Maori Student Retention and Success: Curriculum, Pedagogy and Relationships

Dr Ruth Gorinski & Gloria Abernethy

School of Education Maori & Humanities, Bay of Plenty Polytechnic Tauranga 

New Zealand
Abstract

In 2001 the Ministry of Education [MOE] of Aotearoa/New Zealand, commissioned a tertiary education initiative to support research projects that focus on the retention and success rates of Maori and Pacifica students in tertiary institutions. Much literature to date has focussed on deficit models in explaining student attrition rates.  This paper reports on the findings of an investigative case study conducted in one department of a provincial tertiary educational institution.  The case study sought to answer the question: “ What are the issues confronting Maori student participation and retention in one department in this institution?"  The findings suggest that curricular transformation, classroom pedagogy and relationships are critical areas for development if we are to realise enhanced retention and success for Maori students.  The case study also highlights the need for building teacher capacity through professional development in the tertiary environment, particularly in the areas of relationship building and discursive pedagogical practice.  Clearly there is ample scope for further research into Maori student participation and retention in the tertiary sector.
Introduction

The enrolment of Maori in tertiary education has increased dramatically in recent years, but participation and achievement have continued to be problematic (Hawke, 2002).  This investigation of the factors that influence retention and success of non-traditional students in general and Maori students in particular, is needed to identify possible actions that may serve to address current trends. 

Literature that discusses issues relating to student participation and retention at tertiary level most often cites student characteristics as determinants of success or failure.  Evidence that students may be at risk of withdrawal or failure in the education system include factors such as: being unprepared for tertiary study; lack of social skills needed to negotiate access and resources in the institution; financial problems and psychological state including loneliness, isolation, low self esteem, lack of motivation and family problems (Hall, May & Shaw, 2001; Hawke, 2002; Promnitz & Germain, 1996).  According to Hawke (2002), Maori students (as well as other ethnic groups) may experience further barriers, including negative stereotyping of identity and ability, family obligations, lack of family support for finance or study and little opportunity to contribute “to social or political change” (p.3).

This approach promotes a view of students as lacking in skills, knowledge and attitudes that would support their success and retention.  Advocates recommend increased student support services and programmes to help at-risk students overcome factors such as self-doubt, lack of study skills and inappropriate attitudes to academic study.  It is considered then, that students need to acculturate to the environment of tertiary study in order to gain “institutional fit and commitment” (Lake, 1998, p.1). This deficit perspective positions the problem or difficulty within the student and releases teachers and institutions from scrutiny (Bishop & Glynn, 1999; Simon, 1990; Smith, 1991).  

Further investigation of the literature however (Abbott-Chapman & Edwards, 1998; Beasley, 1998; Hall et al, 2001; Hawke, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1995, cited in Bishop & Glynn, 1999; Promnitz & Germain, 1996; Simon, 1990), reveals the emergence of a critical approach that seeks to expose structural / systemic factors that impact on student participation and success.  Authors note that so-called non-traditional groups of students have now become the “vast majority of our students” (Smith, 1991, p.2).   These authors seek to shift the focus away from the shortcomings of students and instead onto the role of the institution in promoting success.

Three areas for institutional change are identified as fundamental to address issues that influence participation and retention of non-traditional students, including Maori.  These are curricular transformation, classroom pedagogy and relationships (Bishop & Glynn, 1999; Smith, 1991).  In the following discussion we look at each of these aspects of change.

Curricular Transformation

It is crucial that the curriculum itself is transformed, not only to acknowledge the diversity and value of experience and knowledge of students who are other than traditional mainstream, but more importantly, to reduce student alienation, not “simply adding courses that plug holes in the curriculum … [but] asking new questions that more naturally embrace … the perspectives of those at the margins by placing them at the centre” (Smith, 1991, p.4).   Maori (and minority) students need to see themselves reflected in the curriculum through acknowledgment of their prior learning, their values and experiences, their traditions and cultural icons, in order to effectively engage with the curriculum and develop commitment to their study and achievement (Bishop, 2001).

The vision for change in curricula is underpinned by the inclusion of prior experiences and knowledge of all students that can enable co-creation of knowledge, cultural constructivism and experiential learning (Ladson-Billings, 1995, cited in Bishop & Glynn, 1999; Stables, 2002).  Discussion of such a vision inevitably leads to issues of power relations in classrooms as to who determines the control and evaluation of content and assessment (Bishop & Glynn, 1999; Smith, 1991).  These authors also point out that even where appropriate content is included in curricula, classroom pedagogy will further influence student participation.  

Classroom Pedagogy

Bishop and Glynn emphasise that power sharing and participation are “fundamental to learning for all students” [and] “power relations cannot change unless both parties participate” (1999, p.132).  Thus, the role of the teacher in the classroom is central to the process of practising pedagogy and negotiating power sharing in relation to learning.

There is growing recognition that people learn in different ways and that best practice pedagogy includes effective participation, early feedback and transparent assessment (Hall et al, 2001; Smith, 1991; Stables, 2002).  Traditional delivery was based on an assumption that a lecture conveyed information most efficiently to individual learners.  The acknowledgment of differing learning styles now requires a range of alternative ways of learning and teaching. This process has been distorted, however, sometimes resulting in the stereotyping of Maori students as kinaesthetic or oral learners.  Some researchers refute this stereotyping as simplistic and discriminatory, asserting that alternative ways are examples of best practice that should be seen as important for the success of all students and not simply as remedial techniques for helping at-risk individuals  (Abbott-Chapman & Edwards, 1998; Bishop & Glynn, 1999; Smith, 1991).

Smith (1991) labels this an issue of quality delivery.  She points to a traditional perception that there will be conflict between promoting diversity, and maintaining standards and emphasises that expectations of excellent performance would be an indicator of success in managing diversity.  The study by Ladson-Billings (1995) also makes this link, describing teacher expectations where “students were not permitted to choose failure in these classrooms” (cited in Bishop & Glynn, 1999, p.153).

Inextricably linked to classroom pedagogy is the diversity of teachers themselves.  Diversity amongst staff is often referred to as an important factor in supporting non-traditional students.  Smith says that it is not enough to provide (minority) role models; rather, institutions must take seriously the need for power to be “shared by a diverse mix of persons … at all levels and in all dimensions” (1991, p.5).  In addition, institutions are exhorted to retain and develop minority staff, to overcome their sense of isolation and alienation and to actively seek the benefits of intellectual and social diversity. Thus diversity may become embedded in the culture of the institution through the diversity of relationships it encourages amongst its individuals.  

Relationships

Relationships are the third factor identified in the literature as having an impact on student retention and success.  It is in the context of an institutional culture that nurtures diversity, that teaching practice and services may be developed that will genuinely meet the learning needs of all students.  The role of support services has been given differing importance in various reports. What has been consistent, however, has been the importance of relationships between students, between teachers and students and between students and the institution (Abbott-Chapman & Edwards, 1998; Hall et al, 2001; Promnitz & Germain, 1996).

Students learn from other students. They talk about problems, tell each other about services and respond to mentor and peer support schemes (Abbott-Chapman & Edwards, 1998; Hall et al, 2001; Promnitz & Germain, 1996).

Similarly, students respond to teachers who treat them as individuals.  They feel validated by a teacher who sees the person, not the disability or difference, who follows up absences or inquires about health or personal issues, and who provides feedback from an early stage in the relationship (Abbott-Chapman & Edwards, 1998; Hall et al, 2001; Promnitz & Germain, 1996).

Students make use of the services provided by the institution if they have information about what is available and if they perceive those services as mainstream and not compensatory (Abbott-Chapman & Edwards, 1998; Hall et al, 2001; Promnitz & Germain, 1996).  Some studies report an increasing reluctance for students to identify as members of targeted groups, preferring to make use of mainstream services (Abbott-Chapman & Edwards, 1998). Such choices are also identifiable in the enrolments at a New Zealand University, where Maori students are choosing mainstream programmes and rejecting specialist Maori education strands.  This resistance to extra or compensatory services and courses appears to confirm the assertion of Bishop and Glynn (1999) that reforming education to focus on the marginalised, in fact perpetuates their marginalisation.  

This does not mean however, that support services should not be developed.  They have become “an important element in defining an institution’s quality and competitiveness” (Promnitz & Germain, 1996, p.2) and should be “not located in a discourse of welfare but in a discourse of rights” (Abbott-Chapman & Edwards, 1998, p.3).  Students’ relationship with the institution is negotiated through the people and services that provide clear guidelines to institutional expectations of them, development of learning skills and success in their studies.  The confidence that student support is central to the core business of the institution (not an add-on for the deficient) may be a determining factor in effective participation and retention.  Thus the individual’s relationship with the institution may be seen as a composite of their engagement with the curriculum, their involvement in classroom practice and the relationships they form with other students, with teachers, and through their access and valuing of the support services and qualifications that encourage commitment to the institution.

The comprehensive analysis of issues that affect student participation and retention in the literature points to many external factors.  Abbott-Chapman and Edwards (1998, p.2) add an important rider to the discussion:

We should not, however, underestimate the ability of disadvantaged students

to overcome the obstacles to access and participation they may meet, and the

 importance of the development of self-help groups and strong sense of ‘perceived

 personal control’ in education.   



This overview of the literature has demonstrated that genuine integration of diversity into the curriculum and classroom pedagogy of an institution, in partnership and relationship with diverse individuals at all levels of the institution, provides a model of how an institution may respond, in an endeavour to address issues of participation and retention of marginalised students.  Examples of specific factors that relate to Maori students’ experiences have been identified, in particular the importance of relationships that support students in the institution.  In addition, the imperative for quality practice and high performance expectations were identified as potential benefits for all students.

Methodology

The research design of this study was guided by case study approach utilising a combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches.  The principal reason behind this dual design was linked with the focus of the study: to give increased understanding of the issues confronting Maori student participation and retention in a provincial tertiary educational institution in Aotearoa/New Zealand.  The research question was, in part one of measuring participation in quantitative terms of how much and how many.  It was also about qualitative issues of uncovering insights, making discoveries, understanding and interpretation (Burns, 1994).  The duality of design in this study has allowed the best of both research paradigms to be incorporated.  The quantitative perspective enumerated the statistics of the research, while the qualitative approach conveyed understanding of the impact of these statistics from multiple perspectives.  

A situational case study approach has been employed in this study because it presents, examines and interprets the specific personal experiences and preferences of Maori students in one department.  The cohesive collation of all respondents' viewpoints provides a starting point for an understanding of issues confronting Maori student participation and retention, and can aid in the implementation of improved practice and learning opportunities (Merriam, 1988).  

Ethical Considerations

The data collection processes implemented throughout this inquiry have been guided by the ethical principles for researchers at the research site and aligned to those adopted by the American Anthropological Association.  A summary of the guidelines pertinent to this study and how they were applied is presented in the following.

Consistent with most qualitative investigation in the field of education, this research project was overt in nature.  The researchers discussed the study with the Head of Department and also identified themselves to potential respondents via written correspondence.  A major element in overt research is ' informed consent'.  Through informed consent, potential informants are made aware that their participation is voluntary, confidential and that their anonymity will be maintained (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992).  This information was conveyed in a letter that was sent to each potential respondent seeking their cooperation in the data collection process.  

Selection of Respondents

Contact with potential respondents was made by letter explaining the nature of the research and seeking their cooperation as respondents.  Letters and accompanying questionnaires were sent to 470 past and currently enrolled Maori students who had taken, or were currently undertaking a programme of study in the identified department.

Respondents were selected from a broad range of criteria including:

· all students who identified as Maori on their enrolment from

· male and female

· all age ranges

· full time and part time students

· students enrolled in any programme offered in the department, including business, computing/information technology and tourism and travel programmes.

Whilst 470 questionnaires were distributed, only 56 were returned completed.  Larsson and Helmstad (1985) comment in relation to small sized qualitative research work, " the small number of individuals…make generalisations impossible from a statistical standpoint” (p. 7).  Whilst recognising that responses to written questionnaires do not necessarily give sufficient evidence of conclusive or generalisable explanations for the lack of retention, this case study which looked at one specific department in a medium sized regional tertiary organisation, could be replicated in broader situations to identify further trends and generalisations.

Data Collection

The primary method of data collection was a postal questionnaire, supplemented by document collection of available printed information.  A postal questionnaire was selected as the primary method of data collection because of the potentially large number of respondents spread over a wide geographical spread.  

The task of developing and implementing the questionnaire was accomplished following six key steps including: determining the questions; drafting the questionnaire items; sequencing the questions; designing the questionnaire; revising the instrument and developing a strategy for data collection and analysis.   In addition, documents rather than records were analysed to aid understanding.  Data about Maori student participation and attrition was acquired through available printed documents including annual reports, and attrition surveys.  For this study, the most important use of the documents was to provide a sound understanding of historical trends and also to augment the information acquired via the questionnaire.  

Data Analysis

Merriam (1988) writes, "thinking about one's data theorising is a step toward developing theory that explains some aspect of educational practice and allows one to draw inferences about that activity (p. 141).  Further, Taylor and Bogdan (1984), state that the goal of data analysis is to "come up with reasonable conclusions and generalisations based on a preponderance of the data" (p.139). ).  Speculation then, is the key component to contributing to theory in a qualitative study.

The analysis and interpretation of research data in this study sought to explain and describe the nature and variety of issues confronting Maori student participation and retention in the selected department, within a set of conceptually specified analytic categories (Huberman & Miles, 1994).  The analytic categories were developed in two ways.  First, the completed questionnaires were examined and analysed, and from this initial raw information emergent themes or categorisations were identified.  Quotes were clustered together based on their similarity and separated from each other according to their incongruity.  From the groupings of quotes, elemental meanings were extracted and criteria for each group established.

Second, the categorisations were defined in part through the literature review.  The literature revealed a number of barriers to Maori student participation and retention in post compulsory education.  Consequently, the implications of the literature review were also considered when the analytical categorisations were established.

The form of analysis for this study was a quantifiable one initially, moving into a qualitative interpretation.  The case study findings should not be treated as conclusive, but rather as a reflection of a perceived cultural situation that warrants further investigation.  As Denzin and Lincoln (1994) note, when interpretations are arrived at, it is important to remember that "there is no interpretive truth….there are multiple interpretive communities…" (p.15).

Limitations of the Study

The utilisation of one postal questionnaire may be considered a limitation of this study.  Some may argue that insufficient information is gleaned in a single snap shot questionnaire to provide credibility of findings.  The aim however, was to capture an initial response to questions asked within a limited timeframe.

Lack of face to face interviews, or focus group discussions may be seen as a further limitation in this study.  Interviews or focus groups could have added further dimensions to the study and may have gleaned more in-depth responses.  A future study could well explore similar questions with some focus groups to aid in triangulation of data collection. 

The employ of non Maori researchers may be perceived by some as a limitation of the study.  This research was conducted however, as an institutional initiative engaging non Maori researchers.  Further research conducted from a kaupapa Maori perspective, could extend and enhance the understandings and benefits for Maori student retention and success.

Findings and Discussion

The findings from this study reveal that Maori students in a provincial tertiary organisation are represented in lower level (levels 2-5), short courses (1-2 years).  Greater numbers of Maori females (75%) are accessing these courses than Maori males (25%).  Most of the Maori males participating in tertiary education in this study are in the 35 - 40 year old age bracket, whilst the greater number of Maori females are in the 29 – 34 year old age group.

The data indicate three key findings.  First, in spite of the curricula being grounded in a dominant culture paradigm, Maori students are continuing to engage in academic study.  Second, classroom pedagogy fails to support Maori students through discursive, co-constructive practices that embrace high expectations of students.  Third, relationships are pivotal to Maori student success.

Curricular Transformation

The majority of respondents (89%) in this study were enrolled in business related courses.  11% of respondents were enrolled in tourism and travel programmes offered in the particular department of study.  Of the 56 responses received, half of the male respondents had returned for a second year of study and slightly more than half of the female respondents had enrolled in a second year of study.  The data indicate that in spite of curricula being grounded in the dominant culture paradigm, Maori students are continuing to engage in academic study.  Students are however, able to clearly articulate their dissatisfaction with a curriculum that fails to acknowledge a Maori epistemological perspective.   The following citations highlight the need for Maori students to see their culture reflected in the curriculum.

I have found very little in the way of expression of Maori culture.

There was no cultural content [Maori], … all western and American case studies.

It would have been excellent if Te Reo was added to the programme … or a noho marae

… there wasn’t any cultural understanding.
These examples highlight the perspective of those still at the margins (Smith, 1991) of their educational experience and the inherent barriers that such positioning creates.  It is abundantly evident that academics have a responsibility to engage in curricula transformation that both acknowledges and embeds a Maori epistemology. 

The power of enculturation into the dominant culture was exemplified in the comments of another respondent who evidenced a markedly different perspective.  S/he said:

I consider favouritism to Maoris to be sick.  We all as New Zealanders have

 the same opportunities in education from the day we start school at five 

years old.  Some of us make use of our education system and others ignore 

the opportunity provided.
This example supports Abbott-Chapman and Edwards (1998) claims that students may be resistant to compensatory services or to being part of a targeted group.  Clearly, for this respondent research focussing on Maori student retention and success was considered compensatory and perpetuating Maori marginalisation.

Classroom Pedagogy

`
Teaching Styles
Consistent with Bishop and Glynn’s (1999) research supporting discursive teaching practices, the data indicate that the majority of respondents showed a strong preference toward tutorial, interactive group work and computer aided learning.  This finding was consistent with the data that identified the most commonly utilised methods of teaching by staff as lectures, tutorials and interactive group work.

A second cluster of data indicated that for some students, individual research, group research, lectures, study groups, contract learning and audio visual teaching and learning were the preferred modes of learning and/or delivery.  Again, this was generally consistent with the data that identified the teaching/learning methods staff most commonly used.

Case studies, field trips, noho marae (visits to Maori cultural centres), guest speakers, seminars and presentations, and role plays were identified as the least preferred teaching/learning methods by respondents.  The data suggest that respondents expressed a preference for the teaching/learning style that they most commonly experienced in the classroom, with possibly little appreciation, understanding or valuing of what other pedagogical practices may offer.  

Some respondents indicated that their success in study was hindered because of certain classroom pedagogical practices:


They [tutors] have no regard for Maori students.


I felt like I didn’t understand a lot of the theory.


Too much information and not enough time to learn … too rushed.
Expectations 

The literature (Smith, 1991) highlights the importance of performance and quality not being compromised when working with diverse groups of students.  Similarly, Bishop’s (2001) research identifies high student expectations as a key to quality outcomes for Maori students.  This study revealed that for some students, low expectations were a barrier to their success.  For example, respondents said:

The sense that the required standards to be met at university were not

expected at xxxx [this organisation].  There are lowered standards and

less demanded excellence.

I have found the environment apathetic, particularly toward bi-cultural

students such as myself.
For another student, perceived different expectations for Maori and Pakeha was a barrier.  S/he said "I have found I have to do more than Pakeha students to achieve the same results".

Respondents’ expectations of themselves also influenced their likelihood of success in this study.  The following examples highlight the significance of self expectation on student success.


My sheer determination to see the papers through and endeavour


to get as many modules as I could …


Self discipline and personal desire to achieve good results …

My own desire to further my education … enjoyment of courses and support of teachers and of other students all helped me [succeed].
Relationships

It is commonsense that sound relationships between a teacher and student are pivotal  to student engagement in the learning process.  A key finding from this research is that whilst unequal power relationships (Bishop & Glynn, 1999) inhibit Maori student success, for example, one student said, “prejudice by a tutor made it difficult,” positive teacher –student relationships serve to encourage retention and success, as evidenced in the comment, “the tutors … were interested and developed relationships with students, meaning they were approachable and tolerant of student stresses and needs.”  Clearly then, the establishment of positive, reciprocal relationships between students and teachers is fundamental for students to develop self efficacy and subsequent success.  

As Abbott-Chapman and Edwards (1998), Hall et al (2001) and Promnitz and Germain (1996) note, caring relationships are pivotal to student success.  Students respond to teachers who see the person, not the disability.  One respondent in this study pertinently exemplified this point commenting “the tutors gave good support and understanding of my disability.”

Positive relationships with classmates, employers and family/whanau also served as a support factor to student success in this study.  The notion of positive power sharing relationships (Bishop & Glynn,1999; Hill & Hawk, 2000) is a prerequisite to Maori student retention and success as the following respondents commented:


My classmates, tutors and whanau support helped me.


I would say support is given to students of my nationality.

I received wonderful help and support from my employer who 

I know was dedicated to helping me achieve my goals.
Student’s relationships with personnel in the organisation, classmates, employers, family/whanau and significant others, is unquestionably fundamental to their retention and success in a tertiary environment.  The challenge lies in facilitating the discourse that will build organisational capacity in addressing this key to Maori student retention and success.

Conclusion

Whilst a certain degree of student attrition and/or lack of success is inevitable in any tertiary environment, the current levels evident in New Zealand statistics are unacceptable.  This study highlights the need for a paradigm shift in current ways of thinking and practice about Maori student retention and success in mainstream organisations.  The findings suggest a need for curricular transformation, discursive pedagogical practices and the development of reciprocal, power sharing relationships, if we are to begin to address the student retention and success issue.  We suggest that a starting point lies in raising teacher capacity through professional development. 

As we develop consciousness raising amongst teachers about issues such as curriculum co-construction, high student expectation, acknowledgment of prior knowledge, high cultural visibility, discursive classroom practices and equal power sharing relationships, we will begin to address the very issues that lie at the heart of Maori student retention and success.  Indeed, what is urgent is a change in the discourse from a deficit focus on Maori student attrition and lack of success, to one of acknowledgment of the power of relationships and pedagogy in Maori success.  As we support teachers through professional development, to be reflective in and on their practice, we will build teachers capacity as agents of change and so begin to celebrate enhanced Maori student retention and success in our tertiary institutions.
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