group, 

always containing varied opinions and individual characteristics, but forming a particular collective 

environment. Each of the three teachers had a different approach to teaching and engaged with their 

students differently, which influenced their different classroom environments. Nadine was energetic in 

her teaching, walking around the classroom and sitting or chatting with students during the lesson, 

laughing often and sometimes cracking jokes. As she said to me in her interview, she felt quite 

unprepared for the colonisation unit, and in the classroom, she was generally quite open with her 

students about what she felt were her shortcomings. Harriet was in contrast much less energetic in the 

classroom but instead devoted a lot of time to detail. She focused much less on what she called 

‘opinions’, and instead preferred to teach historical events and the process of colonisation in a very 

descriptive way. Brianna approached her students in quite a formal way, often treating them as adults. 

Her students responded to this with a high level of discipline, often able to follow instructions quickly 

and efficiently.  

 

 

Data Collection: 

 

Recognising Emotion and Listening to Silence 

 

Researching discomfort and silences in the classroom requires anthropologists to pay special attention 

to what people say or do, how they move in the classroom, who they sit with (or do not sit with), what 

they do not say, and how they react viscerally to different events, among other things (Beatty 2019). 

Some of the emotions my participants experienced in response to colonisation I directly observed, 

some were reported to me, and some appeared in responses to an anonymous survey completed by my 

 
7 I obtained consent from students and parents using an online consent form over several weeks before entering the field and 

also accepted consent forms during fieldwork.  
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student participants. Emotion is a difficult thing to observe in the field or analyse outside of it because 

of its partially interior nature. Beatty (2019) posits that the interiority of emotion is not a barrier to 

observation or analysis because not even the emotional subject necessarily understands the whole 

‘truth’ of their own emotion, and theirs and others’ interpretations of it are influenced by ‘many voices’ 

(Beatty 2019). Beatty says that anthropologists should observe facial expressions, gestures, and actions, 

listen to self-reports, and consider social, cultural, political, historical, and (if possible) personal context 

(Beatty 2019).  

 

This meant that when I was in the classroom with students, conversing with teachers, or administering 

and reading through my survey, I thought not only about my own surface interpretation of how a 

participant might be feeling or acting, but also about the political, social, cultural, and historical context 

of that emotion. When I observed what I interpreted as a display of a particular emotion in the 

classroom, I would closely watch and note down facial expressions, tone, language, and the 

surrounding context. This would allow me to record the emotion as I observed it in the moment and 

later apply context during analysis. When a student blushed with embarrassment at the 

mispronunciation of a name and stuttered to explain themselves, I noted these things down as well as 

the reactions of surrounding students and teachers to revisit this moment later. In interviews with 

teachers, I would change my questions to focus on a particular topic if the teacher displayed a strong 

emotion in reaction to it. I would ask for elaboration and try to elicit more detail about how they felt, 

and perhaps why they felt that way. In the survey, I asked emotionally specific questions so that 

students could self-report their emotions. This allowed students to describe emotions in their own 

words and allowed me to compare what I observed from certain students in the classroom against their 

survey responses if they had provided their real names in the survey.  

 

As Dragojlovic and Samuels (2021) discuss, silences can mean many different things in a multitude of 

varied contexts, sometimes changing from person to person. Silences can be oppressive, strategic, 

unavoidable, barely visible, haunting, contain stories, gentle, respectful, empathetic, connecting, or 

harbour meaning. Understanding silence as not a void of communication, but rather an alternative 

form, a ‘continuum between articulation and non-articulation’ (Dragojlovic and Samuels 2021, 418) is 

important for anthropologists observing and understanding silences in the field. In a New Zealand 

secondary school classroom, silence can sometimes be as simple as a teacher’s command for silent 

work, or as complex as collective silence in response to learning about a violent or distressing incident. 

Harriet silenced a group of students making memes about the historical figures they were studying, 
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saying they ‘risked being offensive’ by not taking the task ‘seriously’. The students were tasked with 

finding images of historical figures connected to local historical conflicts, which the group had done, 

but they had switched the real names of historical figures for those from modern popular culture as a 

joke. I observed manifold silences in the classroom, sometimes marked by the literal absence of speech, 

and sometimes observable ‘between the lines’, in the things people did not say or avoided.  

 

 

Participant Observation in the Classroom 

 

When I was in the classroom, my primary observation site, I always sat at a desk with the students, 

either alone or next to a consenting student, depending on the classroom. Each of the five classrooms I 

spent time in had its own specific atmosphere, which meant that the types of interactions (or lack of 

interaction) I had in each were different. In some classes, I sat with talkative students who would chat 

with me during class and comment on what they were learning, sometimes asking for my help 

completing tasks or understanding questions. In others, I sat near students and observed them, taking in 

things they said or did, and doing my best to observe their emotional states and that of the whole class 

(Beatty 2019). When observing emotion, it must be recognised that emotions are not biological or 

innately determined, rather they are influenced by cultural and social context (Lutz 1986). However, 

Margot Lyon (1995) cautions against relying too heavily on a cultural constructionist approach to 

emotion, warning that it may reinforce stereotypes and miss key differences among individuals and in 

physiology. Andrew Beatty argues in How Did It Feel For You? that anthropologists cannot hope to 

understand the emotions of their participants in relation to their own emotions, rather they must use a 

narrative approach to both interpret and write about emotion. This means placing emotions squarely in 

their context because people and their feelings are much more complex than overarching ideas about 

cultural groups (Beatty 2010). I applied this approach in my observations of emotion in the classroom. 

 

Each day when I entered a different classroom, I would usually wait until most of the students had 

arrived and chosen their seats before I found a place to sit. This allowed me to reduce the impact my 

presence had on the students (I wasn’t taking anyone’s chosen seat), and it also forced me to sit near 

different students and change my vantage point in the classroom. This was sometimes limiting when 

the classroom was at capacity and I needed to sit right at the front, obscuring my view and proximity to 

the students. Generally, when I wanted to start a conversation with students, I would introduce myself, 

especially during the first few weeks, ask if they would consent to talk to me, and then I would ask a 
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question or make a comment related to the work they were doing. Some students were very happy to 

talk to me and would initiate conversations with me without any prompting. I tended to stay close to 

these students in the classroom, even if I wasn’t sitting with them because they tended to be friends 

with most of the other students and facilitated conversations between more hesitant students and 

myself. 

 

Certain teachers included me in the lesson or in class discussions more than others. Sometimes teachers 

would even involve me in the class activity, asking me questions in front of the class or asking me to 

help them with an exercise. This inclusion allowed me greater contact with students at times when they 

would usually be occupied with their work and wouldn’t have time to interact with me. It was also 

useful as, in doing this, the teachers demonstrated to the students that they approved of my presence 

and that I was a safe person to speak to. All the teachers acknowledged my presence in the classroom in 

some way, but not all actively included me in class activities, which was interesting to observe and may 

have been caused by a series of intersecting ‘barriers’, which I discuss at length in chapter five. 

 

I observed my teacher participants both in class and in the staffroom, where I was permitted to spend 

break times and free periods. Teachers would chat with me before and after class, often unpacking the 

lesson just passed. In the classroom, there wasn’t often any time to speak to teachers beyond a few brief 

comments, although, on a few occasions, one teacher did sit with me to talk about the topic and 

generally chat. I would often walk with another teacher from the classroom to the staffroom after class, 

which allowed some time to discuss the day’s lesson and the students. My teacher participants spoke to 

me openly and shared insights about the students and their experience of teaching the New Zealand 

history curriculum. In the classroom, I was able to observe the teachers’ teaching methods, pedagogy, 

interactions with students, and general delivery of the colonisation unit. In the staffroom, other teachers 

often approached me and chatted with me about the new curriculum and their thoughts on the teaching 

of New Zealand history.  

 

 

Lunchtime Focus Group 

 

Environmental and time-based restrictions on my interactions with students led me to organise an 

informal focus group at lunchtime in the second to last week of my fieldwork. I conducted this focus 

group with only one of the classes, partly because of budgetary constraints but also because I felt that 
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the class I chose would be most likely to participate in the activities I planned. I bought snack food for 

the students and laid it out on a table in the classroom, as an incentive to participate in the activities and 

because it is generally good practice and culturally responsive to provide food for research participants 

in Aotearoa New Zealand (Metge 2001). I facilitated a writing/drawing prompt activity by writing four 

prompts on the whiteboard and asking the students to draw or write their answers on the board, using 

the markers I provided. There were several outgoing students who answered every prompt on the 

board, some with quite detailed drawings. The prompts were: 

 

- What would space colonisation look like? 

- Would you sign the Treaty of Waitangi? 

- If colonisation was a person, what would they look like? 

- What would aliens think about colonisation? 

 

I chose to frame two of the focus group questions around aliens and outer space in an attempt to 

distance the issue from a local context, in the hope that students might be more forthcoming or 

comfortable expressing their perspectives if the question was not specifically connected to New 

Zealand. This was in response to the ways teachers had talked to me about their students’ discomfort 

with colonisation, specifically that students often struggled when the violent or distressing things they 

were learning about were ‘too close to the bone’. Even though not all of the students responded to my 

prompts with drawings or writing, the questions prompted discussions between students all over the 

classroom. Students also made comments to me in response to my prompts instead of writing or 

drawing, which allowed me to gauge a more general understanding of the students’ ‘opinions and 

feelings’ about colonisation.  

 

 

Survey of Student Participants 

 

I conducted the survey at the very end of my fieldwork to coincide with the end of the colonisation 

unit. I designed eight questions about their experience of learning about colonisation and their feelings 

on the topic (see Appendix A). I kept the questions simple and open-ended so that the students could 

answer easily and in any way they wanted. 92 students responded to my survey, and my questions were 

focused on the colonisation topic and pseudonyms. The surveys revealed themes which did not arise 

from other data collection methods (discussed further in chapter six). The online aspect of the survey, 
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individual responses on a computer screen, allowed these students to maintain a feeling of privacy even 

without the protection of anonymity (Bouchard 2016).  

 

The survey provided me with a more general overview of the students’ feelings about colonisation and 

the new curriculum, as well as a space for students to speak candidly and anonymously (for the most 

part) about colonisation. When paired with participant observation, my partially anonymous survey 

allowed me to gain a more nuanced view of student perspectives on colonisation. The survey is 

categorised as mostly anonymous because I also used it as a means of letting consenting students 

choose the pseudonym that would represent them if they were mentioned in my thesis. This meant that 

the last two questions in the survey were optional, reminding students to sign my participant 

observation consent form if they wished and offering them a chance to select a pseudonym. Because 

the students had to fill in their real names as well as their pseudonym in this optional question, the 

survey ceased to be anonymous for those students who gave their names as I could see their responses, 

20 out of around 92 respondents. I could have maintained the anonymity of the survey by sending out a 

table of all the consenting participant names so they could fill in pseudonyms anonymously, but at the 

time, I wished to keep the number of tasks for the students to a minimum. My process for creating and 

assigning pseudonyms for both students and teachers is based on Savannah Shange’s process described 

in Progressive Dystopia (2019). I made sure the students knew that if their pseudonym was very close 

to their real name or offensive in some way I would not use it and instead choose one for them. For 

consenting students who did not choose a pseudonym, I followed Shange’s example and chose a 

pseudonym which corresponded to the same cultural or linguistic naming tradition, was not similar to 

their real name, and which shared one letter with the real name (Shange 2019). The last rule was my 

own addition, done to make the pseudonym-choosing process faster.  

 

 

Interviews with Teacher Participants 

 

I also conducted three 30-minute semi-structured interviews with the three teachers whose classes I was 

observing. I had a pre-written list of questions to provide a loose structure to the interview (see 

Appendix C). I asked four broad categories of questions: teaching experience, New Zealand history, 

reactions and opinions on the curriculum, and questions specific to observation. I wanted to get a 

general overview of teaching experience, knowledge of New Zealand history, teaching style and 

general pedagogical philosophy, and experience of teaching colonisation. I conducted the interviews in 
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the last few weeks of my fieldwork, which meant that I had a pre-established rapport with them, and I 

had already had conversations with them before and after classes and in the staffroom. During the 

interviews I used my questions as a guide and focused on listening to the teachers and formulating 

responses based on where they took the interview (Pankonien 2021; Barker 2012). I recorded each 

interview and took brief notes, but mostly listened and asked questions that built on what the teachers 

said. The semi-structured nature of the interviews meant that the teachers were able to speak about the 

issues most important to them and it was easier to establish a comfortable rapport which allowed space 

for topics the teachers struggled with or found emotional to be discussed (Pankonien 2021).  

 

There were several things that all three teachers brought up in the interviews, sometimes without 

prompting. All three stated that they had noticed both for students and themselves that it was easier to 

learn about difficult topics such as colonisation when the context was removed from New Zealand, for 

example, learning about the negative effects of colonisation in Vietnam was easier for students to 

understand and accept. Each teacher mentioned experiencing discomfort in some way in the classroom, 

whether from difficult classroom discussions, specific class activities, or the confronting nature of New 

Zealand history. I found that my practice of giving the teachers my interview question schedule to read 

before we started the interview was useful in that all three of them identified sections in which they 

were most interested and talked at length in response to those. I noticed that teachers would focus on 

different aspects of their teaching practice and would avoid certain topics by occasionally taking the 

conversation back to their specific interests or concerns.  

 

 

Data Analysis: 

 

I began the data analysis and coding process by transcribing my interviews, recordings of two mock 

trial activities, and one short classroom discussion recording. I used transcription software to transcribe 

all three interviews and then listened back to the recordings to edit the computer-generated 

transcription. Listening to each interview in detail allowed me to note tone and laughter and remember 

behavioural cues which could be important for analysing emotional affect. Because of the noisy 

environment of the classroom, I transcribed the mock trial recordings and the class discussion without 

software, which took longer but allowed me to gain a deeper understanding of things that had been said 

by students and teachers. To code my survey, interviews, and fieldnotes, I used tables to separate data 

by core theme (pedagogy, emotions/difficult discussions, barriers to colonisation education). I 
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highlighted important quotes to use in my analysis and made notes of interesting details and 

observations, like changes in the weather correlating to class mood changes, sensory observations, and 

behaviour from participants. For the mock trials, I highlighted important quotes but didn’t use tables 

since I analysed the mock trials separately from the other data.  

 

 

Conclusion: 

 

I knew going into the field that there was sure to be a certain level of serendipity in terms of what I 

could observe, who I would speak with, and what kinds of data would emerge from my time in year 10 

social studies classrooms (Pieke 2000). Actually being in the field was very different from how I had 

imagined it, but at the same time, there were aspects which were familiar and allowed me to be 

flexible. Learning how little control an anthropologist has in the field was perhaps more surprising to 

me than it should have been, but that experience has taught me how important initial planning and 

consultation are. The amount of time I was able to spend with students was limiting for my research, 

but also a symptom of a fast-paced school day, beset with time pressure, homework, assignments, and 

50-minute classes. I underestimated how time-poor teachers, students, and schools in general are. 

Using a mix of qualitative and quantitative methods (participant observation, interviews, a focus group, 

and a survey) was useful for this particular fieldsite, because it allowed me access to several facets of 

my participant’s lives at school. Without this multifaceted insight, which allowed for anonymity as well 

as behavioural observation, I would not have collected some of the key data which drives my analysis 

of silences and discomfort in the classroom, particularly the phenomenon of ‘settler silences’ and 

‘moral liminality’.  

  



 

34 

Chapter Three: Histories of the Curriculum 

 

Introduction: 

In 2019, the New Zealand Government announced that Aotearoa New Zealand’s histories would be 

taught in ‘all schools and Kura’ by 2022, which was later pushed to a 2023 rollout due to the Covid-19 

pandemic (Government of New Zealand 2019). Before this, teaching the history of New Zealand was 

not mandatory, and many primary and secondary schools did not teach it, particularly pre-colonial or 

19th-century history (Manning 2018; Neill et al 2021). History has been treated as a low priority in 

New Zealand schools since the 19th century, and despite calls for intervention from Pākehā and Māori 

alike (albeit for different reasons), the high-choice system for Social Studies and History subjects has 

allowed low levels of knowledge on Aotearoa New Zealand histories to prevail (Wanganui Chronicle 

1912; Evening Post 1937; Evening Post 1936; Oliveira 2022; Neill et al 2021). This gap in New 

Zealand history education formed an effective tool of colonisation, one which silenced and 

dehumanised the Indigenous Māori population (Mikaere 2017; Kidman et al 2022; Walker 1990). The 

call for New Zealand history to be taught in schools has been enduring and has come from many 

corners, including Rangatira, scholars, historians, and students (Manning 2018; Macdonald 2020; 

Kidman et al 2022). The uneven delivery of New Zealand histories across primary and secondary 

schools in Aotearoa New Zealand combined with New Zealand’s ‘hidden’ pre-colonial and 19th-

century historical sites, often omitted from local histories or left unmarked (Kidman et al 2022), 

produces a country whose population has an often-tenuous understanding of their history and in which 

colonial myths are easily perpetuated (Manning 2018; Hogan 2021; Neill et al 2021). 

 

Kāpiti College’s relationship with the teaching of Aotearoa New Zealand histories is an example of a 

secondary school grappling with its desire to teach local histories while coming up against pushback 

from the school community, difficult emotions, and trying to ‘get it right’. Stories of uncomfortable 

parents and students, racism in classrooms, and dismissive attitudes towards New Zealand history 

coloured the stories of teachers who had tried to implement New Zealand history in their classrooms in 

the decades prior to 2019. The 19th and early 20th centuries saw a strong push from Pākehā New 

Zealanders to teach New Zealand history in schools, many commenting on how history as a subject had 

been ‘neglected’ (Wanganui Chronicle 1912; Evening Post 1937; Evening Post 1936). However, this 

initial enthusiasm for New Zealand history was driven by a desire for students to learn about their place 
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in the British Empire, and to foster a patriotic feeling connecting New Zealand to far-off Britain. As 

New Zealand began establishing itself as an autonomous country in the mid to late 20th century 

(Wilson 2016), this feeling of being part of the British Empire faded and priorities around New 

Zealand’s history changed. Suddenly New Zealand's colonial history was no longer a desirable subject 

for schools because learning about the violence done in the name of the British Empire did not foster 

the ‘right’ type of patriotic feeling for a new country trying to establish itself as having the ‘best race 

relations in the world’ (Revell, Papoutsaki, and Kolesova 2014, 40). Where learning about the colonial 

actions of the British had once been useful for maintaining whiteness, the new focus on colonial 

injustices in New Zealand’s history presented a challenge to whiteness, containing the potential to 

unsettle its power, best avoided for the sake of a united ‘bicultural’ state (Bell and Russell 2021, 24). 

Alongside this evolving approach to New Zealand history from Pākehā New Zealand, there has been an 

unrelenting demand from Māori individuals and groups, and sometimes their Pākehā allies, to provide 

proper local and national history education as well as recognition of the conflicts which formed New 

Zealand (Kidman et al 2022; Elkington et al 2020; Walker 1990; Smith 2021). This chapter will trace 

the legacy of New Zealand histories in schools, explore colonial-era and modern efforts to silence 

violent histories, analyse the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum, trace the ongoing 

influences of whiteness and coloniality and their effect on the new curriculum, and explore Kāpiti’s 

College’s personal history with teaching New Zealand histories as told by teachers. 

 

National and Local Curriculum Histories:  

New Zealand History in Schools from 1877 Onwards 

The 1877 Education Act provided New Zealand’s first national curriculum and aimed to present history 

in a manner which would foster feelings of patriotic pride in the British Empire. It also sought to 

respond to concerns about the potentially ‘controversial’ nature of English history for different social 

and religious groups among New Zealand’s British settler population by making history optional 

(Manning 2018). Since the 1877 Education Act, Māori histories have been intentionally excluded from 

the curriculum and up until at least 1944, any mention of New Zealand in terms of colonisation, land 

wars, or other Treaty of Waitangi-era history was deliberately contextualised as part of a triumphant 

British imperial legacy (Manning 2018; Bell and Russell 2021). Textbooks from this era such as Our 

Nation’s Story and The School Journal constructed an imagined unified New Zealand where, despite 

previous conflict, Māori and Pākehā lived together in harmonious biculturalism (Bell and Russell 
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2021). Kidman names this ‘lovely knowledge’: beliefs that New Zealand is founded on ‘noble’ values 

and that any conflict is firmly in the past (Kidman 2017). These textbooks framed Māori as a kind of 

evolutionary stepping-stone in New Zealand’s history, including Māori pre-colonial histories only to 

show how ‘far’ New Zealand civilisation has come since European colonisation (Glowsky 2002; Bell 

and Russell 2021). When colonial-era wars or conflicts were mentioned, they were framed as minor 

skirmishes, ‘fires in the fern’ which ultimately resulted in an imagined unity and racial harmony 

between Māori and Pākehā (Bell and Russell 2021, 28) The 1944 Thomas Report, commissioned by 

the Labour government of the time, made secondary schooling compulsory and was part of a wider 

movement during the Second World War to introduce liberal social reforms. It encouraged students to 

become socially minded active citizens who knew their histories and wished to serve ‘social purposes 

greater than their own’ (Lee and Lee 2016). The report aimed to overhaul the examination system, 

make secondary education responsive to different student needs, and encouraged teachers to consider 

the differing viewpoints of Māori and Pākehā on New Zealand history. However, this was not 

compulsory, and the report did not ask for anything beyond a simple ‘consideration’ (Lee and Lee 

2016). 

Since the 1950s, Māori organisations such as the Māori Women’s Welfare League, Te Ao Hou, Ngā 

Tamatoa, academics such as Ranginui Walker, and political and cultural leaders such as Moriori leader 

Maui Solomon and Te Pāti Māori have challenged the New Zealand government on their teaching 

policies for New Zealand history and Te Reo Māori. They have done this through the establishment of 

political movements, public messages of critique, protest, and academic writing among other means to 

demand recognition of Māori histories and support for Te Reo Māori (Manning 2018; Te Ao Hou 

1955; Moffat-Young 2019; Walker 1990; Tu Tangata 1987, “Te Paati Māori - About Us” n.d.). Māori 

opposition to the Eurocentric ‘flexible’ curriculum was strong, coming to a head in 1984 with a student 

strike across 75 schools nationwide in protest of the marginalisation of Māori in the education system 

and the lack of taha Māori such as Te Reo in the curriculum. These Māori voices calling for New 

Zealand history in schools have been met with Pākehā opposition since the 1950s, mostly coming from 

National governments and conservative New Zealand, who were keen to emphasise what they saw as 

good race relations and little need to revisit a past that many of them saw as irrelevant to the present 

(Manning 2018; Te Ao Hou 1955; Kidman et al 2022). Leading up to the 1984 school strike in protest 

of the lack of New Zealand history in schools, the National Government education minister, Merv 

Wellington, commented that ‘...he doubts if they (the students) represent the bulk of New Zealand 

children…’, and that he was ‘disturbed’ to see strong support for the strike from the PPTA (Manning 



 

37 

2018, 123) With support from the Secondary Teachers Union (PPTA), the 1984 protest led to a series 

of hui and an official review of the curriculum, eventually leading to the creation of a new curriculum 

in 1989 (Manning 2018). Despite the review resulting from the 1984 protest, opposition to the 

inclusion of New Zealand history continued. An example of this attitude from 2005 involved National 

Party leader at the time Don Brash saying that a question about unsympathetic National government 

actions during the Bastion Point occupation in a Year 11 History exam was ‘brainwashing’ students 

(Government of New Zealand 2005). In 2016, the National Government Minister of Education Hekia 

Parata stated that New Zealand's history, including colonisation and the land wars, should not be 

compulsory in schools because it ‘is not the New Zealand way’ (Manning 2018, 126).  

This kind of dismissive attitude from Pākehā and occasionally conservative Māori authority figures on 

issues of colonisation and New Zealand history is not an unusual occurrence in New Zealand 

(Newshub 2021; Kidman et al 2022). The influence of whiteness and the erasure of past conflicts and 

injustices has created an environment in New Zealand where Pākehā are able to maintain conscious or 

unconscious ignorance of the historical injustices done to Māori in the past and their ongoing 

consequences (MacDonald and Kidman 2021; Applebaum 2010). By 1989, a new curriculum had been 

created, to be implemented over the next few years, with the goal of addressing the gaps highlighted by 

those working in schools and the 1984 protestors (Manning 2018). This new curriculum attempted to 

walk a fine line between meeting the demands of a protesting education sector by covering Aotearoa 

New Zealand histories comprehensively while simultaneously appeasing a Pākehā population unwilling 

to confront the violent history of their ‘egalitarian’ nation (Manning 2018; Revell, Papoutsaki, and 

Kolesova 2014). This iteration of the curriculum was a movement away from monoculturalism and 

towards biculturalism, teaching the Treaty of Waitangi but leaving any discussion of conflict or 

colonisation to optional inclusion by teachers (Bell and Russell 2021). The history curriculum in New 

Zealand has, until 2023, been high autonomy, which means that even as inclusion of Māori 

perspectives and histories in curricula increased during the 20th and 21st centuries, teachers still had a 

high level of control over what they included in the curriculum, and indeed whether they taught any 

New Zealand history at all (MacDonald and Kidman 2021; Neill et al 2021). 

The 2007 curriculum introduced more explicit mention of key moments in New Zealand’s history. It 

was in this iteration of the curriculum that the Treaty of Waitangi was made compulsory learning, 

framed as a way of explaining how New Zealand became a ‘bicultural’ nation (Ministry of Education 

2007). While more expansive than the 1989 curriculum, the 2007 curriculum continued to treat New 
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Zealand history as a story of an improving civilisation, placing Māori as tangata whenua in the 

‘beginning’, then bringing in British migration and modern cultural diversity, without any mention of 

the processes of colonisation or the wars which took place all over the country during the 19th century, 

and neglecting to mention Māori in any capacity outside of pre-colonial history (Ministry of Education 

2007; Kidman et al 2022). The only mention of something close to Aotearoa New Zealand’s histories 

apart from a mention of Māori as tangata whenua is a vague allusion to understanding “...that the 

causes, consequences, and explanations of historical events that are of significance to New Zealanders 

are complex and…contested.” (Ministry of Education 2007, 27). This mention of ‘historical events that 

are of significance to New Zealanders’ leaves the topic very open and does not require a focus on local 

or national histories. The approach taken in the 2007 curriculum towards New Zealand history is thus 

reflective of late 20th century Pākehā attitudes towards our collective past, belief in an imagined 

egalitarian nation founded not on war and violent colonial practices, but on a ‘nice’ democratic Treaty 

signed in good faith (Bell and Russell 2022; Kidman 2017; Revell, Papoutsaki, and Kolesova 2014). 

Kidman (2017) discusses this idea of New Zealand as a unified, egalitarian nation founded on racial 

harmony as ‘lovely knowledge’. The ‘Signs of a Nation’ exhibition at Te Papa Tongarewa, New 

Zealand’s national museum, is used by Kidman as an example of the way that dominant discourses of 

New Zealand history frame our colonial past as a benign process of two cultures joining together. This 

allows Pākehā to think of New Zealand as a bicultural nation, founded in partnership with Māori and 

that the Pākehā role in this was ‘benign, altruistic, and at times, even heroic’ (Kidman 2017, 105). 

The approach to New Zealand history has shifted over time as our national identity and connection to 

British colonial powers has changed. Where the history of New Zealand’s colonisation was once a 

source of patriotic pride in the British Empire, used as an example of its power and conquest, from the 

mid Twentieth century to now, New Zealand’s colonial past is considered best left in the past (Kidman 

et al 2022; Bell and Russell 2022; Manning 2018). History is a useful tool for the colonial machine and 

has been long used in New Zealand as in many other settler-colonial countries as a twofold device to 

both control the Indigenous population and create a narrative of justifiable colonialism for the settler 

population (Mikaere 2017; Smith 2021; MacDonald, Smith, and Funaki 2021).  

In Contending with the Weight of History (2017), Ani Mikaere discusses the way that history is used by 

colonial powers to twist and shrink the histories of Indigenous people, justifying their oppression as 

‘uncivilised’ anonymous collectives. Examples of the way that the use of history in New Zealand has 

effectively done this can be seen in the responses to the 2015 Ōtorohanga petition to teach New 
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Zealand history in schools. By reducing the Māori population to a ‘tribal mob’ of ‘savage’ ‘cannibals’ 

(Kidman et al 2022, 73-75) as some respondents to the Ōtorohanga petition did, detractors of New 

Zealand history education can justify colonisation and invalidate calls for New Zealand history to be 

taught. Examples of the negative responses to the Ōtorohanga petition show how those in opposition to 

the teaching of New Zealand colonial history accuse Māori historical perspectives and histories of 

‘driving racial wedges between citizens’ and ‘supporting a particular ideology’, thereby problematising 

Aotearoa New Zealand’s histories as anti-New Zealand and undeserving of further discussion, 

teaching, or mourning (Kidman et al 2022, 74-75). Reclaiming and learning histories is an important 

foundational step for Indigenous resistance, which offers some explanation for the motivation behind 

the silencing of these aspects of New Zealand history: 

The negation of indigenous views of history was a critical part of asserting colonial ideology, 

partly because such views were regarded as clearly ‘primitive’ and ‘incorrect’ and mostly 

because they challenged and resisted the mission of colonization. (Smith 2021, 70) 

 

These explicit colonial aims to silence and bury Māori histories and construct narratives of justification 

for colonialism have morphed from patriotic pro-British Empire statements about the process of 

colonisation in school textbooks to a much more complex and deeply embedded Pākehā avoidance, 

denial, and discomfort (MacDonald, Smith, and Funaki 2021). This is part of the machinations of 

whiteness, changing the way a subject or group of people is framed depending on what serves 

whiteness best. In the 19th and early 20th centuries, open pro-colonial patriotism served the colony and 

subsequent dominion of New Zealand best, and in the late 20th and 21st centuries, silencing and denial 

of the past serves the new ‘egalitarian’ New Zealand best (al-Samarai and Piesche 2018; Castagno 

2008; Buck 2012).  

 

As Kidman et al (2022), Amanda Thomas (2020), and Alex Hotere-Barnes (2015) highlight, Pākehā 

often struggle with a specific discomfort connected to the legacy of colonisation, often regardless of 

their level of knowledge about New Zealand history. This can manifest in several different ways, such 

as historical denial, silencing, settler affirmations, and Pākehā paralysis. Settler affirmations are a type 

of ‘racial bonding’ observed to occur among Pākehā teachers which entrench and affirm settler-

colonial viewpoints, specifically around colonisation and New Zealand colonial history (MacDonald, 

Funaki, and Smith 2021). Examples of this include comments from Pākehā such as “Typical Māori, 

getting paid big money to do such an easy job.” and “Yeah, Māoris getting things for nothing. All they 
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have to do is cry inequality, relate it to the Treaty of Waitangi, and they get something.” (MacDonald, 

Funaki, and Smith 2021, 171-172). These ideas, of needing to move on from the past, preferential 

treatment for Māori, and even of revisionist histories written specifically to be ‘politically correct’ 

(Kidman et al 2022), all stem from a specific colonial sensibility which has morphed and evolved as 

post-Treaty8 New Zealand has aged. As Moana Jackson writes, 

 

These colonial stories may have helped explain the taking of power, but they could not give the 

colonisers the comfort of a place to stand. It was hard to feel at home when the descendants of 

those who had been killed were never far away and the smoke of the battlefield still lingered in 

the smoke of the forests that were being burned. In island stories, the intimacy of distance never 

lets memory entirely fade away. (Jackson 2020, 145-146)  

 

 

The 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand Histories Curriculum 

 

Content and Learning Goals 

Written under the sixth Labour Government of New Zealand in response to growing pressure from 

historians, students, teachers, and Māori among others, the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories 

curriculum was created not only with the goal of promoting ‘curiosity’ and ‘respect’ for diverse people 

and cultures but also to help students “...make sense of the present and inform future decisions and 

actions.” (Ministry of Education 2022, 1). In contrast to the one or two-page accommodations made for 

social science in past curriculums (history is included under this subject), the 25-page Aotearoa New 

Zealand histories curriculum provides much more information, guidance, and structure than the little 

attention paid to New Zealand history in the past (Ministry of Education 2007; Ministry of Education 

2022). Covering 10 years of a student’s history education from Year 1 to 10, the new curriculum 

approaches New Zealand history using four ‘big ideas’:  

“Māori history is the foundational and continuous history of Aotearoa New Zealand.” 

 
8 I use the word ‘Treaty’ throughout this thesis to refer to both the Māori and English Versions of Te Tiriti o Waitangi/The 

Treaty of Waitangi. 
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“Colonisation and settlement have been central to Aotearoa New Zealand’s histories for the past 

200 years.” 

“The course of Aotearoa New Zealand’s histories has been shaped by the use of power.” 

“Relationships and connections between people and across boundaries have shaped the course 

of Aotearoa New Zealand’s histories.” (Ministry of Education 2022, 2) 

In the first idea, a change in framing is immediately clear. Where past curriculums have produced a 

narrative of Māori and Māori history as something firmly in the past, this curriculum makes it clear in 

its central ideas that Māori history is ‘foundational and continuous’. This is a strong starting point, but 

when combined with the absence of an acknowledgement of Pākehā domination and violence in the 

curriculum, this big idea frames Māori histories as the ‘other’ and Pākehā culture and histories as 

‘normal’. This may not be the intention, but the lack of mention of the dominance of Pākehā culture, 

governance, and whiteness in the curriculum suggests that the government is attempting to achieve the 

seemingly mutually incompatible goal of embracing Māori histories in the curriculum while continuing 

to maintain the founding whiteness and coloniality at its core. The second ‘big idea’ stands in defiance 

of those who would rather imagine colonisation as a fixed moment in time, something which happened 

in the 18th and 19th centuries but is now long since finished. This aligns with the work of Māori and 

other Indigenous scholars who aim to discuss colonisation as an ongoing process which has lasting 

effects on the present (Smith 2021; Mikaere 2017; Elkington et al 2020; Bell and Russell 2021). As this 

second ‘big idea’ exhibits, colonisation is a continuing process which morphs into colonialism after the 

initial phases of settlement and violent domination (Leonardo 2018). The last two ‘big ideas’ frame the 

use of power and relationships in New Zealand’s history in an extremely neutral way, making no 

mention of who has been in possession of most of the power and therefore who has been in charge of 

mediating the majority of ‘relationships and connections’ in New Zealand.  

The curriculum frames New Zealand's history and colonisation in a broadly neutral way, avoiding the 

painful and violent reality (Mikaere 2017). As pointed out by Māori and Pākehā educators in the lead-

up to the 2023 implementation of the new curriculum, the difficult emotional aspects of Aotearoa New 

Zealand histories cannot be ignored in the classroom (Ngarewa 2022; Collins 2020). The defensive and 

angry reactions of those against the teaching of New Zealand history, such as those who opposed the 

Ōtorohanga petition, show that an understanding that something bad happened is ‘encrypted’ under the 

surface, even amongst those who know few stories from our history (Kidman et al 2022; Good 2021; 
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Abraham and Torok 1986; Kidman and MacDonald 2021). Encryptment hauntology describes the way 

that histories, particularly difficult and violent histories, can be passed down through generations 

without being discussed, but the ‘crypt’, or in the case of New Zealand, the ‘settler-colonial crypt’, 

allows the discomfort, pain, trauma, and anger to pass down to new descendants, whether they know 

the stories which caused those feelings or not (Abraham and Torok 1986; Good 2021; Kidman and 

MacDonald 2021).  

The curriculum segments the learning goals in the Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum into 

three steps: Understand, Know, and Do. The ‘Understand’ step of the learning process involves 

students having an understanding of the four ‘big ideas’. This goal remains the same for each year 

level, grounding each unit in these foundational ideas. The ‘Know’ step involves learning about 

cultural, governmental, environmental, and economic context, becoming more detailed for each 

consecutive year level. The final section, ‘Do’, involves encouraging inquiry and critical thinking 

among students by teaching them how to think about history and make ‘ethical judgements’ about the 

past. This is to be achieved by ‘identifying and exploring historical relationships’, ‘identifying sources 

and perspectives’, and ‘interpreting past experiences, decisions, and actions’ (Ministry of Education 

2022, 3). The curriculum document also contains expected ‘progress outcomes’ in each metric 

(Understand, Know, Do) for the end of Year 3, Year 6, Year 8, and Year 10.  

While the structure of the curriculum is very detailed in terms of what types of knowledge students 

should be learning, how it should be framed, and how they should be able to think about it, the actual 

content is left for the teachers to choose, which is closer to the high-autonomy curriculum Social 

Studies teachers in New Zealand have historically been used to. The curriculum encourages 

engagement with local histories and a general overview of national histories, but which stories are 

chosen and what is focused on remains in the teachers’ hands. The curriculum website itself contains a 

guide for teachers and schools to use when incorporating the curriculum into their teaching and has 

some example videos of teachers teaching the Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum (Ministry of 

Education 2023b). In this way, the openness of the curriculum’s content combined with the rigid 

structure of its learning outcomes is a double-edged sword for teachers. The openness of the content 

allows teachers to choose very localised histories to focus on and tailor the topics for student interest, 

while the structure provides a clear path to follow for a topic many teachers might not have much 

experience teaching. However, the lack of quality resources or historical sites one might take a class 

field trip to means that teachers are quite limited in the content they use and focus on in class. Nadine 
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pointed this out to me several times, complaining specifically about a lack of historical sites which 

weren’t ‘hidden’. This resource scarcity combined with the multifaceted curriculum structure means 

that not only do teachers need to find good, engaging resources, but they also need to make sure those 

resources are fit for purpose for the curriculum’s learning goals. I will discuss this in more detail in 

chapter five, including the way that resource scarcity results in higher workloads for teachers. 

 

Mutually Incompatible Goals and Moral Liminality 

From immediate observation, the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum differs significantly 

from its predecessors in treatment of history as a valuable topic, clear guidelines about learning goals, 

and engagement with Māori histories (Ministry of Education 2022). However, the neutral treatment of 

history and lack of engagement with the contested nature of colonial histories, as well as avoidance of 

the emotional aspects betray the underlying influences of coloniality and whiteness. Whiteness does not 

in this case refer to skin colour or ethnicity, although it does involve processes of racialisation. The 

whiteness at the core of settler-colonial states such as New Zealand operates as a mechanism to make 

order of and dominate the world, centering the powerful and dominant classes as ‘White’, unmarked, 

‘normal’, while othering those with less power or different positionalities, using their marked otherness 

as a point of weakness from which they can be dominated and controlled (al-Samarai and Piesche 

2018; Morrison 1992). The social ideology of whiteness can be observed on a surface level in 19th and 

early to mid-20th century New Zealand, from openly racist xenophobic policies such as the Chinese 

Poll Tax, to the use of segregated ‘native’ schools for Māori, and most clearly the infamous ‘White 

New Zealand’ policy which prevented ‘non-white’ people from gaining residency in New Zealand 

from 1920 to 1974 (Revell, Papoutsaki, and Kolesova 2014; Calman 2012; Beaglehole 2015).  

However, as New Zealand began to separate itself from the British Empire and create a new national 

identity for itself, such openly racist, pro-White sentiments became less acceptable for a nation which 

repeatedly declared itself as having the “best race relations in the world” (Revell, Papoutsaki, and 

Kolesova 2014, 40). This new attitude did not mean that whiteness disappeared, rather it morphed into 

a different form, one that rejected the past and avoided discussions of colonisation altogether (Kidman 

et al 2022, 76-78). The 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum attempts to walk a fine line 

between addressing the unceasing demands for proper recognition of New Zealand’s violent colonial 

past and maintaining whiteness and coloniality. Coloniality is the continued administrative domination 
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and suppression of Indigenous populations after the initial stages of invasion and physical colonisation 

have taken place, manifesting in high rates of arrest and poverty for Māori (Leonardo 2018; “Latest 

Release of Child Poverty Statistics – Corrected.” 2021; “Prison Facts and Statistics - December 2022.” 

n.d.).  

By providing a detailed history curriculum which encourages engagement with local histories and aims 

to centre Māori histories, but treating Pākehā histories as neutral and leaving little room for the painful 

and difficult emotions which exist, the Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum creates an 

emotional dilemma for the students and teachers engaging with colonisation. This allows for the 

maintenance of whiteness while appearing to respond to demands for an inclusive and compulsory 

history curriculum which confronts colonial injustices (Applebaum 2010; Kidman 2017). The 

curriculum was written and consulted on from late 2019 to 2023 by government policy workers, 

historians, teachers, and Māori historians, which likely accounts for the careful thinking that has clearly 

informed the structure of the curriculum (Ministry of Education 2023). However, this curriculum was 

still ultimately created in a Pākehā dominated education system, for the purposes of the settler state, 

and this environment does not encourage the close inspection of whiteness or continued Pākehā 

domination. In response to the ‘neutrality’ of the curriculum, Pākehā students and teachers struggle to 

find a new way to be ‘good’ in the face of the colonial violence they will learn and teach in class. 

Māori students are left without a living subject at which to level their anger and resentment, to mourn, 

because modern Pākehā are permitted to retain neutrality if not ‘goodness’ (Pederson, McCreanor, and 

Braun 2022; Applebaum 2010). This struggle to be ‘good’ and maintain White innocence creates a 

state of what I call ‘moral liminality’ which I discuss in chapters five and six.  

 

 

Aotearoa New Zealand’s Histories at Kāpiti College 

 

Over the last five years, Kāpiti College has begun to embrace both the teaching of Aotearoa New 

Zealand histories and their relationship with local mana whenua, Te Ātiawa. The history of Parihaka is 

of particular importance to Kāpiti College because Te Ātiawa has a whakapapa affiliation to the 

Taranaki Rohe and the school was gifted the name ‘Te Raukura ki Kāpiti’ by Parihaka leaders for its 

new performing arts centre in 2021 (Scoop News 2021). As Dick Scott writes in The Parihaka Story 

and Ask That Mountain, the peaceful village of Parihaka was invaded in late 1881 by government 
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forces because of their non-violent resistance to land confiscation by the New Zealand government. 

The leaders, Te Whiti and Tohu, were arrested, 1,600 Māori residents were expelled from the land, and 

the village was looted (Scott 1981). Within the last five years, Kāpiti College has begun incorporating 

what one teacher called ‘Parihaka values’ into their curriculum and general school life. These Parihaka 

values are based on the ideals of peace and non-violence preached by Te Whiti and Tohu at Parihaka. 

The students I spoke to had all completed a unit on Parihaka in their previous year, which is a relatively 

new part of year 9 social studies. A senior staff member I spoke to, Dave*, recalled trying to introduce 

topics on New Zealand history in the previous two decades and coming up against several different 

barriers which ultimately stopped him from continuing. Students and parents reacted negatively to the 

introduction of local histories and topics on colonisation, so much so that Dave abandoned these 

attempts several times. I heard a similar story from Nadine who said that her effort to encourage parent-

child discussions about colonisation resulted in some parents' negative and sometimes racist reactions, 

which brought that activity to an end. Nadine said that it became ‘awkward’ to continue running the 

activity because students would come to class not having done their homework, “...I remember really 

there was one student who said, ‘I didn't ask my mom and dad, because they’re racist, I was 

embarrassed’.”.  

 

Attempts to incorporate New Zealand history into the curriculum in the last two decades also faced the 

challenge of resource scarcity. Teachers continuously referenced the lack of quality, relevant resources 

for this topic, and ten to twenty years ago this issue was even more pronounced. Up until 2019, Kāpiti 

College taught the compulsory Treaty of Waitangi topic as outlined in the 2007 national curriculum 

document (Ministry of Education 2007). One teacher expressed to me that Kāpiti College was in a 

better position to receive the new Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum because of their strong 

relationship with mana whenua and Māori staff members at the school, but they were also facing 

challenges despite beginning the incorporation of New Zealand history into the junior curriculum a 

year early. Judging from the data I gathered during my time in the field at Kāpiti College, Aotearoa 

New Zealand histories began to be incorporated into the curriculum by teachers, particularly heads of 

department, for a variety of reasons, primarily because several teachers had already tried teaching local 

histories in past decades and were keen to try again with increased government support. Speaking to 

my teacher participants as well as other teachers, it appeared that the school was generally quite 

enthusiastic to make the change, despite the challenges it would bring, which will be discussed at 

length in chapter five.  
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Conclusion: 

Aotearoa New Zealand has a complex, fraught, often painful relationship with its colonial history, and 

the path to the implementation of New Zealand history as a compulsory school subject has mirrored 

this. In the almost 150 years since the introduction of a national curriculum, New Zealand’s colonial 

histories have been reframed, erased, and retold to serve the shifting needs of coloniality and 

nationalism. In its current form, the presentation of Aotearoa New Zealand’s histories leans towards a 

level of detail and remembrance not previously seen but continues to maintain whiteness by 

invisibilising and neutralising Pākehā dominance and violence. The voices which have been calling out 

for widespread national history education for over a hundred years are getting louder, perhaps too loud 

for anyone to ignore. Schools are often thought of as microcosms for society or their local 

communities, which would mean that similar discussions as the ones now playing out on a national 

stage, about the effect of these histories on Māori, the potential for Pākehā discomfort, and anger from 

certain conservative areas that New Zealand history is being taught at all, could be expected to be 

observed in the classroom (Haupt 2010; Ngarewa 2022; Hogan 2021; Collins 2020). How these 

discussions will play out in the classroom and how both students and teachers will react is affected by 

social forces such as whiteness, coloniality, and moral liminality, in addition to a myriad of other 

factors, such as demographics, cultural backgrounds, and current events. One of the most important 

factors affecting the way that the new Aotearoa New Zealand curriculum will be received is pedagogy, 

including teaching style, attitude, general classroom environments, and actual classroom activities.  
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Interlude: Welcome to the Classroom 

 

Kāpiti College is a large secondary school on the Kāpiti Coast about an hour north of Wellington. The 

school is located mere minutes from the local beach, which is reflected by the sandy, flat grounds the 

school is on, with sparse native trees and wide semi-rural roads that surround it. This whenua is 

claimed by Te Ātiawa ki Whakarongotai, Ngāti Raukawa ki te Tonga, Ngāti Toa Rangatira, and 

Muāupoko. The school itself is a collection of wooden prefabricated buildings spread out over concrete 

with one shining new performing arts centre standing over it all. The school buildings spill over onto 

the field, a sprawling green-grass lawn which rises steeply on one side. The balmy climate here is the 

pride of the locals, ‘it’s a microclimate!’ you will hear them say with a satisfied smile, never mind the 

wind.  

 

The classrooms are a collection of old and new, increasingly new to me as a former Kāpiti College 

student. Blue and yellow walls are overlaid with a kind of carpet-like prickly polyester wall covering. 

Students’ desks are small and wooden, with sticky paint covering layers of graffiti carved by decades 

of students. Grey plastic chairs shuffle under students and a breeze blows in from the ever-curtained 

windows, ruffling the paper on the wall, a mix of movie and educational posters. A musty, sweet smell 

drifts in the space, joining the muted clicking of Chromebook keyboards and stifled yawns. In the 

newer classrooms, desks are a clean, smooth, white plastic paired with flexible black ergonomic chairs. 

Chairs creak as students lean back in them and the quiet tap-squeak-tap of the teacher’s marker on the 

whiteboard provides background noise for the low-spoken conversations bubbling up all over the room.  

 

In both types of classrooms, I sit amongst the students at a desk with my stationery in front of me 

ready, as they shuffle, chatter and giggle amongst themselves. Although the technology in these 

classrooms is different from the exercise books I remember, the students interact with their work in 

much the same way, which is for the most part reluctantly. As one teacher commented, “...they don't 

want to have to really work.”. The atmosphere in the classroom shifts according to the weather, which 

is reflected in the moods of the teachers and the students. In each classroom, the desks are lined up in 

pairs, so that three or four rows of students face the front of the classroom, with the whiteboard in the 

middle and the teacher’s desk in one corner. From here, the teacher can lecture, draw, or write on the 

whiteboard, answer and ask questions, and walk through the rows of students. 

 



 

48 

Each class had its own collective personality, influenced by the teacher, the environment, and the 

interactions between the types of students of whom it was comprised. There were two much quieter, 

more subdued classes whose general focus was fickle and where lethargic energy generally settled over 

the students during the class period. In these quieter classes, there often emerged a kind of deadpan 

exchange of jokes between the students and the teacher, forming a somewhat unstable rapport which 

could cross an invisible line that only the teacher could see. Another class had so much bubbling 

energy that it was sometimes a struggle at the beginning of the period for the teacher to pull the 

students’ attention. This was a larger classroom, seemingly brimming with energetic students and 

laughter. This classroom was split down the middle in terms of energy levels, one side filled from the 

very front of the room to the back with noisy, chattering students who didn’t always raise their hands 

and whose questions were work-related perhaps half the time. The quieter side of the classroom talked 

mostly amongst themselves and were more likely to work in silence when asked, but also had plenty to 

say when called on.  

 

The last two classes did silent work in almost complete quiet but were also quick to raise their energies 

for a game or lively discussion when the teacher guided them to do so. They were curious, but I noticed 

that questions would often remain whispered among friends in case they weren’t the ‘right’ thing to 

ask. One of these classes had two very confident outspoken Māori students who were unafraid to 

express opinions, respond to comments from other students, and answer questions with confidence 

even when they got the answers wrong. This was noticeable in comparison to the other classes, because 

of the corresponding lack of confident Māori voices. Kāpiti College is a majority Pākehā school, with 

78% Pākehā students and 20% Māori, which means that there were fewer Māori students in each class 

and therefore perhaps less chance that those students would be confident or feel comfortable expressing 

themselves in a Pākehā dominated environment (“Kapiti College | Education Review Office.” 2019).  

 

Each of the three Pākehā teachers who allowed me to observe their classes over the eight weeks that I 

was at Kāpiti College approached the classroom environment and teaching differently. Here I will 

briefly describe their personalities based on their interactions with me and with students in their 

classrooms. I met Brianna* first, in mid-April 2022. Brianna spoke fast and walked at the same pace, 

always seeming to have somewhere very important to be right now, which I came to recognise as the 

tempo of a teacher under immense time pressure. Despite these pressures, she always managed to make 

time for her students’ questions and my own, breaking her sometimes quite businesslike focus to let a 

little bit of her tiredness show, sighing or rubbing her face in exasperation at some bureaucratic 
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nonsense or laughing briefly at something a student said. She was quite concerned, much more than she 

let on in class, about the way she was teaching the colonisation topic, not that she was outwardly 

lacking in confidence, but that she was ‘mindful’ as she put it, of not doing the ‘wrong’ thing, or letting 

her Pākehā paralysis get the better of her. In the classroom, Brianna was quite reserved, only relaxing 

when the class played a game or discussed something other than colonisation. Her own positionality 

and the difficulties of teaching a topic so ‘close to home’ were at the front of her mind, but she 

generally kept these thoughts to herself in the classroom, along with any emotions or opinions she had 

about colonisation.  

 

In contrast, Harriet*, who I met on the first day of fieldwork, let a lot of her personality show in the 

classroom, sometimes perhaps unintentionally. Harriet had a dry sense of humour, often delivering 

teasing comments to students in a deadpan voice with a raised eyebrow. She was someone who called it 

as she saw it, often speaking to her students as if they were fellow adults, which had mixed results 

depending on the student. Harriet felt strongly that colonisation was negative and was extremely 

hesitant to express that in the classroom, so much so that she would often refrain from describing an 

event or person in much or any detail, so as not to ‘influence’ her students’ opinions. This often had the 

opposite effect, because she had a very expressive face and often made significant tone changes which 

communicated her feelings about the subject despite her attempts to be ‘neutral’. Harriet felt quite 

strongly that the class should focus on issues to do with museums and the theft of historical objects, 

which was what she was specifically interested in, rather than the conflicts and consequences of 

colonisation which were being taught.  

 

Nadine*, who I met last, was bubbly and friendly, and immediately amiable towards me when I 

introduced myself to her. This personality did not change much in the classroom, as she was resolutely 

energetic in her teaching, not spending much time sitting at her desk but rather walking around the 

classroom interacting with students. She, like Brianna and Harriet, struggled with self-censorship and 

felt unsure about how much of her own perspective she could bring into her teaching. Despite her 

bubbly personality, Nadine felt quite nervous about teaching the colonisation topic, a subject which for 

her felt ‘too close to the bone’. She was a British immigrant but had lived and taught in New Zealand 

for nearly two decades and struggled with knowing the ‘right’ things to say in the classroom. Like 

Harriet, Nadine felt very negatively towards colonisation, particularly as it was connected to Britain, 

which she expressed to me and students who weren’t in her class. Similarly to the two other teachers, 

her hesitance and nervousness seemed to originate not from a lack of opinion or knowledge, but from a 
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desire to do or say the ‘right’ thing in the classroom, which in her view did not involve her personal 

perspective.  

 

All three teachers struggled with similar issues in their classrooms, these struggles mediated in 

different ways by their personalities. Each of them censored themselves to some extent in the 

classroom, and all three expressed a desire to do the ‘right’ or ‘good’ thing in the classroom. 

Pedagogical style is influenced by personality on many levels, but it is also influenced by engagement 

with the classroom as a whole person (hooks 1994). As students expressed difficult and sometimes 

uncomfortable emotional states, the teachers struggled with their own, often feeling like they had to 

hide this behind an imagined neutrality and finding it more challenging to engage with student 

emotionality as a result.  
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Chapter Four: Pedagogies of Whiteness 

 

Introduction: 

 

In this chapter, I discuss my teacher participants and their teaching styles, the classrooms in which they 

taught, and some of their students. I was surprised at the marked differences between the five 

classrooms I observed at Kāpiti College, mostly because of the way that my participant teachers and 

others at the school talked about the curriculum as highly prescriptive and essentially rigid. In contrast 

to the much more high-choice history curriculum of the past, the new curriculum must feel very 

restricted and prescriptive, but the actual differences I observed in topic focus and pedagogical style 

were such that teachers still had a good degree of flexibility in what and how they taught. I describe 

and analyse their personal approaches to teaching, consider what their pedagogical approaches did in 

practice in the classroom, and discuss how they reinforced or counteracted whiteness and coloniality 

with their pedagogies. Finally, I describe in detail three simulation games used in class and consider 

how students engaged with historical material through them and how these games allowed students and 

teachers to maintain White innocence. Using Castagno’s (2008) analysis of whiteness and silencing, 

Applebaum’s (2010) discussion of ‘good’ Whites, and MacDonald and Kidman's (2021) analysis of the 

settler-colonial crypt, I consider how the pedagogical approaches and activities used in the classroom 

affected student perceptions of colonisation.  

 

 

‘Doom and Gloom’ and White Innocence: 

 

In my interviews with each of the teachers, I asked: “Do you have a teaching philosophy or pedagogy 

that you use in your teaching?”.9. My understanding of pedagogy is informed by bell hooks’ 

discussions of pedagogy as both a conceptualisation of the classroom as a space of learning and the 

practice of teaching (hooks 1994). Nadine felt that it was very important to be upfront about her own 

positionality with the students so that was clear to the students who their teacher is and how she is 

connected to the content being taught. A big part of this was being open about what she saw as her 

limitations, “I don't pretend I'm something I'm not.”. Being honest with the students about who she is 

 
9 Refer to Appendix C for full Interview Question Schedule 
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and not ‘pretending’ to be ‘something she’s not’ means that Nadine is clear with her students about her 

positionality as a British settler.  

 

Brianna framed her pedagogical approach as creating a space where students are able to bring in their 

knowledge and experiences and everyone learns from each other. 

 

“...I am not the holder of all knowledge and it’s not you learning my point of view, that I need 

to create a space where they can explore different points of views, and test their own 

assumptions and build their own assumptions, or, you know, build their own ideas.”. (Brianna, 

interview)  

 

Brianna emphasised that this approach was especially important for social studies, because much of 

what the students are learning in the new colonisation unit, and in social studies in general is very 

‘doom and gloom’. She found it important to ‘build in some hope’ and show the students that “...things 

can be terrible, but things can always be done about... you know, they have voices and they’re active, 

and they are the citizens of the future, so hopefully they can change things.” Harriet also used the term 

‘doom and gloom’ to refer to social studies and the colonisation unit, framing the often-violent topics 

covered in class as negative in the same way Brianna did.  

 

“...I think young people- they need to see positive stuff from not just focusing on the, the, the 

negative side of things, because otherwise, everybody starts piling. No, it's just all doom and 

gloom.” (Harriet, interview) 

 

All three teachers talked about the difficult nature of teaching violent topics in this way, with both 

Brianna and Harriet referring to it specifically as ‘doom and gloom’, while Nadine used words like 

‘unpleasant’, ‘heavy’, and ‘close to the bone’. Interestingly, both Brianna and Harriet implied that this 

was an issue they faced with social studies, dealing with often very violent and difficult topics where 

there was not a lot of ‘hope’ involved as Brianna put it. In some ways, the way that the teachers talked 

about this specific difficulty was grounded in discomfort about the violence itself. Harriet did not want 

to focus ‘too much’ on the violent aspects of colonisation and would have preferred to teach her 

students about the issues surrounding cultural objects in museums and similarly ‘safe’ subjects. Brianna 

also showed some discomfort when discussing the difficulties of teaching the more violent topics, but 

her focus was more on how to ‘find that balance’ between the violent histories and hope for the future. 
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Harriet and Brianna were particularly concerned with protecting their students from what they saw as 

the potentially distressing nature of the colonisation unit.  

 

While history is understood to have the potential to encourage transformational thinking in students, 

this transformation and ability to claim agency are not generated purely from discussions of positive or 

hopeful historical events (Neill et al 2021; Boler and Zembylas 2003). Engagement with violent and 

often very difficult histories is important to mourn a past which has been encrypted (MacDonald and 

Kidman 2021). This could also encourage Pākehā students to confront a history of whiteness which is 

likely invisible to them otherwise (MacDonald and Kidman 2021; Bell and Russell 2021; Applebaum 

2010). The discomfort with and avoidance of violent topics that I observed from Brianna and Harriet in 

particular maintained whiteness, particularly White innocence. White innocence is the idea that 

whiteness is innocent of any violence or racism because it is superior (Wekker 2016). Whiteness 

requires the maintenance of White innocence, and avoidance of violent colonial histories achieves this 

in two ways (Applebaum 2010). First, the White innocence of Pākehā students is maintained through 

their continued ignorance of the violence which founded and continues to structure their country. 

Second, the full extent of the violence and injustice done in the name of colonialism is allowed to stay 

hidden, permitting the whiteness and coloniality at the core of the nation to remain unaddressed. Māori  

students are not always afforded this protection from violence, they may enter the classroom with 

epistemological and historical knowledge of violent colonial histories (Bell and Russell 2021; 

MacDonald and Kidman 2021; Smith 2021).  

 

The violence that the teachers avoided in the classroom included descriptions of physical and symbolic 

violence. I noticed a reluctance to engage with violence on a few occasions, one of which occurred in 

Harriet’s classroom. The topic of the lesson was the consequences of colonisation for Māori from the 

19th century onwards and was the first lesson where colonisation was discussed outside of the 

framework of the New Zealand wars. Harriet sat at her desk and pulled up what looked like a Word 

document on her laptop screen, projecting it onto the pull-down screen at the front of the class. The 

document was filled with bold black text which appeared to have been copied and pasted in from 

somewhere else, split unevenly into paragraphs and lone sentences. The text was small and almost 

unreadable, making me wonder why Harriet had bothered projecting it onto the screen. She then 

proceeded to read verbatim from this document, describing how Māori had been affected by 

colonisation in different ways from the 19th century until the mid-20th century. This was something 

interesting I noticed repeated in other classrooms, the significant gap often left between the difficult 
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histories engaged in class and the present day. Often descriptions of injustices against Māori would end 

abruptly in the 1960s or ‘80s, far enough away from 2022 to maintain an innocent separation.  

 

As Harriet read from this document, she was essentially chronicling the statistical measurements of 

Māori health, poverty, life expectancy, and land ownership. There was no social, political, or 

environmental context, no mention of who was causing these issues for Māori and what kinds of 

structures created this inequitable environment. She read through the facts on her document; noting 

percentages of Māori living past 60, rates of land ownership, rates of significant health issues, speeding 

through the decades as if she would really rather get it over with. I watched the students, silent and 

gloomy, listening to all this violence which very likely affected some of them and their families. In her 

rush to get through these historical measurements of injustice, Harriet both reduced the long and 

enduring consequences of colonisation to a few pages of statistics and obscured the role of whiteness 

and coloniality in those injustices. She did not place any blame on Māori for these statistics, but there 

was also no mention of the state’s specific role in these consequences or what life expectancy had to do 

with colonisation. Harriet mentioned to me several times over the course of the term that although the 

students would be watching the film Boy (2010), she didn’t think they would ‘get it’ and they likely 

wouldn’t be able to make the connection between what they had learned about colonisation and the 

poverty and violence shown in the film. From what I observed, she was right that the students couldn’t 

make the connections, but this was not because of a lack of intelligence, focus, or understanding, it was 

because the way that lessons and the topics were framed meant that the systemic colonialism and 

influence of whiteness which created social conditions like the ones seen in the film Boy were obscured 

from students and left unexplored.  

 

As discussed in chapter three, past curriculums tended to treat Māori histories as existing only pre-

colonisation, framing Māori culture and history as a relic which had since disappeared or been 

assimilated (Manning 2018; Patrick 2011). One of the ‘big ideas’ in the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand 

histories curriculum is that “Māori history is the foundational and continuous history of Aotearoa New 

Zealand.” (Ministry of Education 2022, 2). This goal was partially met in the classroom, but important 

aspects of Māori histories such as Māori activism and histories of resistance were omitted and the 

Pākehā and/or British colonial role was left unaddressed past the early 20th century, invisibilising the 

dominant role of Pākehā in the present day. The historical role of Pākehā both in the 2023 Aotearoa 

New Zealand histories curriculum and in the pedagogical practices of teachers in the classroom is 
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presented as ‘neutral’, which allows Pākehā to maintain White innocence even in the face of 

discussions of Māori histories.  

 

 

‘Savages’ and Civility: Counteracting and/or Reinforcing Whiteness & Coloniality 

 

Whiteness and coloniality were woven through the canon of the colonisation unit I observed being 

taught in Year 10 Social Studies. They were present in old and new resources, conversations in class, 

the language used in the classroom, and narratives about ‘civilised’ and ‘savage’ modes of dress, 

among other things. Not only does the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand curriculum itself contain an 

invisibilised narrative of whiteness as ‘neutral’, but decades of colonial histories, shifting public 

perceptions of national history, and resources informed by whiteness mean the task of counteracting or 

recognising whiteness at work in the classroom is difficult for Pākehā teachers. In each classroom and 

in each different situation, the teachers dealt with things slightly differently, sometimes counteracting 

and sometimes reinforcing whiteness and coloniality. Using Castagno, Diaz, and Applebaum, I will 

describe and analyse two instances where teachers simultaneously reinforced and counteracted 

whiteness (Castagno 2008; Diaz 2010; Applebaum 2010). 

 

Whiteness as a theory and a social force does not necessarily refer only to ethnicity, although White 

and Pākehā people often work to uphold it in society and institutions, consciously or unconsciously. 

Whiteness refers to the system of domination present in settler-colonial societies which creates a 

hegemony of ‘White’ groups over all others (al-Samarai and Piesche 2018). In the case of history, and 

in particular New Zealand history, whiteness is upheld by binaries and stories of benign dominance, 

comparing every other culture or way of life to ‘superior’ European culture. Narratives of the ‘savage’ 

and the ‘civilised’ in Aotearoa New Zealand’s histories reflect this binary approach, imagining Māori 

as ‘savage’ so that whiteness is ‘civilised’ by comparison (Mikaere 2017; Applebaum 2010). In the 

classroom, teachers variously counteract and reinforce whiteness through the ways they choose to 

frame events and groups, the words they use to talk about certain things, and whether they actively 

challenge ideas which uphold whiteness. Whether teachers counteract or reinforce whiteness and 

coloniality should not be understood as a question of binary actions and outcomes; it manifests in the 

classroom as more of a shifting needle, greatly affected by slight changes in classroom dynamics, 

teacher comfort, student perspectives, and the topic itself. Angelina Castagno observed the 

reinforcement of whiteness through silence in her 2006 classroom observations in two Utah middle 
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schools, specifically pertaining to race. Racist ideas and comments arising in class were often left 

unaddressed and sometimes encouraged by teachers, meaning that through silence, teachers in the 

classrooms Castagno observed reinforced and maintained whiteness (Castagno 2008). Coloniality is 

closely related to whiteness in that colonisation as a process is informed by and informs whiteness and 

racism (Leonardo 2018). 

 

One instance where whiteness and coloniality were upheld, even as a teacher attempted to undermine 

them, occurred in a conversation between Nadine and three students. They were discussing Hōne Heke 

during an exercise where the students needed to fill out a table describing the perspectives of people 

involved in the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi. Hōne Heke was a 19th-century Ngāpuhi chief who 

was one of the first Māori leaders to sign the Treaty of Waitangi. An early supporter of the Treaty, he 

became frustrated with British actions only four years after signing it, and famously cut down a British 

flagpole at Kororāreka (Russell) four times in protest (Ministry for Culture and Heritage 2019). Nadine 

said of Hōne Heke, “he travelled… so he wasn’t a savage, was he?”. Nadine said that because Hōne 

Heke travelled, was ‘educated’, and wore European clothing, he wasn’t a ‘savage’. In this instance, by 

attempting to counteract a narrative of Hōne Heke as a ‘savage’, Nadine ended up reinforcing the idea 

that, firstly, there is indeed a hierarchy of people from ‘savage’ to ‘civilised’, and secondly, that there is 

a legitimate way to measure how ‘civilised’ or ‘uncivilised’ someone is through proximity to European 

ways of being. I observed that both students and teachers felt comfortable using the word ‘savage’ to 

describe Māori in conversation about the colonisation unit and would even use the word as a way to 

chart ‘progress’ from ‘savage’ to ‘civilised’ in a hierarchy reminiscent of social Darwinism (Manning 

2018). Colonial-era language, specifically ‘savage’, was used many times in class resources, and 

students began to use ‘savage’ liberally in class. In the Treaty mockumentary Treaty of Waitangi – 

What Really Happened that all three teachers used in class, the word ‘savage’ was used many times by 

British settler characters to refer to Māori, always in a derogatory way (Burger and Strawhan 2011).  

 

The word ‘savage’, used for centuries to categorise groups of non-Europeans as less than human 

because of their different cultural and social practices, as well as their race, has a long and complex 

history and cannot be used to ‘invert’ the coloniser/colonised relationship, as Linda Tuhiwai Smith 

argues (Smith 2021). The ‘savage’ vs ‘civilised’ dichotomy is one of the primary oppositional 

categories used to maintain and justify whiteness and white supremacy in settler-colonial contexts such 

as New Zealand. In the classroom, Nadine usually chastised students for using racist language or 

making racist comments, but she remained silent on the topic of ‘savages’. Leaving this language 
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unaddressed led to students feeling emboldened to use derogatory and harmful language in class about 

Māori historical figures, and by extension, Māori in general.  

 

A second instance where I witnessed teachers struggling with whiteness and coloniality in the 

classroom was during discussions about the two versions (English and Māori) of Te Tiriti/Treaty of 

Waitangi. There was productive discussion in more than one class of the differences between the two 

treaties and the ways that the British essentially ‘tricked’ (as one student put it) Māori into signing the 

Treaty. There were two conflicting narratives present during these discussions: one, that the British 

presented Māori with a different Treaty to sign than the English version, and two, that Māori could not 

understand the complexities of signing the Treaty and what that would mean for the future. There was a 

definite effort from teachers to emphasise that the writing and delivery of the two treaties by the British 

was flawed, rushed, and misleading. But at the same time, the narrative of the inferior ‘native mind’ 

was not challenged in the classroom. From my observation, this wasn’t specifically reiterated by 

teachers, but it was allowed to pass without scrutiny.  

 

Racism and whiteness in New Zealand tend to be expressed in a more implicit way, centering and 

uplifting Pākehā while framing Māori as a group in need of British colonisation and Pākehā ‘saviours’ 

(MacDonald and Ormond 2021). The idea that perhaps Māori weren’t intelligent enough to understand 

the Treaty only serves to absolve British settlers of the blame for their lazy and perhaps intentionally 

deceitful treatment of what was to be a country’s founding document. Not correcting or addressing this 

idea of ‘the native mind’ being inferior means that students will learn that this idea has truth to it, but 

that it needs to remain unspoken (Castagno 2008). The teachers’ tolerance of this idea of ‘the native 

mind’, especially when they had corrected or addressed other problematic ideas in class resources, 

influenced the students. I noticed that the kinds of problematic language or behaviour that teachers 

addressed tended to be more overtly racist or problematic, such as when Harriet explained why a 

student shouldn’t say that a classmate ‘looked like’ he was from a certain country. The problematic 

language, behaviour, or ideas which teachers did not address tended to be implicitly problematic, 

reinforcing whiteness or maintaining White innocence. The teachers had a difficult time seeing and 

addressing the whiteness around them, which was normalised and neutralised. Avery Smith (2023) 

noticed a similar trend among the teachers they interviewed in two primary schools for their PhD 

thesis. The Pākehā teachers had difficulty identifying their own cultures but could very easily identify 

characteristics from other cultures (Smith 2023). In imagining itself as neutral, whiteness makes 
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Pākehā strangers to their own culture, unable to recognise characteristics and values those outside 

whiteness could easily identify.  

 

In the classrooms I observed, particularly those which ran simulation games which I will discuss in the 

next section, I noticed that colonisation tended to be framed as something which had happened in the 

past and was done by ‘bad’ people. In the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum, one of the 

four ‘big ideas’ identifies that “Colonisation and settlement have been central to Aotearoa New 

Zealand’s histories for the past 200 years.” (Ministry of Education 2022, 2). This idea clearly describes 

coloniality as an ongoing process, perhaps not highlighting the way in which colonisation continues to 

affect the lives of Māori in the present day, but showing that it is not a process which ended after, say, 

the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi or the New Zealand Wars. However, with time gaps left 

unaddressed between the 1960s or 1980s and the present, students sometimes came to understand 

colonisation as something which happened in the past, to someone else, perpetrated by ‘bad’ people 

whose motivations could not be understood by ‘good’ people. Sullivan (2014) discusses the way that 

White people often feel that they must demonise and distance themselves from their ancestors who 

committed violent or harmful acts, thus maintaining their White innocence by comparison. Dismissing 

White ancestors who committed atrocities or were involved in violence as ‘monsters’ ignores the ways 

that they as descendants continue to be complicit in and uphold systems of racism and inequality. 

White innocence is maintained in comparison between whiteness and blackness, and also between 

‘good’ Whites and ‘bad’ Whites (Sullivan 2014; Wekker 2016).  
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Simulation Games 

 

 

                  (Excerpt from the Vietnam Colonisation Simulation) 

 

Students in three classes played what teachers referred to as ‘simulation’ games, interactive learning 

activities which are used to help students learn about a concept or topic through interaction and action 

rather than reading and listening. Two of these followed the same choose-your-own path points-based 

system and one involved staging a mock trial. These types of games often involve simulating a 

situation or event relevant to the learning topic (Selander 2018) such as in the Vietnamese Colonisation 

Simulation (VCS)10 where students made choices as if they were Vietnamese people living under 

colonisation. The VCS was played in two classes and was a simulation created by a Kāpiti College 

history teacher (not one of my three participants) for the colonisation unit. The simulation was 

separated into five phases spanning 500 years of Vietnamese history: Chinese rule, French 

colonisation, Japanese occupation, Civil War and partition, and American intervention/war. The 

students were given seven different dilemmas per phase, and they could make one of two choices in 

response. These included conforming (or not) to colonial rules about appearance, attending anti-

government protests, converting to the coloniser’s religion, and protecting cultural and historical items. 

Their choices affected their overall points in the simulation, which were split into categories of 

 
10 See Appendix D for full VCS document. 
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‘wellbeing’, ‘culture’, and ‘nationalism’. The wellbeing points made up a ‘personal score’, while 

culture and nationalism points contributed towards a collective class tally. The Māori Colonisation 

Simulation (MCS) game followed the same basic structure, replacing colonial phases with time periods 

and the Vietnamese dilemmas with ones relevant to Māori. These time periods in the MCS comprised 

periods of 20 years between 1900 and 1980 and posed dilemmas to students such as wearing tā moko 

or not, learning Te Reo Māori or not, and moving to a city or not.  

 

Students sat in rows facing the whiteboard where Brianna had drawn a points table to keep track of 

collective culture and nationalism points as the class moved through the different phases of the 

simulation. The classroom was dark, and students moved excitedly in their seats, anticipating another 

session of the game they had started the week before. There was a shuffling of paper as the students got 

their points sheets in order and chatter filled the room. Brianna quieted the class and began to move 

through the dilemmas in phase one of the VCS. In this dilemma, the Chinese rulers banned the cutting 

of hair in the traditional Vietnamese style in favour of growing it long and wearing it in a bun. The 

students had to choose whether they would follow Chinese rules or cut their hair anyway. Students who 

chose to follow the rules lost one culture point and students who cut their hair lost one wellbeing point. 

Brianna explained the rationale for the loss of these points and the students exclaimed and muttered 

amongst themselves, frustrated that they would lose points no matter what choices they made. During 

the MCS when Nadine read out the point effects of students’ decisions about things like tā moko, 

religious conversion, and traditional food, the students also protested and said that the wellbeing points 

should stay the same because they hadn’t changed anything about their lives. In both games, students 

took issue with the way the points were distributed and became frustrated when they realised that they 

would often be faced with a complex situation with no clear ‘right’ choice. Some students chose to 

mainly assimilate to the whims of their hypothetical colonial rulers, finding it ‘easier’ and saying it 

would mean they would be ‘happier’. Other students approached each situation slightly differently, 

deciding on their actions based on how much they valued the specific freedom being lost. A few 

students were very sure that they would not assimilate in any way, no matter how many wellbeing 

points they lost as a result. The simulation aspect of the MCS, a game set in Aotearoa New Zealand, 

assumed that none of the students in the class already had that lived experience, which, combined with 

the binary way the choices were represented, created a reductive vision of Māori experiences under 

colonisation. 
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A kind of flattening occurred in both the MCS and VCS wherein choices made by Māori or 

Vietnamese under colonisation were split into two categories and students responded by assigning 

‘right’ and ‘wrong’ values to these choices. When the students were asked during the MCS to choose 

between staying on their iwi land or moving to the city for work, a Pākehā student said loudly “Stay on 

the land people, come on”. The binary structure of the game and the at times questionable point 

allocations created the idea amongst the students that there is a ‘right’ way to live under colonisation 

and that if Māori or Vietnamese did not make the ‘right’ choices then perhaps it was their fault. 

‘Wrong’ choices, judging by some of the student’s responses, meant assimilating to Pākehā (or 

colonial) society. This individualisation of responsibility centres whiteness and obscures the way that 

colonial structures create interlocking pressures which essentially create a no-win situation for the 

colonised (Leonardo 2018; Freire 1993). The simulation games, with their two-choice, point 

accumulation system, framed colonisation as less complex than it is, creating a kind of ‘good 

Indigenous’ versus ‘bad Indigenous’ dichotomy which arose when students asked each other why they 

would just go along with colonial rules or challenged each other for making the ‘wrong’ decision. This 

erased some of the complexity of colonisation, putting people under colonisation into two categories: 

those who resisted and those who collaborated. Harriet told me she thought students were unable to 

understand the complexities of many of the things they were being taught, and this might have been 

true, but the VCS itself offered little room for complexity.  

 

The final ‘simulation’ exercise I observed was a mock trial based on the Wairau Affray of 1843. 

Brianna used this exercise in her two classes, and I observed both iterations. The mock trial was 

structured so that students were split into groups of up to four or five and each group was assigned a 

different historical figure involved in the Wairau Affray: Missionary Samuel Ironside, Charles Elliot, 

William Wakefield, Te Rauparaha, Lord Stanley, and Governor Fitzroy. The Wairau Affray, on which 

the mock trial was based, was a conflict in 1843 between Ngāti Toa Rangatira and The New Zealand 

Company over land in the Wairau Valley which had been illegally obtained by The New Zealand 

Company. Te Rauparaha, the leader of Ngāti Toa Rangatira, had burned down the huts of surveyors 

who had been conducting an illegal survey of his land in the Wairau Valley, which The New Zealand 

Company claimed it had bought. A group of 50 British men, led by William Wakefield, then came to 

Te Rauparaha’s land in the Wairau Valley with a warrant for the arrest of Te Rauparaha and 

Rangihaeata (another chief). Te Rauparaha and Rangihaeata refused to be taken and shots were fired 

from the British side, resulting in a conflict in which 22 Pākehā and 9 Māori were killed, including Te 

Rongo, who was the daughter of Te Rauparaha and Rangihaeata’s wife (Bateman 2005). The mock 
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trial was intended to decide whether Te Rauparaha should have been arrested for this conflict, with 

students debating for or against depending on the perspective of their historical character.  

 

The students pushed their tables into a haphazard semi-circle facing the whiteboard and I found a desk 

outside of the semi-circle towards the back of the classroom. Students chattered excitedly amongst 

themselves and shuffled papers, practising their British accents for when it was their turn to speak. 

Brianna opened both sessions with some context about what they were there to debate and a reminder 

that whatever was said in character did not reflect the real opinions or perspectives of the students. To 

assist them in making their arguments at the trial, the students received 16 pages of biographical and 

contextual information about the main historical figures involved in the Wairau Affray. There was a lot 

of giggling as the first student, playing Missionary Samuel Ironside, stood to deliver their statement. 

The presenting students spoke clearly and made their points well, managing to translate complex and 

old-fashioned language in their information packs into comprehensive arguments11. The mock trials 

lasted around 20 minutes each, with each group being given a chance to give their statement and 

answer any follow up questions, culminating with the final judgement being read out by the group 

playing Governor Fitzroy, which was taken from the real 1844 verdict that Te Rauparaha should not be 

arrested for the Wairau Affray. At the end of each mock trial, as the clapping subsided, Brianna 

brought the students’ attention back to the topic. She asked the students to reflect on what the events of 

the Wairau Affray mean for the colonisation of New Zealand and what the conflict indicated about the 

direction New Zealand would take in the future. Stepping back into their real selves, the students had a 

lot to say about colonisation. Two self-identified Pākehā students in particular, Liam* and Nadia* had 

some insightful comments to share with the class.  

 

“...we were talking about the flag recently, and um, changing the name to Aotearoa, and it was 

said that um, when there was an even-ish amount of Pākehā and Māori, if everybody could 

vote, it would be a higher chance that our name would have been changed to Aotearoa, and not 

stayed as New Zealand. And then, after the point we are now, because of colonisation, Māori 

have become the minority. So again, they don’t really get to have a say as much as we do, as 

White people do. Which is unfortunate, because this is their homeland and we’ve come in and 

like, taken everything away.” (Nadia, Wairau Affray Mock Trial) 

 

 
11 Refer to Appendix E for the Wairau Affray Simulation Guide. 
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“... it was the start of like... not clarity between the two groups? And then theres a lot of 

disagreements which can lead to confusion, which can lead to uh, Pākehā justifying doing awful 

things.” (Liam, Wairau Affray Mock Trial) 

 

Both students show a depth of understanding about the implications of the Wairau Affray on the wider 

context of postcolonial New Zealand and make connections between what they have learned through 

the mock trial and their everyday lives. Nadia’s statement stood out to me because during the mock 

trial she had said some fairly problematic things while speaking as Charles Elliot. Clearly, Brianna’s 

facilitation of the mock trial and strong emphasis that nothing said during the debate was attributable to 

the students’ real opinions allowed Nadia to inhabit a perspective vastly different from her own and use 

that potentially uncomfortable position to reflect on the colonial structures present in modern New 

Zealand, and her place within them.  

 

Learning about the ‘other’ does not necessarily result in empathy or improved understanding unless this 

purpose is built into the curriculum (Zembylas 2013; Mills and Creedy 2019; Leibowitz et al 2010). 

However, the Wairau Affray mock trial involved Pākehā students inhabiting the characters of British 

settlers and Māori students inhabiting the character of Te Rauparaha, and at times his British 

supporters. If learning about the ‘other’ does not necessarily encourage anything more than passive 

sympathy, then perhaps inhabiting the ‘self’, a Pākehā ancestor, can facilitate deeper reflection and the 

development of empathy. Collective guilt and moral shame developed from learning about ancestral 

violence has the potential to encourage reflective thinking and a desire for reparative action 

(Nooitgedagt et al 2021). In her statement after the mock trial, Nadia used ‘we’, an inclusive plural 

pronoun which assigns blame to herself as well as Pākehā generally.  

 

While Nadia was able to use her experience in the role of a colonial ‘ancestor’ to reflect on systems of 

colonialism and her place within them, other students reacted differently to this exercise. Several times 

during one of the two mock trials in particular, the presentations were derailed by students making 

comments about the historical figures or researching them and finding problematic things. This always 

resulted in laughter and demonisation of that historical figure. Four out of the five historical figures 

were British settlers, the fifth being Te Rauparaha, and the British settlers who were for the sentencing 

of Te Rauparaha were mocked by the students, positioning them as ‘bad’. Brianna also made a point of 

separating student perspectives from those of the historical figures they were playing, and in one of the 

mock trials identified one of the ‘bad’ people by name. 
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“What you’re saying in this context is as the character you are acting, it’s not reflective- please 

do not think of this as- this is not reflective of your actual viewpoint, that’s particularly 

important probably for Charles Elliot (laughs). And William Wakefield.” (Brianna, Wairau 

Affray mock trial) 

 

Here Brianna shows the Pākehā students that they can play these colonial-era people and say 

problematic things about Te Rauparaha without losing their ‘good White’ status and extends this by 

verbally acknowledging the ‘bad’ historical figures in the exercise (Sullivan 2014). During the trials, 

students openly mocked the historical figures who were calling for Te Rauparaha’s arrest, making 

jokes about their views, personal lives, and actions in connection to the Wairau Affray. The adoption of 

derisive British accents by some students and overacting showed that although the students were 

expressing the recorded views of these historical figures, they were laughing at their perspectives. 

Sullivan (2014) discusses the way that White people who desire to maintain their White innocence and 

be ‘good’ will demonise White ancestors to look ‘good’ and non-racist in comparison. By framing 

certain historical figures as ‘bad’ and allowing students to demonise them, Brianna implicitly facilitated 

the maintenance of White innocence in the classroom. Considering the banality of many of the people 

who drove colonialism in New Zealand and caused harm could allow Pākehā students to reflect on their 

own fallible humanity and consider how they are complicit with colonialism and whiteness in the 

present (Sullivan 2014). This process is referred to by MacDonald et al (2022) as ‘channelling a 

haunting’, which means that by learning about the past and the structural influence of settler-

colonialism, Pākehā can channel the injustices of the past to ‘haunt’ them in colonial spaces and 

discourses (MacDonald et al 2022).  

 

 

Conclusion:  

 

In the classroom, teachers struggled to be ‘good’ in different ways, often unconsciously reinforcing 

whiteness in the process. The new curriculum, while detailed and reaching for a new kind of narrative 

for Aotearoa New Zealand’s histories, frames itself as so stolidly neutral that teachers are left to 

navigate the difficult and at times politically fraught landscape of teaching colonisation in a New 

Zealand school. Pākehā students and teachers wanting to be ‘good’ struggle to find a way to maintain 

their White innocence in the face of the open settler-colonial crypt. Pākehā students distanced 
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themselves from White ancestors and moralised the choices of those who have lived under colonialism. 

Pākehā teachers attempted to counteract coloniality in the classroom but often could not see the 

influence of whiteness in their teaching and their attempts to remain ‘neutral’. This results in 

classrooms where Pākehā students learn that Māori history is not relevant to them and that they are not 

implicated in the violent colonial histories being told to them. Māori students are told that the ‘bad’ 

settlers are all dead and play games which assume they are Pākehā and haven’t had their lives shaped 

by colonialism. This struggle with whiteness and White innocence in the classroom was compounded 

by the lack of ‘good’ resources for classes, especially for young people, time pressure on teachers, and 

discomfort among other barriers.  
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Chapter Five: Permeable and Solid ‘Barriers’ in the Classroom 

 

Introduction 

In the classroom, both students and teachers came up against barriers, problems, and deficits which 

stood in the way of effective teaching and learning. Some of these barriers were specific to the 

incoming Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum, especially the colonisation unit I observed, and 

some were more general issues such as time pressure which limited the teachers’ abilities to adapt to 

the new curriculum. While all the barriers brought to my attention were specifically framed as such by 

students and teachers, I argue that some of these barriers are permeable, in that both students and 

teachers could see a way ‘through’ them. Permeable barriers were also those most influenced by the 

presence of whiteness, which contributed to their ‘permeability’. All three of my teacher participants 

used the word ‘barrier’ when discussing these issues with me, and this term is broadly used in 

education spaces when discussing limitations (Foxall 2013; Simper et al 2022; Hill and King 1993).  

The solid barriers: poor resourcing, lack of training, and time pressure, are not isolated hurdles to be 

overcome one at a time, but symptoms of the way that education is conceptualised under neoliberalism: 

as a production line (Vargas-Tamez 2019). These barriers are solid because teachers have very little 

power to remove or move through them, that privilege lies with the institutional and governmental 

entities which administer education in New Zealand. Running low on time and energy, delivering a 

difficult and emotionally fraught curriculum with little or no training for facilitating difficult/emotional 

discussions, teachers become tangled in a system which asks them to sacrifice themselves or their 

students’ learning. In this way, the neoliberal education system essentially bars teachers from engaging 

effectively with complex topics like Aotearoa New Zealand histories and limits the potential of the new 

curriculum. Despite these solid barriers, the teachers I observed in the field were resilient and creative, 

finding ways to soften the impact of the constraints placed on their pedagogy by the education system 

and the presence of whiteness and coloniality in the classroom. Marking assignments during quiet 

moments in class, creating new interactive resources to make up for the overall lack, and reading and 

researching Pākehā paralysis in their own time are just some of the ways teachers worked to lessen the 

impact that the solid barriers would have on their classrooms and students.  

In this chapter, I discuss barriers to teaching and learning observed and reported to me by both teachers 

and students. I discuss the differences between permeable and solid barriers and consider whether some 
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of the ‘barriers’ identified can even be thought of as such. Then, I discuss the role of whiteness in 

creating permeable barriers. I also analyse the role that a desire to be ‘good’ and find atonement plays 

in limiting Pākehā teachers and students in the classroom. Finally, I consider what potentialities exist in 

the classroom and school community to overcome these barriers. Using Fassin’s ressentiment and 

Applebaum’s analysis of whiteness, I argue that the barriers experienced by students and teachers raise 

issues with not only the state administration of education but also the reproduction of whiteness and the 

effect of moral ‘neutrality’ in the classroom (Fassin 2013; Applebaum 2010).  

 

Solid Barriers 

Many of the barriers that teachers reported to me came from the institutional or governmental level, 

comprising poor resourcing, lack of appropriate training, and time pressure. Poor resourcing was a 

focus for all three teachers during interviews and in conversations. This was possibly one of the more 

‘solid’ barriers teachers came up against in the classroom during the colonisation unit, because of the 

multifaceted origins of this problem. Teachers noted a general lack of resources on 19th and early-20th-

century New Zealand history and very few high-quality engaging resources. As discussed in chapter 

three, the uneven inclusion of Aotearoa New Zealand’s histories in school curriculums over the past 

two centuries has created a corresponding lack of demand for quality school materials on New Zealand 

histories, particularly Māori histories (Manning 2018). The barrier of poor resourcing was also 

compounded by a lack of public acknowledgement of historical sites or physical ruins (Harcourt 2020; 

Neill et al 2021). MacDonald discusses this in Fragments from a Contested Past, taking a road trip 

around the North Island and finding only a few memorialised sites, such as Battle Hill, showing how 

New Zealand’s past is hidden in the landscape (Kidman 2022 et al). History and social studies teachers 

at other New Zealand high schools have also reported similar issues with finding engaging resources or 

places for field trips (Harcourt 2020; Neill et al 2021).  I had a very similar conversation with Nadine 

during her interview, an excerpt of which I have included below.  

Nadine: “...So... I just think New Zealand- the history’s hidden. So a trip would be great, but 

logistically…” 

Georgia: “It’s hard.” 

Nadine: “Yeah.” 
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Georgia: “I mean, ‘cos obviously there’s battles nearby in like Waikanae and stuff, but there’s 

not really anything to see... that’s a shame.” 

Nadine: “No, no. ‘Just look over there kids, and imagine...’” 

Georgia: “That field…” 

Nadine: “Yeah, or there’s a housing estate there now…” 

Georgia: “Or a golf course.” 

Nadine: “Or a golf course, yeah.”. 

One of the most useful resources Nadine used in the classroom was RNZ’s series on the Battle of 

Ruapekapeka, including videos recreating what the site would have looked like, what happened, and 

who was involved (NZ Wars: The Stories of Ruapekapeka 2017). Allowing the students to see re-

enactments like this was very engaging for them and she wished there were more resources like this 

available. Being able to visit pā sites, battlefields, or memorials would be an engaging exercise for 

students, as demonstrated in MacDonald’s observation of the effect field site visits had on social 

studies students in Waipā (MacDonald 2020). However, taking students to the site of a former battle or 

pā despite it now being a golf course or housing estate also has the potential to be a useful exercise. As 

MacDonald and Wallis discovered on their journey down the Great South Road, as well as visits to 

Battle Hill and Boulcott Farm, the current state of many important historical sites told a rich story of its 

own about colonial efforts to suppress the violent past (Kidman et al 2022). Nadine emphasised the 

importance of field trips because of the way they engage students in learning, saying, “…when you 

physically see that thing you’ve talked about in class, or in a book, or a photograph, it puts it in 

perspective.”. Nadine mentioned Britain during this discussion, bringing up how useful it was to have 

access to ruins, castles, memorials, and other historical sites. 

Asking why Britain might have all these historical sites, so well preserved and prolific throughout the 

country, and New Zealand, a former British colony, does not, has the potential to be as engaging for 

students in some ways. The fact that many of these places where history has been silenced have 

‘official’ historical narratives which begin suddenly in 1920 or 1930 shows that although these histories 

have been silenced, they still exist in the minds of both settlers and Māori. However, these histories 

have been ‘encrypted’ in intergenerational memory just below the conscious surface (Kidman et al 

2022; MacDonald and Kidman 2021). Although histories may be unmarked or overshadowed by golf 
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courses and car parks, they still offer potential for reflection and learning, and their present unmarked 

state can tell us something about the way that settler-colonialism shapes the present by altering our 

understanding of the past (MacDonald et al 2020).  

Another solid barrier for teachers was the lack of discussion facilitation training on emotional or 

difficult topics. Nadine was very clear that she felt unprepared and wanted much more support in this 

area. After looking over my interview question schedule12, she wanted to talk about what it had been 

like to try and facilitate difficult emotional discussions without any training. Nadine said she found it 

particularly hard to know where to start with difficult emotional topics and often cut things short or did 

not ask students to elaborate because she did not feel comfortable delving deeper into that topic. While 

I categorise this barrier as solid because of the lack of government resources for training, it is also in 

some ways connected to discomfort and whiteness because the need for training on emotional 

discussions is something the teachers admitted not needing for other violent or difficult subjects. 

Nadine said that she felt more confident teaching the Holocaust and having potentially quite emotional 

discussions than she did with colonisation in New Zealand. The Holocaust is not any less violent or 

potentially difficult to teach to students, but a mix of the ‘closeness’ of Aotearoa New Zealand histories 

and discomfort borne out of Pākehā guilt means that teachers find that they feel even more unprepared 

with respect to emotionally challenging discussions about colonisation in class. Learning about violent 

colonial histories can challenge Pākehā identity, which rests on the maintenance of whiteness and 

settler-colonialism. Levstik (2001) and Harcourt (2020) both found that Pākehā often struggled more 

with learning about violent histories in New Zealand because colonial violence and injustices unsettled 

and challenged their identities. Bell and Russell (2021) call Aotearoa New Zealand’s histories an 

‘unsettling past’, in that previous understandings of New Zealand as monocultural and then bicultural 

have been built on the avoidance and silencing of violent colonial histories. The recent engagement 

with these histories nationally and in the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum unsettles the 

national identity many Pākehā grew up with (Bell and Russell 2021).  

Brianna discussed her approach to facilitating emotionally charged discussions in the classroom, 

expressing her own discomfort with the topic of colonisation. She spoke quite thoughtfully about her 

own discomfort and her positionality as a Pākehā teacher.  

 
12 Refer to Appendix C 



 

70 

“...finding that balance is something I’m really mindful of, and I’m mindful of the fact that I am 

Pākehā, and I’m trying to teach, um, Māori views on things, being Pākehā, and trying to ensure 

we do that, and... but also, not having Pākehā paralysis, which is another aspect of it as well, 

right?” (Brianna, interview) 

Brianna had done extra reading and research outside of normal class preparation in readiness for the 

incoming Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum and had also prepared some of these resources 

for other teachers in her department to read. However, in having done this, she also acknowledged that 

giving teachers these resources was essentially adding more work to an already long list.  

The three Pākehā teachers I observed and interviewed as well as others at Kāpiti College seemed to live 

in a constant state of motion, never at rest even when they were sitting, supposedly on a break in the 

staffroom. It was disconcerting to watch the speed at which the teachers moved, the number of tabs 

open on their laptops matching the piles of paperwork on their desks. There was a sense of perpetual 

movement in the staffroom. Food was hurriedly eaten between quick conversations with other teachers, 

almost always about students or something else work-related. Teachers moved through the room with 

long strides, never sitting for more than 30 minutes between bells, the air around them buzzing with the 

knowledge that there was not enough time: not to get their work done, to get to class, to confer with 

colleagues, to think or read about anything, even if it might be useful. An example of this can be seen 

in the circumstances of my entry into the field, two weeks late because the teachers had run out of time 

to finish their topic in the previous term, so there was a spill-over period of two weeks into Term 

Three. These issues with overwork, time pressure, and unfair pay for those conditions are a reoccurring 

issue brought up by the PPTA (Post-Primary Teachers Association) in recent protests and strikes, as 

well as other unions such as the TEU (Tertiary Education Union) and NZEI Te Riu Roa (New Zealand 

Educational Institute) (Wiggins 2023).  

The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic means the timing of the Aotearoa New Zealand histories 

curriculum is also inadvertently unfortunate. The new curriculum comes on the heels of a three-year 

pandemic, the effects of which the entire country is still feeling. The pandemic essentially acted as a 

catalyst, worsening the already difficult conditions teachers worked under. It is the aftermath of the 

most disruptive period of the pandemic which the Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum comes 

into, a time when teachers and students are still getting sick, gaps in knowledge because of online 

learning during lockdowns are still being filled, and teachers are exhausted after three years of 

uncertainty.  
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The same solid barriers which affected teachers also affected their students. The students were quite 

vocal about their experiences with different resources and responding negatively to the assignment-

focused way their learning was structured. The most influential solid barrier I noticed affecting students 

was the pressure of assignments. In the classroom, the pressure of upcoming assignments was always 

present in some way. Teachers would often remind students that they had work due, skipping or 

shortening a topic in the interest of focusing on the content needed for an assignment or exam. This 

affected how students perceived information in the classroom and how engaged they were with the 

colonisation unit. I overheard one student ask Harriet, “Is this an assignment?” when they were tasked 

with making storyboards about the Wellington War, and there was a preoccupation with grades and 

assessment in the attitudes of many students in the classes I observed. Often, students were inclined to 

pay more attention and work harder in class if they knew they were being assessed. Blum (2016) writes 

about the effect of grades on learning, discussing how her own students became so obsessed with 

getting good grades and completing assessments that they limited their learning and did not value the 

knowledge. Learning to get a grade or complete an assessment means that students do not engage fully 

with a subject which is so closely tied to national and personal identity. The stated aims of the 2023 

Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum include encouraging ‘curiosity’ and ‘respect’ in students, 

teaching them how to live in ‘diverse communities’, and creating a ‘fair society’ (Ministry of Education 

2022). These aims were not made clear to students in the classroom and the pressure of completing 

assessments and taking exams means that students focus on their academic performance and perceived 

‘learning outcomes’ rather than the learning itself.  

 

Permeable Barriers 

Uncomfortable Students and Teachers 

The permeable barriers students came up against were discomfort, Pākehā paralysis, difficulty 

understanding different historical perspectives, moral liminality, and the desire to be a ‘good White 

person’. Students experienced discomfort in the classroom, in both similar and different ways to their 

teachers. While many of the students who were Pākehā or non-Māori displayed aspects of Pākehā 

paralysis in similar ways to their Pākehā teachers, their experience of discomfort emerged from a 

different positionality. Students often expressed their discomfort by refusing to answer questions put to 

them or remaining silent when the teacher asked a question to the whole class. Māori students would 
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often express their frustration or anger in class with silence, crossing their arms and occasionally saying 

something under their breath, for example calling British settlers ‘dumb’ or ‘koretake’ (useless) and 

mocking them for their appearances. The different types of silences at play required close attention to 

pick up which silences communicated discomfort, frustration, or boredom, and which occurred simply 

because the students did not know the answer to a question (Dragojlovic and Samuels 2021). For 

example, two students had an argument about assimilation during the VCS game, one stating that he 

would ‘just assimilate’ because it was ‘easier’, and another student responding immediately that it 

wouldn’t matter whether he assimilated or not, the racist system would never allow a colonised person 

to be equal. The teacher remained silent after this exchange, waiting for any more contributions from 

students. The class was silent in that no one was speaking, but their body language and facial 

expressions were loud and communicated their discomfort. The students shuffled in their seats, 

hunching their shoulders, and ducking their heads, doing their best to avert their eyes from the teacher 

and the student who had just been chastised by his peer. The chastiser and her friends sat upright, 

looking confidently towards the teacher. At this moment, the students not involved in the argument saw 

that such views were not acceptable in the classroom and since a few of them held adjacent views, as I 

later learned in the survey, they became visibly uncomfortable. The hierarchical structure of the 

classroom has the potential to work in the students’ favour in this case, because they are not authority 

figures and have more room to make mistakes (Hemy and Meshulam 2021).  

Students found it particularly challenging to hear about violent aspects of colonisation and racism. 

Some students reported finding it difficult to deal with the racist and ‘disrespectful’ comments of their 

peers, for example, Lorelei* found it challenging to hear the problematic views of early British settlers.  

“It was hard to take the place of the different people in the time period because so many people 

just thought the maori were savages and it was hard talking about and taking the place of people 

with views that were so different from my own.” (Lorelei, survey) 

Sandra* expressed that she found learning about aspects of colonisation difficult and reflected on what 

New Zealand might have been like without colonisation. 

“It's an awful thing that a majority of countries have been through, if we hadn't been through 

colonisation Maori culture and Te Reo Maori would be more prominent in our society.” 

(Sandra, survey) 
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I saw this adverse reaction to hearing about problematic views in the classroom as well, particularly 

during the Wairau Affray mock trials. At times, as in Lorelei’s survey response, discomfort with the 

difficult histories the students were learning about was expressed as confusion and disconnection from 

settler ancestors, distancing the ‘good’ self from ‘bad’ colonisers (Sullivan 2014). In other instances, 

such as in Sandra’s, discomfort arose from the violence itself and the sense of loss associated with the 

suppression of Te Ao Māori under colonisation. Students expressed anger, sadness, discomfort, 

confusion, and indifference, but very few expressed any type of guilt or connected themselves to the 

processes of colonisation. Nooitgedagt et al (2021) discuss the role of guilt in collective moral 

responses to group wrongdoings and highlight the way that White Australians experience higher rates 

of guilt and moral shame when learning about colonial violence. However, since I did not observe 

many expressions of guilt or moral shame, this suggests that many Pākehā students do not think of 

themselves as being connected to the injustices of colonisation and perhaps do not understand 

colonisation as a continuing process. In this way, the ‘neutrality’ woven throughout the curriculum by 

whiteness acts as a barrier to students fully understanding the processes of colonisation and for Pākehā 

students in particular to understanding their connections to settler ancestors. This means that Pākehā 

students, feeling the discomfort emanating from the settler-colonial crypt, are unable to mourn and 

address colonisation because their understandings continue to be obscured by whiteness.  

Although the students experienced discomfort, they were generally better placed to find a way through 

these barriers because they had the support of their teachers in many cases and a class full of peers, 

many of whom were on a very similar journey. I noticed that when students expressed or experienced 

discomfort in the classroom, they were more often able to move past it or at least begin to challenge 

these feelings because they had better access to a supportive learning environment. Conversely, 

teachers were often isolated as authority figures and did not have the opportunity to rely on the 

supportive ecosystem of the classroom to overcome their own discomfort. Nadine, Harriet, and Brianna 

did have a community of other teachers which they referred to as useful when they were struggling, 

however, when they were at the front of the class speaking to students they were isolated emotionally. 

Yukich (2021) discusses the experiences of five Pākehā secondary school history teachers and their 

struggles with teaching difficult colonial histories. For these teachers, having a community of other 

teachers who were struggling with similar things was useful and allowed room for them to develop 

strategies to teach colonisation (Yukich 2021). However, in the classrooms I observed, teachers became 

lone authority figures in classes of 25 or more students, faced with dealing with their discomfort and 

feelings of being unprepared while also maintaining the ‘neutral’ stance all three of them thought of as 
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crucial in their roles as Social Studies teachers. This goal of ‘neutrality’ manifested as what I call the 

‘facts/opinions split’ and acted as a barrier to emotional engagement and discussion facilitation.  

 

Self-Censorship and The Facts/Opinions Split 

The name ‘facts/opinions split’ comes from a conversation I observed in class and seems to be a 

specific inhibition my teacher participants faced regarding social studies and history as a discipline. 

During a statement evaluation exercise called RAVEN, Harriet told students that they shouldn’t use ‘I 

think’ statements in their work because, “...social studies deals with facts and evidence, not opinions.”. 

The RAVEN exercise involves using a framework containing five questions to evaluate the reliability 

of statements which pose as being informative. The five questions ask what the author’s reputation is, 

what their ability to observe the facts or evidence is, whether they have a vested interest in the topic, if 

they have expertise in the topic, and what their level of ‘neutrality’ on the subject is. Harriet gave the 

students several statements, made by politicians and other public figures in the last few decades, and 

asked them to use the RAVEN framework to evaluate how reliable they might be as perspectives on 

colonialism and New Zealand history. Despite being told by Harriet that they should use ‘facts’ and 

historical evidence to both evaluate the reliability of the statements and consider how accurate they 

might be, one student said during the exercise that they were not going to evaluate one statement in 

particular because it was ‘too racist’.  

Harriet and Nadine showed signs that they recognised the contradiction of the facts/opinions split in the 

classroom and Harriet referred to it in her interview, discussing a time when a Māori student called 

Don Brash a ‘racist muppet’. Although Harriet laughed with the student (and me in the interview), 

showing that she understood that this analysis of Don Brash came not from a ‘logical’, evidence-based 

appraisal, but an emotional reaction, she said that she had asked the student to explain why Brash was a 

‘racist muppet’. Nadine also struggled with this fact/opinion split and expressed desires to express her 

‘opinions’, but felt limited by the expectation, coming from herself, other teachers, and likely the 

school, that she would teach Social Studies as hard, unfeeling fact. I was interested to observe that 

Nadine felt much more comfortable discussing her point of view with students who were not in her 

class, suggesting that she felt a strong desire to bring her full self into the classroom, as bell hooks puts 

it (hooks 1994). While Brianna was away at one point in the term, Nadine acted as a relief teacher for 

one of her classes, which meant I was able to see her interact with students in an environment where 
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she was not their teacher, only a temporary supervisor. Nadine sat with me for a while during this class 

and chatted with me and three students in front of us. We talked as a group about the very recent 

passing of Queen Elizabeth II, and Nadine was very forthcoming about her views on the monarchy and 

colonialism in general, which I had not observed from her in her own class. She seemed to feel quite 

comfortable discussing these difficult issues with students, offering her views in a way which was not 

overbearing or lecturing, but rather encouraged an exchange of perspective. This barrier is created by 

the idea that the classroom is a neutral space and therefore emotional expression or opinion indicates 

‘bias’ which is not acceptable. Boler and Zembylas (2003) discuss the fact that although the hesitance 

around teachers and students expressing emotion in the classroom is often justified with a concern for 

making classrooms ‘safe’, there are no ‘safe’ classrooms. In settler-colonial countries where classrooms 

function inside whiteness and coloniality, the classroom has never been a ‘safe’ space for students, 

especially those not in the dominant social group (Boler and Zembylas 2003). 

This idea that personal opinions, ‘bias’, and emotionality had to be kept out of the classroom was very 

challenging for all three teachers, and Nadine verbalised this struggle to me during our interview.  

“You know, colonisation was bad. And I know we're meant to be... Not so- I don't know. Are 

we?” (Nadine, interview) 

What Nadine is saying here is that she knows, she feels that colonisation is a negative thing. From other 

conversations with her, I know that she feels very negatively towards the process of colonisation in 

New Zealand and British colonialism as a whole, but here, she shows that she is unsure if she is 

‘allowed’ to bring her perspective into the classroom. She wavers, saying she thinks maybe teachers are 

‘meant to be’ neutral and ‘unbiased’, but then becomes unsure and asks, ‘are we?’, as in, are we meant 

to be neutral? Later in the interview, she expressed doubts about what she could say in the classroom, 

in fear of bringing her ‘bias’ into the class and ‘imparting’ it to the students. 

“...I think I impart my beliefs without realizing my unconscious bias is, I don't know, this is 

how you should feel. And this is what you will think. Right?” (Nadine, interview) 

 Both Harriet and Brianna expressed similar hesitancy, struggling to walk this imagined line between 

‘fact’ and ‘opinion’. The idea that ‘facts’ and ‘opinions’ or emotions are two separate categories and 

that there is no room for emotional or positional influence in a history classroom is one rooted in 

whiteness. Whiteness exists only in opposition, measuring itself on its created ‘other’, blackness 

(Morrison 1992; Buck 2012). This binary approach, splitting things into categories and creating 
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imagined divisions between ideas which are entangled, is the mark of whiteness and part of what 

maintains and reproduces it (al-Samarai and Piesche 2018). In addition to splitting ideas and people 

into binaries, whiteness also frames itself and that which it associates with itself as ‘neutral’. For 

example, Eurocentric ideas about history are framed as ‘neutral’ ‘logical’ facts (al-Samarai and Piesche 

2018; Buck 2012). Splitting off ‘facts’ and presenting Eurocentric ideas as ‘neutral’ in the classroom 

while pressuring teachers to keep their own perspectives, emotional reactions, and ‘opinions’ to 

themselves allows whiteness to reproduce in the classroom, teaching students that a so-called ‘neutral’ 

Pākehā point of view is the ‘right’, ‘logical’ one (Castagno 2008). 

 

Finding a Way to Be ‘Good’ in Morally Liminal Spaces 

Much of the Pākehā student and teachers’ limiting discomfort was centered around the fear of saying 

‘the wrong thing’ or facilitating a discussion about something they felt unprepared for, either materially 

or emotionally. Pākehā students who expressed this kind of discomfort generally did not reflect openly 

that being ‘good’ or avoiding being ‘wrong’ was their concern, but rather I observed them avoiding 

pronunciation of Māori words, expressing confusion about how they ‘should’ feel about colonisation, 

and emphasising what they saw as the importance of ‘moving on’. One incident from one of the Wairau 

Affray mock trials stands out as an example of the discomfort felt by Pākehā students in response to 

learning about colonisation and interacting with ‘uncanny’ spaces or knowledge (MacDonald and 

Kidman 2021). 

During the mock trial, a Pākehā student who was speaking as settler Charles Elliot began to read out 

their speech, adopting a British accent and gesturing theatrically to their fellow students. When they 

reached the middle of their statement, they stopped short of saying Te Rauparaha’s name, stumbling 

over the pronunciation and giving up halfway through. The student said they didn’t want to offend 

anyone with their bad pronunciation, stuttering as they tried to explain themselves and blushing a deep 

red. Brianna and a Māori student sitting nearby encouraged them to keep trying, and they stumbled 

uncomfortably through the name, quickly moving on to the rest of their statement. This student showed 

signs of discomfort, twisting themselves into knots over their poor pronunciation, so afraid they might 

offend someone that they froze instead of persevering or asking for help.  

In this example, both the speaking student and the teacher, two Pākehā, felt uncomfortable and unsure 

of the ‘right’ thing to do. Having observed this discomfort around potentially causing offence through 
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mispronunciation from Harriet, Brianna, and other Pākehā students in the classrooms I observed, the 

connection between being ‘good’ and avoiding any possibility of causing offence became clear. 

Possibly salient to the teachers’ sensitivities to mispronunciation is the fact that several years before my 

fieldwork, a particularly well-known and popular former Kāpiti College student publicly called out a 

board member for her poor Māori pronunciation in his graduation speech, publicly shaming this staff 

member. The student was Pākehā and made it clear that he thought that anything less than perfect or 

near-perfect pronunciation was unacceptable. It could be envisioned that this incident, which at least 

two out of my three teacher participants would have witnessed, could have influenced both the Pākehā 

students and teachers’ understandings of what it is to be ‘good’ and how to avoid being ‘bad’. The 

focus on being ‘good’ in the New Zealand media in response to the growing recognition of colonisation 

also has the potential of having contributed to this desire from students and teachers to be ‘good’, 

especially students for whom the last five years of national conversations in the media could have 

shaped much of their understandings of what it means to be Pākehā (Pederson, McCreanor, and Braun 

2022).  

Teachers were similarly preoccupied with being ‘good’ or avoiding doing the ‘wrong’ thing. This 

particular discomfort, not knowing the ‘right’ way to discuss colonisation or bring up difficult issues 

like race and conflict with students, is connected to a broader sense of what I call ‘moral liminality’. 

Moral liminality results from the desire to be a ‘good’ White person in a space which threatens this 

status with histories of colonial violence (Fassin 2013; Thomassen 2010; Pederson, McCreanor, and 

Braun 2022). The presentation of whiteness as ‘neutral’ in the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories 

curriculum creates an environment where Pākehā students and teachers find themselves in a morally 

liminal space, unsure how to be ‘good’ again (Ministry of Education 2022; MacDonald and Kidman 

2021; Pederson, McCreanor, and Braun 2022). Brianna and Nadine expressed fears of bringing their 

‘bias’ and ‘political leanings’ into the classroom when discussing colonisation which limited them in 

their facilitation of classroom discussions.  

All three teachers tried to be ‘good’ in the classroom in different ways, which usually involved the 

avoidance of being ‘wrong’ or ‘bad’. Nadine and Brianna spoke at length about how hard they found it 

teaching colonisation because they were afraid of ‘getting it wrong’ or doing the ‘wrong’ thing. 

Brianna was most concerned about the way her pedagogical practices affected students, particularly her 

Māori and Pasifika students, which was clear in the way she often took guidance from the confident 

Māori students in her class. When the Pākehā student playing Charles Elliot struggled with the 
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pronunciation of Te Rauparaha and didn’t want to keep trying for fear of being offensive, Brianna told 

me that she felt unsure of what the ‘right’ way to react was until a Māori student encouraged their 

Pākehā peer to keep trying, making Brianna feel like she had permission to encourage the struggling 

student as well.  

“And in a way, that kind of gave me the right to feel like ‘oh yeah, she hasn’t said anything, it’s 

ok to keep saying it’ so, um, yeah, it’s tricky ‘cos kids come with the same baggage that we all 

have as well.” (Brianna, interview) 

Brianna demonstrated a level of self-awareness about what she referred to as her Pākehā paralysis and 

what I observed to be connected to a desire to be ‘good’ and do the ‘right’ thing in the classroom. This 

self-awareness did not necessarily mean that the desire to be ‘good’ went away, rather Brianna was 

much more reserved in the classroom than Nadine and Harriet, which may have been caused by the 

awareness of her own ‘baggage’. Nadine had similar experiences with feeling very uncomfortable 

about teaching colonisation because she was unsure about how to be ‘good’ in response to the 

colonisation unit. She also spoke about the experiences of her students, saying that she thought they 

sometimes didn’t engage in class discussion because they didn’t want to say the ‘wrong’ thing. Nadine 

thought it was likely that she avoided emotional or difficult discussions about colonisation because she 

didn’t want to get it ‘wrong’. 

“Because, like I said, I'm afraid of how to deal with- yeah, I don't want to deal with it [difficult 

discussions] in a wrong way.” (Nadine, interview) 

 

For all three teachers, remaining ‘neutral’ in the classroom was one way they found to avoid being 

‘wrong’ or ‘bad’. This kept them in their state of moral liminality, unsure about how to behave or feel 

in response to colonisation. It also allowed them to feel like they weren’t being ‘bad’ Pākehā, 

potentially caught in a trap of racism produced by the ‘bias’ that all three of them were very mindful of 

avoiding in the classroom. Pederson, McCreanor, and Braun (2022) discovered in their analysis of 30 

news articles discussing New Zealand history that Pākehā tried to be ‘good’ through atonement in the 

face of social disapproval of racism and the increasing acknowledgement of violent colonial histories. 

They observed that even when the articles were sympathetic to Māori issues, they centered Pākehā and 

whiteness, focusing on ways Pākehā could be ‘good’ or atone in response to injustices against Māori, 

rather than focusing on systemic colonialism (Pederson, McCreanor, and Braun 2022). By focusing on 

individual atonement and new ways to be ‘good’, Pākehā recentre whiteness and maintain structural 
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colonialism (Pederson, McCreanor, and Braun 2022). Focusing on individual atonement instead of 

systemic change not only creates a barrier for teachers wanting to engage fully with the emotional and 

difficult aspects of colonial history, but it also robs Māori of the right to their anger, or ressentiment 

(Fassin 2013). Fassin describes ressentiment, related to the feeling of resentment, as being felt by those 

whom ongoing or systemic justice has been perpetrated against, and the perpetrators in response feel 

self-doubt and mistrust which allows ongoing reflection on the injustice (Fassin 2013). Ressentiment 

reframes the response to injustice away from atonement or ‘moving on’, instead creating a space where 

the harmed or oppressed are entitled to their anger and the perpetrators are given space to reflect on the 

injustices, understand the harm done, and appreciate why it was wrong (Fassin 2013).  

 

As observed in the section above, the teachers’ desire to remain neutral and restrict their own emotional 

expression in the classroom was severely limiting for them. It stopped them from engaging with 

students emotionally and trapped them in their moral liminality, trying to remain ‘neutral’ in the 

classroom. In a similar way, the desire to be ‘good’ and find atonement limited the teachers’ abilities to 

engage with the diverse range of student emotions which arose in response to the curriculum, 

particularly anger and resentment from Māori students. 

 

Conclusion 

These barriers, whether solid or permeable, pose new challenges for teachers implementing the 

Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum and students encountering difficult histories sometimes for 

the first time, sometimes not. Many of the solid barriers discussed existed before the introduction of the 

Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum, but with the introduction of a whole new history 

curriculum, they are exacerbated. The Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum has the potential to 

lay bare the barriers in the education system which hold learning back and actively marginalise diverse 

historical perspectives. For students and teachers, these barriers, or ‘barriers’, pose particular 

challenges which are negotiated in the classroom in distinct ways, resulting variously in avoidance, 

discomfort, productive engagement, critical inquiry, and the simultaneous reinforcement and 

counteraction of whiteness and coloniality. The presence of whiteness and coloniality is particularly 

challenging for Pākehā students and teachers. The opening of the settler-colonial crypt means that new 

barriers and challenges are created. For Māori students, whiteness continues to shape their experiences 
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in the classroom and the rules about who deserves their anger and how that anger can be expressed 

continue to change in response to the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum.  
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Chapter Six: Emotions and Difficult Discussions 

 

Introduction 

In this chapter I describe the emotions students and teachers expressed and think about the patterns that 

emerged. Discomfort was present in many different forms in the classroom. Students often blushed, 

stuttered, stopped speaking mid-sentence, or became defensive in response to their discomfort. 

Teachers avoided eye contact, spoke quickly, raised the pitch of their voice, and left sentences 

unfinished. I identified discomfort through these physical cues, as well as self-reports from participants, 

knowledge of social and cultural emotional norms, and historical context in terms of what might cause 

more discomfort among my participants. My focus on discomfort is driven by its connection to 

whiteness and Pākehā emotional responses, as well as the fact that discomfort was entangled or 

connected to many of the emotions I observed in the classroom. 

The different types of discomfort I observed corresponded to the many different cultural and social 

viewpoints present in the classroom. My observations and analysis of Māori discomfort and anger in 

the classroom are based on close reading of work on colonisation by Ani Mikaere and Linda Tuhiwai 

Smith, as well as material from Fragments from a Contested Past and Imagining Decolonisation 

(Mikaere 2017; Smith 2021; Kidman et al 2022, Elkington et al 2020). In the classroom, I observed 

Pākehā discomfort with difficult and violent histories, Pākehā discomfort in response to moral 

liminality, Māori discomfort with the pain of hearing violent stories and harmful ideas, and Māori 

anger in response to historical injustices. Here I analyse and discuss discomfort and difficult emotions 

using whiteness, Pākehā paralysis, ressentiment, and encryptment hauntology (Applebaum 2010; 

Tolich 2002; Hotere-Barnes 2015 Fassin 2013; Abraham and Torok 1986; MacDonald and Kidman 

2021). I give examples of different emotions expressed such as anger, sadness, or indifference, and 

discuss the ways that different emotions were handled in the classroom by both students and teachers. I 

then discuss the effects of moral liminality on participants’ emotional expression, and what kinds of 

silences emerged (Dragojlovic and Samuels 2021). Finally, I discuss moments of comfortable 

discussion and ease with difficult topics and consider the potential of discomfort to be productive for 

learning.  
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Emotional Students and Teachers 

‘Natural’ Justifications and Lovely Knowledge 

Students in the classrooms I observed displayed and self-reported a wide range of emotions. These 

emotions encompassed sadness, anger, discomfort, resignation, indifference, excitement, and curiosity. 

In my survey, I asked several questions designed to elicit emotional responses or self-reports and most 

students directly expressed or alluded to their emotional experiences in the classroom in response to 

colonisation. Sadness, horror, and disgust were emotions felt and expressed strongly by several 

students, in different ways depending on their perspectives. Some students expressed their disbelief and 

horror about the violence of colonisation and expressed a desire to take decolonising or reconciliatory 

action, while others expressed sadness and disgust but followed these emotions with statements 

justifying colonisation. Below I list two survey responses which frame colonisation as ultimately 

beneficial and justify past violence through arguments of inevitability or perceived benefits.  

“I don't really know. Like it's a natural thing that was bound to happen but they did it in such a 

way that wasn't that good.”. (Jules*, survey) 

“I feel like in someways it good and bad, because if New Zealand hadn't been colonised then 

we wouldn't be here and we wouldn't have things like some of the best sports teams in the 

world. But then also we have lost lots of our culture since the British came and when they did 

come they killed lots of the Maori that lived here.”. (Paul*, survey) 

These two responses display what Boler terms ‘passive sympathy’. Passive sympathy, thinking ‘that’s a 

shame, but there’s nothing I can do’, works to maintain whiteness by obscuring structural inequities 

and historical injustices (Boler 1999). Jules and Paul both expressed sympathy for the ‘not good’ 

colonial violence which occurred in New Zealand’s history but paired this with a justification that 

perhaps some things such as successful sports teams are worth the violence of colonisation. The 

narrative that colonisation is beneficial, benign, or ultimately justifiable is a common one in Pākehā 

media and narratives, reflected most recently in the rhetoric emerging from conservative groups who 

oppose the introduction of the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum (Hogan 2021; 

O’Malley and Kidman 2017; Pederson, McCreanor, and Braun 2022; MacDonald and Ormond 2021).  

Kidman (2017) describes this idea of benign or beneficial colonisation as ‘lovely knowledge’.  
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While most students who justified colonisation as benign or natural did so in conjunction with passive 

sympathy, there were a few who were openly defensive in response to the unsettling experience of 

learning about colonisation. One student responded, “Why is it shooved down our throught” to my 

question ‘Was there anything specific about colonisation that you found very difficult to understand?’, 

and said they thought colonisation was ‘pretty good’ and ‘in the past’. The defensive response from the 

student reflects the privilege blindness, colour blindness, and silencing Kidman and O’Malley observed 

in the 138 responses against the 2015 Ōtorohanga College petition. The ‘shoved down our throat’ 

sentiment was especially favoured by those who submitted in opposition to the petition, calling the 

focus on the New Zealand wars ‘revisionist’, ‘propaganda’, and ‘lies’ which they felt were propagated 

by ‘greedy’ Māori ‘elites’ (Kidman et al 2022, 74, 75). Kidman and O’Malley use Don Brash’s 2004 

Orewa Rotary Club speech as an example of the way these specifically anti-Treaty, pro- ‘unity’ views 

spread in conservative New Zealand. These oppositional voices drew on ideas of an imagined New 

Zealand as a unified community. When the whiteness and lovely knowledge which their identities were 

founded on were challenged by discussions of colonial violence, New Zealand wars, or the Treaty, 

these Pākehā reacted defensively against the unsettling of their identities.  

This defensiveness is reflected in a student who may have grown up hearing similar narratives, 

showing how deeply uncomfortable it can be for Pākehā to face the violence and injustices of 

colonisation. Saying something is being ‘shoved’ down your throat is a visceral description which 

evokes feelings of being stifled, suppressed, and attacked. This defensiveness originates from a 

discomfort with what MacDonald and Kidman (2021) call the ‘uncanny’. The uncanny describes the 

histories, perspectives, and violence which have been previously encrypted in the settler-colonial crypt, 

but which are now confronting Pākehā in the classroom and the media. These unencrypted histories are 

uncanny for Pākehā because they have generally not encountered them before due to them being 

silenced, suppressed, or misrepresented (MacDonald and Kidman 2021). This experience, of 

encountering uncanny histories which unsettle the foundations of Pākehā identity, is uncomfortable for 

Pākehā, in part, because of the unravelling of an identity without a clear idea what the alternatives are 

(Russell 2021). Russell (2021) suggests that a ‘pedagogy of compassion’ be employed in this instance 

in order to help distressed and defensive White students deal with the unsettling of their identities and 

find an alternative response to uncanny histories. However, this would require an environment where 

Pākehā teachers understand their own identities in relation to violent histories and are not impacted by 

their own sense of moral liminality. 
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Dispelling Discomfort: Moving ‘Forward’ into ‘Good Atonement’ 

“It doesn't really matter because it has already happened.” (Robert*, survey) 

This survey response to the question ‘how do you feel about colonisation?’ reflects a desire to ‘move 

forward’ and an understanding of colonialism as being limited to the past and irrelevant to the present. 

Robert seeks to dispel his discomfort with the assertion that colonisation (which he imagines as being 

in the past) is not relevant because it has ‘already happened’. The idea that colonisation constitutes a 

limited historical event and does not have any bearing on the present evokes the idea that New Zealand 

is a bicultural nation founded on egalitarian values. This is another example of Kidman’s (2017) 

‘lovely knowledge’ allowing Robert to dismiss the importance of colonisation out of hand. 

Interestingly, I did not ask Robert if he thought colonisation was important or how relevant he thought 

it was to him, I asked how he felt about colonisation. Responding not with feeling words as other 

students did but instead taking the opportunity to dismiss colonisation as something which ‘doesn’t 

really matter’ indicates a strong discomfort with the topic. Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2021) argues that 

understanding history and the way past injustices affect the present is crucial for any process which 

aims to understand and decolonise the present. Decolonisation demands the critical understanding both 

of Indigenous existences pre- and post-colonisation, of the mechanics of colonialism, and how the 

present is shaped by it (Smith 2021). This understanding of colonisation does not wish to ‘move 

forward’ or think of colonisation as being ‘in the past’, and the aim of learning about history is to 

understand and begin to untangle the many threads of colonialism which shape and provide the 

foundation for many violent institutional processes and systems (Smith 2021).  

An anonymous self-identified Māori student expressed anger and distress at learning about the violence 

done to their ancestors. 

“I have a strong hating for it. Being maori and learning what happened to my ancestors was 

quite upsetting and I wish I could do something about it.” (Anonymous, survey) 

 

This student states that learning about historical violence was ‘quite upsetting’ and that they wanted to 

take some sort of action. From this statement, it is not clear what sort of action this Māori student 

wishes to take in response to the historical violence they have learned about, however, they seem to 

think of anti- or decolonial action as something which could have only happened in the past. As I 

briefly discussed in chapter four, the long history of Māori activism in New Zealand and resulting 
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changes in society, such as the Kōhanga Reo movement, were not discussed in class and only the 

violence and injustices done against Māori were covered. This omission of Māori histories of agency 

and activism may have taught this student that colonisation was in the past and Māori did not have 

power to resist it or demand changes in the present. Sitting in classrooms where colonisation was being 

discussed, specifically land theft and racism, I heard similar expressions of anger, resentment, and 

sadness from other Māori students. These students would sometimes call British settlers names, express 

frustration at land theft, and grief in response to hearing about large numbers of Māori dying from 

European diseases, remarking angrily that no one had helped them. The Pākehā preoccupation with 

‘moving forward’ and atoning from the past, where they consider colonisation to be, not only obscures 

the ongoing systemic nature of colonialism, but it also works to erase histories of Māori activism and 

resistance to colonialism, neglecting to teach Māori students about their capacity for agency (Pederson, 

McCreanor, and Braun 2022). Brianna told me in her interview that in the classroom she is: 

 

“...just trying to let them know that things can be terrible, but things can always be done about... 

you know, they have voices and they’re active, and they are the citizens of the future, so 

hopefully they can change things.” (Brianna, interview) 

 

Perhaps for Pākehā students, learning about the violence of colonisation and being told by their 

teachers that they can ‘change things’ is sometimes enough. But omitting to discuss or at least 

acknowledge Māori legacies of resistance denies Māori students the chance to see themselves and their 

ancestors as more than a group always seeming to lose the fight against colonialism and whiteness 

(Mikaere 2017). All three teachers felt quite strongly that showing students ‘positive’ things in class 

was important to them, to cut through the ‘doom and gloom’, however I did not observe any instances 

in class, apart from Te Reo Māori language games and activities during Te Wiki o Te Reo Māori, 

which told stories of Māori resistance, highlighted Māori successes, or celebrated Māori achievements. 

One teacher told me that these aspects had been part of the lesson plans, but that they had run out of 

time to cover them, meaning that structural barriers may be contributing to these omissions (see 

Chapter 5).  

I observed and listened to various self-reports of discomfort from all three teachers, however the 

teachers were generally most concerned with avoiding doing the ‘wrong’ thing. In contrast to the small 

minority of their students who reacted to their own discomfort with anger and defensiveness, the three 

teachers responded to theirs by trying to find a way to be ‘good’, thereby hopefully dispelling the 
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discomfort they felt. During my interview with her, Nadine acknowledged that she felt uncomfortable 

teaching New Zealand’s violent histories but not the Holocaust and was not sure why this was. Since 

the Holocaust did not occur in New Zealand, this violent historical event did not pose any threat to 

Pākehā identity or whiteness, which may explain why Nadine did not find this topic difficult to teach. 

Teaching Aotearoa New Zealand’s violent histories, however, does unsettle the Pākehā identity and 

therefore causes discomfort, especially when addressing more violent or difficult topics (MacDonald 

and Kidman 2021; Bell and Russell 2021). The few times Nadine did try to speak on a difficult topic, 

such as the suppression of Te Reo Māori in schools, I observed nervousness and discomfort. Her tone 

would rise, she would speak faster, and she became less open to interjections from students. Despite the 

fact that she felt that a lot of her discomfort and feelings of unpreparedness stemmed from her status as 

an outsider with little experience or knowledge of New Zealand, Nadine’s emotional experiences of 

teaching the colonisation topic were similar to that of her New Zealand-born counterparts.  

Brianna expressed quite similar emotions, identifying them as ‘difficult’, feeling self-conscious, 

hesitant, and confronted. She also expressed hope for the future, talking about her students as the 

‘citizens of the future’ who she hopes will ‘change things’. Brianna had done some self-reflection on 

her identity as a Pākehā teacher and what that meant for her pedagogy, particularly in connection to 

Pākehā paralysis. Alex Hotere-Barnes defines Pākehā paralysis as being the avoidant reaction Pākehā 

have when faced with an issue such as race which limits them or requires them to act or think 

differently, extending Martin Tolich’s (2002) definition. In Pākehā paralysis, the person finds the idea 

of changing their behaviour or thinking too difficult and reacts by becoming ‘paralysed’, avoiding the 

issue altogether (Hotere-Barnes 2015)  

Brianna understood Pākehā paralysis as ‘not doing anything’ and ‘not feeling confident’ because of a 

fear of doing or saying something ‘wrong’. For Brianna, her desire to be ‘good’ and avoid being 

‘wrong’ was channelled through her understanding of Pākehā paralysis, which she understood as the 

‘wrong’ thing to do.  

“...I don’t wanna get it too wrong that I then don’t do anything, or I don’t feel confident, so. 

Yeah, I still and always feel mindful of how I’m teaching this topic and self-conscious to an 

extent, to try and feel like you’re doing the right thing by students... and, yeah. It’s not an easy 

topic when it’s so close to home.” (Brianna, interview) 
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She was highly avoidant of doing the ‘wrong’ thing, which she never defined, and framed her 

‘mindfulness’ and self-reflection as the ‘right’ thing to do. Much of Brianna’s understanding of Pākehā 

paralysis, ‘good’ pedagogies, and the ‘right’ thing to do in the classroom was based on an 

individualised understanding of colonialism, which unintentionally on her part resulted in the 

reification of whiteness in her classroom and in herself. Jong Bum Kwon (2020) observed a similar 

phenomenon among a group of White women in the wake of the 2014 Ferguson protests. These White 

women held meetings to address their privilege and educate themselves in order to be ‘good’ again. 

However, since their understandings of privilege and racism were based on individualised notions 

influenced by whiteness, their attempts to educate themselves became circles of self-confession, 

centering their experiences and never going beyond the level of the individual (Kwon 2020).  

The discomfort expressed by my teacher participants, with violence, difficult or emotional discussions, 

negative stories about colonisation, and unfamiliar historical perspectives, often stemmed from a desire 

to avoid doing or saying the ‘wrong’ thing. Harriet displayed this type of discomfort in the classroom 

when she avoided doing activities because they might be ‘inappropriate’, or she didn’t feel comfortable 

running them. Harriet did not run the Wairau Affray mock trial activity in her class because it required 

students to play the roles of real historical figures, one of whom was Māori. The idea of engaging with 

this seemed to be overwhelming for Harriet, and she responded by removing the exercise from her 

class plan. The teachers’ experiences of moral liminality influenced them to avoid activities or actions 

they might get ‘wrong’. Harriet focused quite strongly on ‘moving forward’ in her interview, which 

was in direct response to discussing the ‘bad’ and more violent aspects of Aotearoa New Zealand 

histories that she taught in class.  

“Yes, this is what's happened. And that's really bad and acknowledging that, but we need to 

move forward. Right? And how do you move forward? What actions can you take as an 

individual?” (Harriet, interview) 

 

Harriet was quite focused on the concept of ‘moving forward’ and often became much more noticeably 

animated when she discussed topics such as museum reparations, the responsibilities of ‘young New 

Zealanders’, and possibilities for the future. This was in contrast to her affective response to teaching 

violent histories, which often resulted in her voice becoming quieter and her tone flattening, her face 

falling into a more neutral or even discontented expression. For example, when she covered violent 

aspects of Aotearoa New Zealand’s histories, Harriet often read aloud from a document or PowerPoint 
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slides, sometimes making comments to students that she thought it would be ‘boring’ or too difficult 

for them to read it themselves. Her discomfort with colonial violence was fairly clear from these 

actions and she avoided this discomfort by choosing to focus on ‘moving forward’, which I categorise 

as a desire to be ‘good’ and retain White innocence through atonement. Fassin (2013) describes 

atonement as a process through which both parties involved in a conflict or injustice engage in 

reconciliatory processes, thereby obscuring ongoing tensions, violence, and systemic injustices. He 

describes this process in the context of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission, in that 

this process allowed the entrenched systems of White supremacy in the country to remain in place 

under the veil of reconciliation, “As if nothing ever happened.” (Fassin 2013, 253). Atonement and 

‘moving forward’ also limit the ability of Pākehā to reflect on their positionalities and connections to 

whiteness, thereby potentially gaining the opportunity to build a new identity, one not based on the 

oppression and colonisation of Māori (Russell 2021; Pederson, McCreanor, and Braun 2022).  

 

The desire that the three teachers had to be ‘good’ and the challenge that the resulting moral liminality 

posed for them often resulted in silences. All three teachers had moments in class when they came 

close to sharing their perspectives with the students. But each time a teacher approached the point of 

acknowledging their discomfort openly, their desire to be ‘good’ by remaining ‘neutral’ took over and 

they censored themselves. The desire to be ‘good’ was limiting and challenging for the teachers 

because they had no real idea of what it meant for them to be ‘good’ in this new difficult environment, 

and so a sense of moral liminality settled over them, characterised by silence in the hopes that this 

would avoid the danger of them being ‘wrong’. This created a strangely tangled environment in the 

classroom where they expressed some negative feelings towards colonisation through body language, 

tone, and facial expressions, but refused to express their opinions and perspectives vocally, sometimes 

visibly struggling to keep their silence.  

The teachers’ uncomfortable silences did not go unnoticed by Pākehā students. Abraham and Torok’s 

(1986) theory of encryptment describes the way that historical trauma and memory can be passed on 

intergenerationally. Encryptment describes a process in which violent and traumatic histories are 

‘encrypted’ by the generation that experienced them (or subsequent generations) and this ‘crypt’ of 

historical trauma is passed down through generations, exuding the feeling that something bad 

happened, but descendants do not know what it is because it is locked in the crypt (Good 2021; 

Abraham and Torok 1986; MacDonald and Kidman 2021). This theory of encryption does not 

necessarily apply to Māori students, who may have encountered explicit stories of colonial violence 
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and trauma in their families and communities. Māori histories have not been forgotten or hidden in the 

same way that Pākehā legacies of violence have, Māori have kept their histories alive in their own 

communities through storytelling (MacDonald and Kidman 2021). For Pākehā and their encrypted 

histories, the emotions associated with the historical trauma are passed on but the event or history itself 

is never mourned (Good 2021). Pākehā students, most of whom had been raised in New Zealand, 

would possess uncomfortable and painful emotions resulting from the encryptment of colonisation in 

New Zealand, and could therefore recognise this discomfort in their teachers. The fact that these 

students were learning about colonisation should hypothetically have ‘opened the crypt’, but the 

avoidance and silencing of the intensely emotional aspect of Aotearoa New Zealand’s histories meant 

that the opportunity for mourning was missed. Some of the Pākehā students adopted a new type of 

silence in response, which I describe in further detail below. For Māori students, their Pākehā teachers’ 

silence often had more of a silencing effect, limiting their abilities to express the painful emotions they 

felt in response to colonisation.  

 

Settler Silences in the Classroom 

Compared to the variety of emotional responses I observed from students in my survey, the number of 

debates, critical discussions, and unfiltered expressions of emotion in the classroom was low. There 

were certainly instances where students made problematic comments or assumptions based on colonial 

ideas. However, these instances were relatively few, and I initially took this to signify a real shift in 

attitudes away from the dismissiveness, explicit anti-Māori views, and disinterest in colonial histories 

that teachers remembered from previous decades. But after seeing the responses to my survey and 

interviewing my teacher participants, I realised that there was something else at play in the classroom 

which created the illusion that student attitudes around colonisation had changed. MacDonald, Smith, 

and Funaki (2021) describe what they call ‘settler affirmations’ in their article When Am I Supposed to 

Teach Māori and Find the Time to Learn It?, which refers to the comments and implicit understandings 

between Pākehā educators which reinforce colonial viewpoints and the silencing of Māori perspectives. 

Some examples of this from MacDonald, Funaki, and Smith’s article are statements such as ‘it’s in the 

past’, ‘Māori get things for nothing’, and ‘it’s too hard to learn Te Reo and teach it as well’ 

(MacDonald, Funaki, and Smith 2021). I did not observe or hear these settler affirmations in use at 

Kāpiti College, despite it being a majority Pākehā school, but there was perhaps a cousin of settler 

affirmations at play instead, what I call settler silences.  
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Settler silences refer to the way Pākehā who hold potentially problematic colonial, racist, or ‘wrong’ 

ideas will keep this quiet in ‘progressive’ spaces where they know their perspectives are not welcome 

and where others may label them as ‘bad’. Settler silences are kept as a way to be ‘good’, not only 

silencing problematic or racist views, but also ideas Pākehā teachers and students feel unsure about 

expressing when they are afraid to be ‘wrong’. In a way, settler silences only serve to further entrench 

colonial ideas, because these narratives will certainly still be discussed, but now only in private, likely 

safe from any potential critical scrutiny. Around 17% of the students responding to the question ‘how 

do you feel about colonisation?’ expressed colonial ideas of beneficial colonisation and passive 

sympathy which they had never expressed in class, likely because the anonymity of the survey allowed 

a feeling of privacy for these viewpoints. Despite the relatively low number of respondents who 

expressed these ideas, hearing them in the survey surprised me and led to deeper analysis because I 

never encountered these narratives in the classroom, either from students, teachers, or resources. These 

ideas, left unaddressed or challenged in the classroom because of settler silences, can thus continue to 

proliferate in the minds and private spaces of students and teachers.  

I was surprised to see the amount of resignation, ambiguity, and passive sympathy which arose in the 

survey since the consensus in the classroom from students was that colonisation was ‘bad’. In my 

interviews with Nadine and Brianna, they both observed that many of their students were hesitant to 

speak their minds or express any uncensored emotion in class, because they did not want to ‘say the 

wrong thing’. Brianna commented that she was not sure that any students would tell her what they 

‘really thought’. I observed some Pākehā paralysis among the Pākehā students and teachers, hesitance 

with Māori words and reluctance to do some work with Māori historical perspectives, however, the 

stark difference between the emotions and attitudes I observed in the classroom and those in the survey 

signals something else at play.  

MacDonald, Funaki, and Smith’s ‘settler affirmations’ offer a potential path to understanding the forces 

creating these emotional discrepancies in the classroom (MacDonald, Funaki, and Smith 2021). 

MacDonald, Funaki, and Smith comment that they themselves were not exposed to this kind of 

commentary during their own teaching careers or in their fieldsites, but they surmised that this was 

because they are all visibly not Pākehā (MacDonald and Funaki are Māori, Smith is Black) and were 

therefore excluded from such racial bonding (MacDonald, Funaki, and Smith 2021). I am Pākehā, 

visibly white, and when I was in the staffroom or the classroom, I was sometimes mistaken for a 

student teacher or a relief teacher, which suggests that if such settler affirmations were to occur, my 
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presence would not disturb them. However, in my time in the field, I never overheard these types of 

comments and was not engaged in this type of discussion. Despite this, MacDonald, Funaki, and 

Smith’s ‘settler affirmations’ do offer useful information for my analysis, as the inconsistencies 

between what people said in public and what they said in more private spaces indicated something 

similar to settler affirmations happening. This difference was likely due to the desire to be ‘good’ and 

the resulting moral liminality I observed at work in the classroom. Pākehā teachers and students felt 

unsure about how to be ‘good’ and silenced their views and emotions in fear of being ‘wrong’. I call 

this cousin of settler affirmations ‘settler silences’ because the settler-colonial ideas remain, but they 

are hidden from view, deprived of the opportunity for critical discussion and allowed to stagnate in the 

darkness.  

In response to my survey question ‘How do you feel about colonisation?’, 16 out of 89 total responses 

indicated that they thought colonisation ‘was good and bad’, ‘natural’, and ‘inevitable’. There are 

several examples of students I interacted with in class who expressed black-and-white negative views 

towards colonisation in that setting but then expressed more nuanced understandings in the privacy of 

the survey. One of these students was Jules*, who I interacted with a few times in class. In class, Jules 

seemed quite certain that colonisation was bad, but in the survey, she expressed uncertainty and a view 

of colonisation as ‘natural’ that I had not heard before from her or any other student. 

“I don't really know. Like it's a natural thing that was bound to happen but they did it in such a 

way that wasn't that good.”. (Jules, survey) 

The idea that colonisation is a ‘natural’ or ‘inevitable’ process as one other student put it, was never 

explicitly taught or expressed by the teachers in the classroom. The role of Pākehā dominance was, 

however, invisibilised and colonial histories were presented as ‘neutral’, possibly contributing to the 

idea that colonisation is something which just ‘happens’. Whether Jules absorbed these ideas about 

colonisation from the classroom, her life outside it, or a combination of both, her silence around these 

views in the classroom meant that there was no opportunity for the teacher or even other students to 

challenge them. When students adopted settler silences in response to the uncomfortable silences of 

their teachers, they often did so to obscure perspectives on colonisation and Aotearoa New Zealand 

histories which maintained and reproduced whiteness, such as the idea that colonisation was inevitable. 

These silences maintained whiteness by showing Pākehā that the only way to be ‘good’ in response to 

moral liminality was to be silent. These silences, held out of fear of saying the ‘wrong’ thing, re-

encrypted the uncomfortable and unsettling feelings Pākehā students and teachers were experiencing, 
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meaning they could no longer be addressed or become a threat to the dominance of whiteness. Settler 

silences re-encrypt the uncomfortable, painful, ambivalent feelings students have about colonisation, 

hiding the emotional realities of Aotearoa New Zealand’s histories so that historical stories can be told 

but whiteness can be maintained (Good 2021; Buck 2012; Pederson, McCreanor, and Braun 2022; Bell 

and Russell 2021).  

Critical self-reflection and emotional consideration are processes to which there is no clean ‘end’. 

Fassin’s (2013) theory of ressentiment explains that discomfort and self-doubt on the part of the 

oppressing group and resentment, anger, and pain on the part of the oppressed group are not finite 

emotions which are resolved with reparations or apologies. Ressentiment and the idea that atonement is 

not reachable are dangerous to whiteness because they remove the possibility that whiteness is superior 

and infallible. In this way, the desire to be a ‘good White’, the resulting moral liminality, and the 

‘neutrality’ of the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum become effective tools of 

coloniality, maintaining colonial structures and whiteness by encouraging emotional silence among 

young people, modelling settler silences as the morally ‘right’, ‘safe’ thing to do (Leonardo 2018; 

Thomassen 2014; Diaz 2010).  

These settler silences, created by compounding silences and discomfort, appear amongst a generation 

of Pākehā learning about Aotearoa New Zealand’s histories possibly for the first time. As students 

learn historical details about violent and painful events in New Zealand’s histories, they also learn from 

their teachers that their emotions and ‘opinions’ do not have a place in discussions of colonisation. In 

this way, the difficult, uncomfortable, ambivalent, and angry emotions these students have in response 

to colonisation are encrypted in their silences, even though the histories themselves are unencrypted 

(Abraham and Torok 1986; MacDonald and Kidman 2021).  

 

Finding Comfort in Difficult Discussions 

In amongst the discomfort, anger, pain, defensiveness, and fear there emerged moments of comfort, 

curiosity, open discussion, and reflection, where students displayed comfort with difficult topics and a 

willingness to learn. This was not often, but each time I observed it happening, it was almost always 

amongst friends when the teacher was not present. This suggests that some students have the skills to 

engage in difficult discussions with their peers but are perhaps reticent to do this in earshot of teachers, 

who might judge them as doing or saying something ‘wrong’. In what follows I discuss one of these 



 

93 

moments and consider what it can tell us about the productive possibilities of discomfort and the 

potential of moral communities in overcoming moral liminality (Macdonald 2013; Fassin 2013). 

I sat towards the back of the room, facing the whiteboard at the front. As I bent my head towards my 

notepad, I heard a student behind me begin to ask each of his friends in turn if they were a ‘coloniser’. 

The student’s tone was even, and he asked each of his friends this question in turn, betraying no hint of 

humour or discomfort. His friends responded with the same calm seriousness as they might if they were 

discussing a particularly interesting movie they had all seen. One friend responded, “I am”, and another 

said, “No, because I was born in Italy”. The questioning student responded to the second respondent , 

saying, “So that means you’re not a coloniser? Why not?”. I did not hear the response to this question if 

one was offered. Another student said he was not a coloniser because he was born in England and the 

original questioner asked again why being born overseas would preclude your status as a coloniser. I 

listened to this conversation facing away from the students and was struck that they were having a 

reflective discussion about the nature of being Pākehā in a settler-colonial society. Their use of the 

word coloniser to think about these concepts suggested that they had repurposed language learned in 

class to talk about contemporary identity. From the original questioner’s response to his friend saying 

he was not a coloniser because he was born in Italy, it seemed as though the students were using the 

word ‘coloniser’ to mean ‘settler’ or ‘Pākehā’, rather than an ancestor who had physically colonised 

New Zealand. The original questioner and his friends were able to easily translate what they had learnt 

about colonisation to their own lives and identities. This discussion, not overheard by the teacher, 

seemed to be unaffected by the moral liminality present at other times in the classroom, and the 

students showed no discomfort or fear of saying the ‘wrong’ thing when having this discussion.  

The comfort and reflexive ability these students displayed in this conversation was reminiscent of what 

Mills and Creedy talk about as ‘witnessing’; active reflective thinking resulting from productive 

engagement with discomfort (Mills and Creedy 2019). Despite not having much modern colonial 

content in class or context directly linking them to the forces of colonisation, the students were able to 

engage the uncomfortable and violent representations of colonisation from the 19th and early 20th 

centuries and apply these concepts to their lives in modern New Zealand. These Pākehā students could 

have epistemological knowledge about their positionality in relation to the colonisation of New 

Zealand, in that their ancestors directly or indirectly assisted the dispossession of Māori, and some 

aspects of the colonisation unit may have given them the words to talk about it in a reflective way. 

Their newly unencrypted emotional knowledge about colonisation in New Zealand combined with the 
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lessons they had received on colonisation had enabled them to ‘give voice’ to their positionalities as 

settlers, encouraging this conversation about contemporary identity (Good 2021; Kidron 2020). 

This example of a potentially difficult discussion displays the potential that students and teachers have 

as a moral community in overcoming discomfort and dealing with moral liminality together. It also 

shows the power that encrypted emotions about colonisation continue to have when the histories from 

whence they came are revealed and taught in the classroom. Despite Pākehā students and teachers’ 

struggles to find a way to be ‘good’, the resulting moral liminality, and the presence of difficult, 

uncomfortable, and painful emotions, both students and teachers created moments in the classroom 

where the shared experience of living in Aotearoa New Zealand among the colonial ‘afterlives of 

violence’ was strong enough to allow critical reflection and make discomfort productive (Good 2021, 

517; Mills and Creedy 2019). 

 

Conclusion 

The emotional landscapes of the classrooms I observed were complex, shifting, and often hidden. Each 

student and teacher brought something different with them into the classroom, a different perspective 

on colonisation, whether negative, positive, or ostensibly ‘neutral’. The pervasive force of silence in the 

classroom when learning about colonisation was surprising, caused by several things such as lack of 

knowledge, indifference, fear of being ‘wrong’, Pākehā paralysis, or settler silences. Discomfort in all 

its forms dominated the classroom space, leaving almost no one untouched, not even myself, but 

confidence and reflexivity also pushed through at times, making their way into classrooms not 

equipped to host them. There was anger, laughter, solemnity, unease, shame, hopeful insight, fear, and 

confidence, sometimes all packed into one lesson, expressed in so many ways by students and teachers, 

too many to fit in this one chapter. However, discomfort was the most prominent of all these emotions 

and often sat at the root of many of them. The messy, uncomfortable, painful history of this country 

demands an emotional response from those who learn and engage with it, and this results in myriad 

reactions from students and teachers, each coming from a different emotional, geographical, and 

cultural place.   
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Conclusion 

  

I did not initially enter the field expecting to focus on the influence of whiteness in the classroom. 

However, that is where following the connections between discomfort and the 2023 Aotearoa New 

Zealand histories curriculum led me. The influence of whiteness and settler-colonialism has been a 

fundamental part of the New Zealand curriculum since its inception in 1877. A national curriculum 

which was initially created to teach only English history to create patriotic citizens of the British 

Empire and implemented history as an optional subject is not one which can easily adapt to and accept 

the introduction of Māori histories and stories of Pākehā violence (Manning 2018). Such a curriculum, 

which as it has been amended and rewritten over the past 146 years has been used to exclude Māori, 

use history to silence Māori demands, and create an image of a unified, bicultural nation, carries within 

it legacies of colonialism and whiteness. A curriculum which is founded on whiteness and colonialism 

and yet proclaims to teach the many violent and difficult stories of Aotearoa New Zealand’s past is 

somewhat of an oxymoron and creates a particularly uncomfortable and unsettling environment in the 

classrooms where it is being taught.  

 

I discovered this environment when I began to observe and talk with the students and teachers at Kāpiti 

College in late 2022. The pedagogical approaches of the three Pākehā teachers were different but all 

centered whiteness, invisibilising it in the belief that they were acting ‘neutrally’ and avoiding being 

‘wrong’ or ‘biased’. This fear of being ‘wrong’, ‘bad’, or ‘offensive’ was something I observed often 

among Pākehā students and teachers, who were focused more on how they were perceived individually 

than addressing the often-difficult feelings they experienced in the classroom. Māori students sat 

silently in classrooms where colonial-era racialised language was used frequently and whiteness was 

reinforced as the norm. During classroom games, Pākehā students denigrated their White ancestors and 

distanced themselves from those ‘bad’ people, limiting the focus of Māori students’ anger and sadness 

to long-dead colonisers, apparently gone with the ‘end’ of colonisation. Colonisation was often not 

understood as extending into the contemporary era (despite the new curriculum’s emphasis to the 

contrary). Although discomfort was not often verbally addressed in the classroom, Pākehā students and 

teachers struggled to deal with the defensiveness, anger, confusion, hesitancy, and self-censorship 

which resulted from their discomfort with violent colonial histories. When the settler-colonial crypt 

was opened, Pākehā students and teachers were faced with histories they often found difficult to 

process and emotions they found unpleasant.  
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In response to this unpleasantness, Pākehā students and teachers tried to find ways to reclaim their 

White innocence. There were several ways they tried to be ‘good’: self-censoring to avoid being 

‘wrong’ or ‘biased’, focusing on the importance of ‘moving forward’ from New Zealand’s violent past, 

and paying close attention to their own ‘Pākehā paralysis’. However, since these Pākehā students and 

teachers did not know the ‘right’ way to be ‘good’, only identifying what might be ‘wrong’ or ‘bad’, 

they became trapped in a state of moral liminality, searching for a way to regain their White innocence 

and return to being ‘good’. Pākehā teachers censored themselves in fear of being ‘wrong’ and their 

Pākehā students observed this behaviour, learning that their emotions and perspectives could mean that 

they would be perceived as ‘bad’. These students became silent, keeping their ideas, emotions, and 

opinions to themselves in the classroom, only expressing them in anonymous or private ‘safe’ spaces. 

These are what I call ‘settler silences’. Māori students, feeling their own difficult emotions connected 

to colonisation and often having opinions on colonisation to express, were often met with silence from 

Pākehā classmates and teachers, this dominant group too preoccupied with being ‘good’ to engage with 

the perspectives of Māori students. There were a few rare instances where Pākehā engaged with their 

own identities and were able to connect themselves to the processes of colonisation discussed in class, 

however, the overwhelming whiteness of the classroom offered few chances for these moments to 

occur.  

 

By invisibilising whiteness and Pākehā legacies of violence and dominance, the 2023 Aotearoa New 

Zealand histories curriculum maintains whiteness and coloniality while simultaneously appearing to be 

doing the ‘right’ or ‘good’ thing. The curriculum works to present Pākehā histories as ‘neutral’ and 

Māori histories as ‘other’, reifying the binary of White and ‘other’ which forms the basis of whiteness. 

In doing this, the curriculum creates the idea that there is a possibility for atonement, or even that the 

creation of the curriculum itself is a form of atonement. This erases the continuing injustices and 

violence perpetuated by colonial institutions and systems against Māori and works to invalidate Māori 

demands for decolonisation and co-governance in line with Te Tiriti o Waitangi. Whiteness is 

invisibilised in the curriculum, causing a state of moral liminality for Pākehā students and teachers and 

pulling them into a seemingly endless loop of trying to find a way to be ‘good’. This further limits the 

possibilities for awareness of systemic colonialism and whiteness. The ‘neutrality’ of the curriculum 

and the approaches of the Pākehā teachers I observed created an environment where the settler-colonial 

crypt could be opened and the violent colonial histories observed, but instead of mourning or emotional 

reflection as theorised by Abraham and Torok (1986), the discomfort and other difficult emotions were 
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re-encrypted in the name of ‘neutrality’ and being ‘good’. Through silence, emotional encryptment, and 

moral liminality, the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum directs Pākehā understandings 

of history and colonisation towards individualism and atonement, silencing Māori histories and 

perspectives while appearing to embrace and engage with them. In this way, the state maintains its 

colonial, White foundations while appearing to do the opposite.  

 

This thesis builds on research from Liana MacDonald (2020; 2021; 2022), Hine Funaki (2021), Avery 

Smith (2021; 2023), Joanna Kidman (2017; 2021; 2022), Elizabeth Russell (2021a, 2021b), and 

Michael Harcourt (2020) in that it continues their work on the difficult emotions and silences 

surrounding Aotearoa New Zealand histories. MacDonald, Funaki, and Smith’s (2021) work on settler 

affirmations was particularly foundational to my research in that it provided context for the settler 

silences I observed in my fieldwork. My research also builds on Good’s (2021) analysis of encryptment 

hauntology, in that I demonstrate that encrypted histories can remain un-mourned when unearthed if 

the emotional states connected to them are re-encrypted and silenced.  

 

This research project was limited by several factors, including the length of fieldwork permitted by a 

one-year Master’s degree, my inexperience with ethnographic fieldwork, and the continuing effects of 

the recent Covid-19 pandemic. The new curriculum was originally planned for release in 2022 but this 

date was pushed to 2023 due to the detrimental effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on schools (Ministry 

of Education 2023a). More time would have allowed me to make connections with other teachers, 

perhaps meaning that I could have interviewed the entire Year 10 Social Studies teacher cohort and 

spoken with school leadership. More fieldwork experience in schools might have helped me develop a 

plan more aligned with the reality of classroom life. I spent the first few weeks mostly figuring out how 

to do participant observation, which truly is a unique process of navigation with the participants, the 

environment, and yourself as a researcher (Jackson 1990). I entered the field two weeks later than 

expected because of the after-effects of Covid-19. The added stress and time pressure from the delays 

in teaching caused by the Covid-19 pandemic affected everyone I interacted with and put my teacher 

participants under much more pressure than they otherwise might have felt, which made speaking with 

me at length a low priority. 

 

Students and teachers carry the discomfort and pain from their histories into the classroom, sometimes 

encrypted and sometimes openly mourned. These difficult emotions, so personal and yet so frequently 

shared within cultural and social groups, create a specific kind of unspoken tension in classrooms 
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where ‘opinions and feelings’ are not welcome but are nevertheless intensely felt. Although these 

emotions often remain unspoken, they are visible in the body language, facial expressions, actions, and 

silences of both students and teachers, creating a shared understanding that we all feel uncomfortable in 

some way about colonisation but that it is not ‘right’ to talk about it out loud. Pākehā students retreat 

into settler silences and Māori students are taught again, as they have been for generations, that  their 

anger is not welcome in the classroom (Ngarewa 2021). In the moments when emotion breaks through 

the bounds of moral liminality and restrictive silences, the potential of a moral community prepared to 

deal with the difficult emotions under the surface emerges and both students and teachers can be seen 

to engage completely with the process of learning about our history and themselves in the process. 

Each student and teacher bring different emotional ‘baggage’ with them into the classroom, and each 

has a slightly different understanding of Aotearoa New Zealand and their place in it. In the moments 

when the expectation of ‘neutrality’ and moral liminality is lifted, the silent tension releases a little and 

the class can briefly mourn the histories that surround them.  

 

There is an opportunity for further research to be done on the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories 

curriculum, particularly the emotional experiences of students and teachers. Not only is the curriculum 

brand new, but there is little research on discomfort in New Zealand history classrooms (Harcourt 2020 

and MacDonald 2020 are notable exceptions). There is concern from some groups in New Zealand that 

the 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand histories curriculum will not provide the emotional support and 

guidance which students and teachers grappling with difficult violent legacies of colonisation will need 

(Ngarewa 2021). The moral liminality, settler silences, omissions, and self-censorship I observed in the 

field indicate that there is reason to be concerned and that more research should be done to understand 

how these issues appear on a broader level in New Zealand, as well as how students and teachers find 

moments of connection and understanding amidst discomfort. The compulsory inclusion of Aotearoa 

New Zealand’s histories in New Zealand’s education system is a long time coming, and this 

opportunity to not only teach students (and sometimes teachers) about their own history but also to 

unsettle ideas of Pākehā identity based on whiteness is not to be underestimated. The concept of moral 

liminality is something deserving of more inquiry, as it illustrates something interesting about the state 

of Pākehā moral emotions in response to Aotearoa New Zealand’s violent colonial histories. It also 

highlights the effect Pākehā emotionality can have on Māori classroom experiences, especially 

considering Pākehā dominance of New Zealand society and in the classrooms I observed. Continuing 

to investigate student, teacher, and community understandings of colonisation and New Zealand’s 

colonial past as the curriculum is rolled out and embedded nationally will provide a clearer picture of 
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the moral emotional landscape of New Zealand 183 years after the Te Tiriti o Waitangi/Treaty of 

Waitangi was signed.  
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Appendices 

 

 

Appendix A 

 

Survey: 

 

1) How much do you feel you have learned about colonisation this term?  

(answered on a scale from 1: I have learned a lot, to 5: I have learned nothing) 

 

2) Have you enjoyed learning about New Zealand history and colonisation? Why/why not? 

 

3) What did you find most challenging about the topic of colonisation? 

 

4) What did you find most interesting? 

 

5) How easy did you find the topic of colonisation? 

(answered on a scale of 1: Very easy, to 5: Very difficult) 

 

6) Was there anything specific about colonisation that you found very difficult to understand? 

 

7) How do you feel about colonisation? 

 

8) Do you have any other comments? 

 

9) If you have not signed a consent form and would like to be included in Georgia's report, please 

find the consent form link below. Signing this will mean your opinions or conversations with 

Georgia may be included in her university research. 

 

10) If you have consented and would like to choose your own pseudonym, please enter both your 

real name and the pseudonym you would like me to use in my report. Disclaimer: if your 

pseudonym is very close to your real name or is inappropriate, I will not use it. (a pseudonym is 

a fake name used in place of your real name) 
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Appendix B 

 

Survey Blurb: 

 

Here is a brief survey asking 10 questions about your experience of learning about colonisation. If you 

have consented to being included in my report, you can choose a pseudonym that I will use to refer to 

you instead of your real name. Thank you for filling this out, and thank you for a great term! 

 

- Georgia 

 

 

 

Appendix C 

 

Interview Question Schedule: 

 

Intro: 

 

- How long have you been teaching? 

- Have you taught social studies or history before? If so, for how long? 

- How do you identify yourself? For example are you Pākehā, Māori, tauiwi, Pasifika, or another 

identity? 

 

Teaching Experience: 

 

- Have you ever taught New Zealand history before this year? 

● If yes: What did you teach? Was it your decision to teach that particular topic? 

● If no: Did you have any say in the topic you taught? 

- Do you feel confident teaching New Zealand history? Why/why not? 

- Have you ever had to deal with emotionally difficult topics in class? 

● If yes:  

- How did you feel about it? 

- How did you help the students deal with the topic? 

● If no: 

- How do you think you might handle a situation like that? 

- Do you ever share your feelings on a topic with the class? 

 

- How do you feel about addressing emotionally difficult things in class? 

- Do you have a teaching philosophy or pedagogy that you use in your teaching? 

- Have you ever had to incorporate a new topic into your curriculum before? 

● If so, how difficult did you find it? 

● What kind of support have you received in the past with big curriculum changes? 
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New Zealand History: 

 

- What would you say your level of knowledge about New Zealand history was prior to this year? 

- Have you needed to do any extra learning in preparation for this topic? 

● If so, how much have you needed to do? 

- How comfortable would you say you are discussing New Zealand history?  

● What kinds of feelings come up for you when discussing New Zealand history? 

 

Reactions to and Opinions on the Curriculum: 

 

- Have you felt supported by the school to begin teaching New Zealand history? Why/why not? 

- Have you felt supported by the Ministry of Education? Why/why not? 

- How has it been for you teaching the new curriculum so far? 

● Have you enjoyed it? 

- How do you think your students have reacted to it? 

- Have you found New Zealand history more difficult to teach than other subjects? Why/why 

not? 

- Have your students learnt New Zealand history faster or slower than other subjects? Or would 

you say it’s about the same learning speed? 

● Have you found it more challenging to get your students to understand certain topics? 

● If yes, what are the more challenging areas for them to understand?  

- Has your overall wellbeing been affected in any way teaching and maybe learning about New 

Zealand history? If so, in what way? 

- Have you discussed emotions around New Zealand history with your students? 

● If so, what effect did you find that it had on the students? 

● If not, have you observed any emotional reactions in students? 

 

Questions Specific to Observation: 

 

- How difficult have you found it to find good resources for the colonisation topic? 

- Were there any resources you deliberately didn't use? Why? 

- Have you noticed any different reactions or moods among your students during this topic? 

● What have you noticed in particular? 

- How much communication do you usually have with other social studies teachers when 

planning a topic? 

● Did you find it helpful to communicate with other teachers when planning this topic? 

 

- How did you find teaching with the 'colonisation simulation game'? 

● How effective do you think it was? 

● Why? 
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Appendix D 

 

‘An interactive History of Vietnam’ Simulation Game: School Resource 
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Appendix E 

 

Wairau Affray Simulation Guide: School Resource 

 

 



 

131 

 



 

132 



 

133 

 



 

134 

 



 

135 

 



 

136 

 



 

137 

 



 

138 

 



 

139 

 



 

140 

 



 

141 

 



 

142 

 



 

143 

 



 

144 

 



 

145 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

146 

Appendix F 

 

Lunchtime Focus Group Drawings  

 

 
Description: The question “What would aliens think about colonisation?” is written on the whiteboard. 

Underneath are three drawings and one sentence, which says ‘they would have done it’. The drawings 

depict two spaceships abducting Earth and a British person, as well as a drawing of E.T.  
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Description: The question “If colonisation was a person, what would they look like?” is written on the 

whiteboard, with four drawings underneath. The drawings are a caricature of King Charles III of 

England, a demon-like character with a crown and a British colonial-era wig, a figure with similarly 

curly long hair holding a gun, and a grumpy-looking face drawn with short curly hair.  
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Description: The question “Would you sign the Treaty of Waitangi?” is written on the whiteboard with 

two sentences underneath. These responses read “No because I can read english but if I was a chief in 

1840 I probably would have.”, and “Idk, man I just want to out number the british. I reckon we could 

beat them. Present me probs wouldn’t though coz I can read.” 
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Description: The question “What would space colonisation look like?” is written on the whiteboard 

with two annotated drawings underneath. In one, a spaceship abducts four planets in a tractor beam. In 

the other, Earth has a cruel smile as it captures seven other planets, labelled as ‘sad planets’. Written 

above Earth is the caption “Big greedy Earth once again proving humans are forever hungry for more”.  
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Appendix G 

Human Ethics Approval (participant consent forms)  
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