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Learning from sustainability enactment grounded in Māori 
worldviews within education settings in Aotearoa New Zealand

Recent events have highlighted multiple crises of related to social justice, 
environmental sustainability, and the wider wellbeing of humanity. Education 
for sustainable development (ESD) has been a key plank of the United Nations’ 
endeavours towards social, cultural, economic, and ecological justice. Indigenous 
peoples have served as guardians of biodiversity and have developed time-honoured 
values systems and practices that preserve environmental wellbeing. In this paper 
we report on a recent study in Aotearoa New Zealand that aimed to identify 
approaches that reflect the pedagogical principles of ESD, with a particular focus 
on incorporating values and practices of Māori, the Indigenous peoples of Aotearoa. 
Three education settings participated in this study: an Enviroschools kindergarten and 
primary school, and a wharekura, a Māori secondary school. The methodology was 
grounded in kaupapa Māori theory, qualitative and narrative. Findings highlighted 
ESD pedagogical principles of criticality, empowerment, and inter-disciplinarity as 
well as the embedding of te ao Māori (Māori worldviews) with a particular focus on 
kaitiakitanga (environmental stewardship) evident across the settings.
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Introduction
This paper draws from a recent project conducted in Aotearoa (New Zealand). 
This introductory section outlines the rationale for the study, which situates the 
project as a local response to international obligations under the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals, with regard to Education for Sustainable 
Development (ESD) (UNESCO, 2020), alongside aspirations for educational 
equity for Indigenous peoples. Aotearoa (New Zealand) provides an interesting 
case study in this arena due to governmental commitments to upholding the 
aspirations of the 1840 Tiriti/Treaty of Waitangi, and thus to addressing the impacts 
of colonisation on the Indigenous Māori. It should also be noted that the recent 
global pandemic alongside the accelerating impacts of the climate emergency have 
heightened awareness of how such crises disproportionately impact those who are 
socio-economically marginalised such as Indigenous peoples (Curtice & Choo, 
2020). A further rationale is the recognition that there is much that can be learnt 
from Indigenous peoples’ onto-epistemologies with regard to sustainability (L. 
Williams, Bunda, Claxton, & MacKinnon, 2018).

The overarching aim of the project was to explore and illuminate educational 
approaches that benefit Indigenous students, whilst aligning with the United 
Nations Sustainable Development (SDG) Goals (United Nations, n.d.).  Two 
SDGs particularly pertain to this study. Goal 4.5 aims that all nations deliver 
on the following aspiration: “By 2030, eliminate gender disparities in education 
and ensure equal access to all levels of education and vocational training for the 
vulnerable, including persons with disabilities, indigenous peoples and children 
in vulnerable situations” (UNESCO, 2017b).  Goal 4.7 requires of all countries 
that: ‘By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed 
to promote sustainable development, including, among others, through education 
for sustainable development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender 
equality, promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship 
and appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustainable 
development’ (UNESCO, 2017a, p. 8) . 

The study outlined in this article was part of a larger international project: 
‘Reorienting Education and Training Systems to Improve the Lives of Indigenous 
and Marginalized Youth’ which is led by Prof. Charles Hopkins, of York 
University, Toronto, who is the UNESCO Chair in Reorienting Teacher Education 
to Address Sustainability (Hopkins, n.d.).  More than 120 institutions from 40 
countries/Indigenous territories participated in the wider project. An overarching 
understanding of the project is recognition of the need to collaboratively work with 
and learn from Indigenous and marginalized communities to address education 
shortcomings and meet SDG expectations. The intention was to generate academic 
research into how schools and education systems around the world are working 
to better meet local education needs of Indigenous children and young people 
and to develop recommendations to assist education leaders worldwide (Kohl & 
Hopkins, 2020).  
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Colonisation of Aotearoa by the British, beginning in the early 1800s, had 
decimated iwi Māori (Māori tribes/populace)  to the point that by the beginning 
of the 1900s they comprised only 5% of the population (Statistics New Zealand, 
2000).  Māori have since rebounded to be 16.5% of the current population (Stats 
NZ, 2019). Recent high levels of immigration have generated a situation whereby 
in early childhood education enrolments those of Pākehā (European) ancestry now 
account for 48%, whilst 24% identified as Māori, 16% as Asian, and 8% as from 
a Pacific Island background (Ministry of Education, 2018b). This signals a huge 
demographic shift from the previous position of dominance by Pākehā whereby 
twenty years ago they comprised a comfortable 80% of the overall populace 
(Statistics New Zealand, 2000).

Indigenous knowledges contain valuable resources for sustainability 
practices (Corntassel & Hardbarger, 2019; Tom, Sumida Huaman, & McCarty, 
2019). Despite histories of colonisation and the ongoing forces of globalisation, 
Indigenous peoples continue to strive to maintain guardianship over their lands 
and the biodiversity that depends on this (Raygorodetsky, 2018). As the capacity 
for the exercise of this guardianship is removed, so too is the protection of both 
Indigenous languages, knowledges and the biodiversity with whom they have co-
evolved for millennia (Gorenflo, Romaine, Mittermeier, & Walker-Painemilla, 
2012). 

The focus of the international project has been to explore inquiry-based 
pedagogies that are not only responsive to students’ and their community’s 
interests, but also aim to benefit Indigenous children and youth. The key concept 
of the study was to use student engagement with locally relevant sustainability 
issues to deliver the core knowledge, skills and values that will improve the well-
being of the students and their community.

In relation to the objectives of the New Zealand National Commission for 
UNESCO, which funded this project1, the local objective was to highlight ways in 
which innovative New Zealand approaches provide opportunities for Māori and 
other children to demonstrate global citizenship via participating in projects that 
focus on ESD approaches to social, cultural, linguistic, economic and ecological 
sustainability issues of relevance to their communities. A second objective was 
to enrich understandings of the world by drawing on the use of diverse forms of 
knowledge including scientific evidence and traditional knowledge. 

Aotearoa (New Zealand) is recognised internationally for progressive social 
and education policies, and in particular our innovative curriculum and practice in 
relation to Māori education. The Aotearoa branch of the UNESCO international 
project involved the two lead researchers collaborating closely with teachers from 
a wharekura (kaupapa Māori, Māori language immersion secondary school) and 
an Enviroschools kindergarten and school. The ESD approaches utilised in the 
education settings in this project drew upon both western and Māori knowledge 
bases including the work of local scientists and conservationists.

This article begins by outlining key aspects of Education for Sustainable 
Development (ESD). It then outlines some key understandings of te ao Māori 
(Māori worldviews) before describing some key innovative educational initiatives 
in Aotearoa that reflect a commitment to te ao Māori. This is followed by a 
contextual overview of the theoretical and methodological positioning of the study 
and the three research sites. This leads into findings from each setting, concluding 
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with a final discussion which considers implications of this study in this time of the 
global COVID-19 pandemic.

Education for Sustainable Development
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) is one of the key mechanisms 
whereby the United Nations aims to implement a global transformation to 
sustainability values and practices. ESD is not a taught content or curriculum, but 
a philosophical and pedagogical approach that can be applied holistically across 
and throughout formal and informal educational programmes:

ESD aims at developing competencies that empower individuals to reflect on their 
own actions, taking into account their current and future social, cultural, economic 
and environmental impacts, from a local and a global perspective. Individuals should 
also be empowered to act in complex situations in a sustainable manner, which may 
require them to strike out in new directions; and to participate in socio-political 
processes, moving their societies towards sustainable development. (UNESCO, 
2017a, p. 7)

ESD is a learner-centred, localised approach, which does not direct specific 
content, but has a collaborative, problem-solving orientation focussed on fostering 
the competencies that will enable the transformation towards sustainability that is 
currently required as all life on our planet is increasingly distressed by the impacts 
of climate change, biodiversity loss, and currently the covid-19 pandemic. 

What ESD requires is a shift from teaching to learning. It asks for an action-oriented, 
transformative pedagogy, which supports self-directed learning, participation and 
collaboration, problem-orientation, inter- and transdisciplinarity and the linking of 
formal and informal learning. Only such pedagogical approaches make possible the 
development of the key competencies needed for promoting sustainable development. 
(UNESCO, 2017a, p. 7)

An informative overview of ESD is provided by UNESCO, which highlights 
the holistic and integrated view of education, underpinned by recognition of 
the integrated nature of planetary systems, and focussing on social, cultural and 
ecological sustainability aspirations:

ESD empowers learners to take informed decisions and responsible actions for 
environmental integrity, economic viability and a just society, for present and future 
generations, while respecting cultural diversity. It is about lifelong learning and is 
an integral part of quality education. ESD is holistic and transformational education 
which addresses learning content and outcomes, pedagogy and the learning 
environment. It achieves its purpose by transforming society.

Learning content: Integrating critical issues, such as climate change, biodiversity, 
disaster risk reduction (DRR), and sustainable consumption and production (SCP), 
into the curriculum.

Pedagogy and learning environments: Designing teaching and learning in an 
interactive, learner-centred way that enables exploratory, action oriented and 
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transformative learning. Rethinking learning environments

– physical as well as virtual and online

– to inspire learners to act for sustainability.

Societal transformation: Empowering learners of any age, in any education setting, 
to transform themselves and the society they live in.

Enabling a transition to greener economies and societies.

– Equipping learners with skills for ‘green jobs’.

– Motivating people to adopt sustainable lifestyles.

 Empowering people to be ‘global citizens’ who engage and assume active roles, 
both locally and globally, to face and to resolve global challenges and ultimately to 
become proactive contributors to creating a more just, peaceful, tolerant, inclusive, 
secure and sustainable world.

Learning outcomes: Stimulating learning and promoting core competencies 
such as critical and systemic thinking, collaborative decision-making, and taking 
responsibility for present and future generations. (UNESCO, 2019, para. 1-5)

Many schools around the world that have embedded education for sustainability 
(ESD) pedagogical approaches throughout their policies, practice, and curricula 
have demonstrated overall improvements across a number of areas such as student 
academic achievement, intellectual engagement, creativity, critical thinking, 
adaptability, dropout reduction, and student-teacher relationships (Laurie, 
Nonoyama-Tarumi, McKeown, & Hopkins, 2016).

Te ao Māori – Māori Worldviews 

Māori cosmologies highlight the inter-relatedness of all beings. In this cosmology, 
people and other living creatures are all descended from Papatūānuku (Earth 
Mother) and Ranginui (Sky Father), through one of their children, the Atua 
(Compartmental God) Tāne-Mahuta who oversees the forests. Numerous other 
Atua oversee various further domains, for example: Tangaroa is the Atua of the 
oceans; Tāwhiri-matea the winds and weather; Haumia-tiketike of uncultivated 
foods; and Rongo-mā-tāne of cultivated foods. Infused throughout and emanating 
from this cosmology are a range of te ao Māori values that underpin the collectivist 
ethic of reciprocity and enable both wellbeing and ultimately, survival. Values 
of whakapapa (genealogical interconnections), in the genealogically sourced 
interdependence with the natural world are also evident in the recognition of rivers 
and mountains are respected as ancestors. Recently, the Whanganui River has been 
recognised in law as ‘Te Awa Tupua’, which has been translated as ‘River with 
Ancestral Power’ (Salmond, 2014, p. 286)

Spiritual values of the life force of mauri and the spiritual interconnectedness 
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of wairuatanga underpin these relationships. The obligations of manaakitanga 
(the nurturing of relationships) and kaitiakitanga (environmental guardianship 
and stewardship) require the enactment of values of obligation and responsibility 
to others including the natural world (Bargh, 2019; Mead, 2003).  Further 
core values of collectivism include whanaungatanga, kotahitanga, and aroha. 
Whanaungatanga expresses the interconnectedness with those with whom we 
are related, both immediate family and beyond. Kotahitanga describes a sense 
of unity and solidarity with the collective. Aroha has been explained by Māori 
educationalist Whaea Rangimārie Rose Pere as the commitment of people related 
though common ancestry; loyalty; obligation; an inbuilt support system; stability; 
self-sufficiency; and spiritual protection (Pere, 1982/1994, p. 23). People are 
obliged to restore spiritual balances via values of reciprocity which include utu 
(recompense, rebalancing), tapu (spiritually charged, restricted) and noa (free from 
restriction).  

These core Māori cosmologies and values can be readily equated with western 
scientific understandings. In particular the notion of the necessary equilibrium of 
interconnected environmental systems can be highlighted from a Māori perspective. 
Tapsell and Dewes (2018) have explained that:

From a Māori world view the life-carrying properties of whenua [land] (water 
engagement with active soil) – from source to sea – only exist where the energy to 
create, disrupt or disintegrate is in balance. This energy cycle we call mauri sits at 
the heart of the ancient Takarangi double spiral, representing the universe. Within the 
embrace of Rangi [Sky Father] and Papa [Earth Mother] exist their three principal 
offspring who maintain our biosphere balance: Tāne Mahuta is the Atua or great 
ancestor attributed with guarding and producing terrestrial photosynthesis and 
animal life; Tangaroa is responsible for all oceanic photosynthesis and marine animal 
activity; while Tāwhirimātea is the Atua who provides atmospheric conditions that 
check and balance his two brothers. If the mauri of these primary drivers of planetary 
life is in balance, then so is our biosphere. (Tapsell & Dewes, 2018, p. 67)

For the purposes of our study and this paper, the Māori value of kaitiakitanga is a 
particular focus. This quote from 1874, only 34 years after the 1840 treaty allowing 
British settlement, expresses Māori concerns re the impacts on biodiversity of their 
reduced capacity to exercise kaitiakitanga:

E whakatika rawa ana au ki taua mahi tiaki ngaherehere. Na matou taua tikanga, 
no mua mai ano no o matou tupuna a tae noa mai ki tenei takiwa... He mea nui ki a 
matou o matou ngaherehere, he taonga no matou nga rakau ; nga rata, nga matai, nga 
miro, nga pukatea, nga kahikatea, nga rimu, nga totara, nga maire, me nga tini rakau 
e kainga aua e te tini o nga manu o te ngaherehere me nga karaka me nga kiekie hei 
kai ma nga tangata.., Inaianei kua kore te manu, kua mate kua ngaro te kaka me te 
kakariki...

I entirely approve of protecting and preserving forests. It has ever been considered 
an important matter amongst the Maoris, from the time of our ancestors down to the 
present time.... We consider our forests a rich possession, and our trees a valuable 
property, our rata trees, and our matai trees, our miro, pukatea, kahikatea, rimu, 
totara, maire, and all other kinds of trees upon which the birds of the forest feed, and 
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also the karaka and kiekie which produce food for man… In the present day the birds 
are but few, and the kaka and the kakariki have almost disappeared... ([Translation in 
the original source] Te Waka o Te Iwi, Vol 10, No. 19, 22 September 1874. (Benton, 
Frame, & Meredith, 2013, p. 107)

Whilst kaitiakitanga in the contemporary context is often used to refer to 
environmental resource management, in its traditional sense its meaning is 
more complex, and relates to the rangatiratanga (chiefly authority) to ensure the 
provision of wellbeing for the tribal collective and should be understood with 
regard to these wider obligations, which involve recognising and upholding 
spiritual interconnections and balances (Kawharu, 2000). 

The capacity to exercise the obligation of kaitiakitanga remains a concern for 
many Māori individuals and tribes today. A recent report noted that:

Māori worldviews generally acknowledged the natural order of living things and the 
kaitiakitanga (stewardship) relationship to one another and to the environment. The 
overarching principle of balance underpinned all aspects of life and each person was 
an essential part of the collective. Māori worldviews are therefore ones of holism 
and physical and metaphysical realities where the past, the present and the future are 
forever interacting. The maintenance of the worldviews of life are dependent upon 
the maintenance of the culture and its many traditions, practices and rituals. (Joseph, 
Rakena, Jones, Sterling, & Rakena, 2019, p. 9) 

Innovative Educational Models in Aotearoa (New Zealand)
In this section we overview several unique educational models from Aotearoa 
beginning a brief outline of Māori medium schooling, followed by an overview of 
Te Whāriki, the early childhood curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2017c), and 
concluding with a description of the Enviroschools programme, an initiative that 
sits outside of the Ministry of Education.

Māori education in Aotearoa

Prior to colonisation Māori had sophisticated knowledge transmission systems 
that included a strong focus on understanding the sustenance and protection of 
local ecologies including food sources, via both formal and informal education 
processes (Buck, 1950; Makereti [Maggie Papakura], 1938). From a young age, 
children participated in the daily activities of their community, often under the 
tutelage of elders. There were also particular whare wānanga (houses of learning) 
for various specialised knowledges and skills taught by tohunga, experts in that 
field.

Aotearoa was colonised comparatively late from the perspective of a historical 
lens. In 1840 the British persuaded Māori to sign a treaty, Te Tiriti o Waitangi, 
that allowed for British governance. However, the British immediately assumed 
that they had been granted ‘sovereignty’ as per the English language translation of 
the treaty. From that point onward, the Article Two protections promised to Māori 
of tino rangatiratanga (absolute authority) over Māori lands and everything of 
value to Māori (such as their language, values and cultural practices) were ignored 



70

Learning From Sustainabilty Enactment

by the settlers (Orange, 1987; Walker, 2004). A multitude of laws were passed 
that disenfranchised Māori and resulted in the loss of both lands and languages. 
Schools served as an instrument of colonisation, banning the use or teaching of te 
reo Māori (the Māori language). Currently one in five Māori report that they can 
speak their language (Statistics New Zealand, 2020).

Māori protest to the assumption of British sovereignty began immediately 
and continues to this day. As a result of Māori activism, te reo Māori, the Māori 
language, was recognised as the official language of Aotearoa in 1987. Māori 
immersion education models emerged during the 1980s. These include kōhanga 
reo, at the early childhood education level, kura kaupapa at primary school level, 
and wharekura at the secondary school level. The education in these settings is 
not only provided through the medium of the Māori language, but is also deeply 
imbued with Māori values, cultural practices, and traditional knowledges (Walker, 
2016).

The recent Education and Training Act (2020) has stepped up government 
requirements for all education settings to demonstrate commitment to Te Tiriti 
o Waitangi. Schools are now required to ensure that “plans, policies, and local 
curriculum reflect local tikanga Māori [Māori values and practices], mātauranga 
Māori [Māori knowledge], and te ao Māori; and to take “all reasonable steps to 
make instruction available in tikanga Māori and te reo Māori” (New Zealand 
Parliament, 2020, section 9.1 (d)).

Te Whāriki: Early Childhood Curriculum and Early Childhood Research

Since its inception, the New Zealand early childhood curriculum, Te Whāriki, 
has reflected a strong focus on te ao Māori, which is an underpinning philosophy 
of the entire document (Ministry of Education, 1996, 2017b). One of the four 
key principles, Whakamana | Empowerment, states that “In an empowering 
environment, children have agency to create and act on their own ideas, develop 
knowledge and skills in areas that interest them and, increasingly, to make 
decisions and judgments on matters that relate to them” (Ministry of Education, 
2017c p. 18). Under the strand Mana Whenua | Belonging:

Kaiako [teachers] are cognisant of the concept of tangata whenua [Indigenous 
people] and the relationship that Māori have to each other and to the land. This 
guides kaiako relationships with whānau, hapū and iwi [families, sub-tribes and 
tribes]. Kaiako share appropriate histories, kōrero [stories] and waiata [songs] with 
mokopuna [children/grandchildren] to enhance their identity and sense of belonging. 

Kaiako support mokopuna to engage respectfully with and to have aroha [love/respect] 
for Papatūānuku [Earth Mother]. They encourage an understanding of kaitiakitanga 
[environmental guardianship] and the responsibilities of being a kaitiaki [guardian] 
by, for example, caring for rivers, native forest and birds. (p. 33)

Within the strand of Mana Aotūroa | Exploration, the curriculum states the 
expectation that:

Diverse ways of being and knowing frame the way respect for the environment is 
demonstrated. Kaiako develop understandings of how children and their whānau 
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make sense of the world and respect and appreciate the natural environment. Children 
may express their respect for the natural world in terms of respect for Papatūānuku, 
Ranginui [Sky Father] and atua Māori [Māori compartmental Gods]. Kaitiakitanga 
is integral to this. (p. 46)

Thus, the early childhood curriculum highlights that kaitiakitanga, actively caring 
for the earth, is integral to engaging with Māori cosmologies that are incorporated 
in the document. Previous research in ten different early childhood care and 
education settings across Aotearoa highlighted the engagement of tamariki in a te 
ao Māori focussed project of caring for ‘ourselves, others and the environment’, 
including Ranginui and Papatūānuku (Ritchie, Duhn, Rau, & Craw, 2010). That 
research indicated the importance of the involvement of families, communities, 
Elders, along with the empowered engagement of the children. With the guidance 
and facilitation of their teachers, young children demonstrated great resonance 
with Māori cosmology, empathising deeply with Ranginui and Papatūānuku, and 
the Atua, and upholding Māori values such as whanaungatanga, manaakitanga and 
kaitiakitanga (Barker, 2010; Ellwood, 2010).

Enviroschools and Te Ahu Tū Roa

The Enviroschools programme is unique to Aotearoa New Zealand and has emerged 
as an independent, not-for-profit community-based endeavour, despite the lack of 
government leadership and only minimal financial support (P. Williams, 2012).  
It began in 1993 and has included Māori perspectives as integral from the outset, 
under the leadership of a Māori community education organisation, Te Mauri Tau.

The Enviroschools kaupapa [philosophy] is:
creating a healthy, peaceful and sustainable world through facilitating action-learning; 
where inter-generations of people work with and learn from nature. It weaves in Māori 
perspectives, combining traditional wisdoms with new understandings. Importantly, 
our kaupapa reminds us to be in connection: to love, care for and respect ourselves, 
each other and our planet. (Enviroschools, n.d.)

In relation to Kaitiakitanga, the Enviroschools Kit states that:

Kaitiaki look after the physical and spiritual aspects of the 
natural world.

This means that the mauri (the life force or essence) of everything which makes 
up the environment is respected and protected. The mauri can be thought of as the 
force integrating and uniting the spiritual aspect and the physical aspect of a thing 
or being… Māori Marsden writes that: “All animate and other forms of life such as 
plants and trees owe their continued existence and health to mauri. When the mauri 
is strong, fauna and flora flourish. When it is depleted and weak those forms of life 
become sickly and weak”(Marsden, 2003).

In the forest, each bird within each species has its own mauri or life force. Each 
insect within each species has its own mauri. Each tree as an individual tree and 
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then collectively as a species has mauri. The bush or forest as a whole has a mauri 
comprising the collective mauri of all that is living within it. If the mauri of a forest 
is in good condition, birds will be drawn to live there and the people around that area 
will benefit from the healthy, vibrant forest and be able to feed themselves from it….
The spiritual kaitiaki, as guardians of such a bush area, take care of it, and ensure that 
it is healthy and its mauri is strong. Our actions can also help to enhance the well-
being of the forest. We can commit to care for it physically (for example by fencing 
areas to protect them from grazing animals), and we can use practices such as karakia 
to combine and align our own creative energies with those of other force around us. 
(Toimata Foundation, 2018, p. 56)

The Enviroschools Kit explains Kaitiakitanga as follows:
People also have responsibilities to look after things. People can have an active 
role, while still honouring the spiritual kaitiaki of a place. In many cases, taking 
responsibility for a particular place or resource is a specific and special role which 
is handed down from one generation to another and carried by a particular person, 
whānau, hapū, or iwi [extended family, sub-tribe or tribe]. (Toimata Foundation, 
2018, p. 55)

The Enviroschools programme is fostered by trained facilitators and engenders 
a whole of school or early childhood centre approach, incorporating te ao Māori 
[Māori world view] perspectives, and the notion of empowerment with a focus 
on sustainability within both school/centre and the wider community (Williams, 
2012).

The 2017 Enviroschools National Census reports the following range of 
activities being undertaken by more than 1,100 Enviroschools representing 34% 
of schools and 6% of the large Early Childhood Education sector. This activity 
involves 152,000 children and young people actively participating as well as 
15,700 school and centre staff.

Figure 1: 

Enviroschools Census, from https://enviroschools.org.nz/creating-change/growing-outcomes/



73

IJSEL Vol.1

Te Ahu Tū Roa is the reo Māori [Māori language immersion] sister organisation of 
Enviroschools, with both models being overseen by the overarching organisation, 
Toimata Foundation supported by Te Mauri Tau (Toimata Foundation, n.d.). Te 
Ahu Tū Roa operates in kōhanga reo, kura kaupapa and wharekura, that is Māori 
language education settings at the early childhood, primary school and high school 
levels. One of the objectives of Toimata Foundation is to “Further embrace and 
embed Māori knowledge, wisdoms and values into our work, and contribute 
actively to the revival of Te Reo Māori. 

Whilst there has been little research conducted with Enviroschools or Te 
Ahu Tū Roa, the limited research on environmental education in New Zealand 
has acknowledged the leading role of Enviroschools (Bolstad, Joyce, & Hipkins, 
2015; Eames, Cowie, & Bolstad, 2008; Tulloch, 2016).

An integrated, holistic approach to the teaching and learning of sustainability 
is advocated within the New Zealand School Curriculum (NZC), whereby 
children and young people are viewed as capable and having the right to share 
responsibilities of sustainability initiatives and decision-making (Ministry of 
Education, 2007). This idea is highlighted in the theme of sustainability within 
the NZC, whereby “learning of sustainability provides opportunities for students 
to make connections between learning areas, competencies, and values. It requires 
teaching and learning approaches that draw on all elements of effective pedagogy 
and focuses on empowering students to take action for a sustainable future” 
(Ministry of Education, 2020a, para 3).

Research Aims, Theoretical Grounding and Methodology
This project aimed to highlight how innovative New Zealand approaches provide 
opportunities for Māori and other children to demonstrate global citizenship via 
participating in projects that focus on ESD approaches to social, cultural, linguistic, 
economic and ecological sustainability issues of relevance to their communities. 
It also aimed to enrich students’ understandings of the world by drawing on the 
use of diverse forms of knowledge including Indigenous worldviews. The ESD 
approaches utilised in the education settings in this project therefore drew upon 
both western and Māori knowledge bases including the work of local scientists 
and conservationists.

The project was small scale, qualitative and narrative and was informed by 
kaupapa Māori theory (Pihama, 2010; G. H. Smith, 1997, 2003), pedagogies 
(Bishop, Ladwig, & Berryman, 2014; Pihama, Smith, Taki, & Lee, 2004) and 
methodologies (Bishop, 2005; L. T. Smith, 1999/2012). 

Kaupapa Māori theory positions Māori worldviews, as outlined in an earlier 
section of this paper, as central, thus affirming and promoting “the validity and 
legitimacy of Maori language, knowledge and culture” (G. H. Smith, 2003, p. 
11). Kaupapa Māori is a transformational response to colonised histories which 
operates beyond ‘decolonisation’ to generate a space of restoration of te ao Māori 
and te reo Māori (Māori worldviews and language) (M. Jackson, 2020; Mercier, 
2020). In providing a culturally located and defined theoretical space, kaupapa 
Māori challenges the historical hegemony of western theories and research models 
(Pihama, 2010).
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In keeping with kaupapa Māori understandings, the fostering of respectful 
relationships was central to the project (Bishop et al., 2014). It thus involved close 
collaboration with teachers in the three settings2, Kōwhai Kindergarten, Kōwhai 
School and Te Wharekura o Tōtara. Research processes were co-designed with 
teachers, and understandings shared through regular meetings. Ethics approval 
for this study was given by Te Herenga Waka Victoria University of Wellington 
Human Research Ethics Committee.

Along with kaupapa Māori, critical ethnographic and narrative methodological 
approaches informed the data collection (Clandinin, 2007; Ritchie, 2017). Both 
researchers have extensive histories of working in te ao Māori education contexts3 
, and worked closely with the teachers in each setting, and with whānau [extended 
families] also in the wharekura. Data were gathered over a one year period from 
regular researcher observational visits; discussions with teachers and principal 
during visits and project meetings; pedagogical documentation gathered and 
analysed by teachers; children’s narratives such as their videos prepared as part of 
their studies, a parent survey and interviews with whānau.

Findings

In this section we report on some of the learning experiences that focussed on 
sustainability kaupapa (focuses) with a particular focus on kaitiakitanga (as 
outlined in the section on te ao Māori constructs above) across the three different 
settings, beginning with Te Wharekura o Tōtara.

Kōwhai Kindergarten

The kindergarten caters for children aged 2-5 years, 62.5% of whom were of 
Pākehā (European) ancestry, 16.25% were Māori, with the remaining 21.25% of 
children being of Indian, Samoan, Chinese and other backgrounds, the diversity 
of the latter reflecting recent immigration growth in Aotearoa (Royal Society of 
New Zealand, 2013; Stats NZ, 2019). The kindergarten backs on to the grounds of 
Kōwhai School which is positioned next to a large wilderness area of Indigenous 
trees and streams. Both the kindergarten and school make regular trips into this 
area. Further, in keeping with the Enviroschools programme, there are regular 
‘Envirodays’ which involve the entire school, joined by older kindergarten 
children, working collaboratively on outdoor projects for an entire day, such as 
tree planting, maintenance of school gardens and composting, all of which are led 
by children.

The Kōwhai Kindergarten philosophy is articulated as Te Kawa o te Māra 
Tamariki | Treaty of Respect, which has four over-arching kaupapa: Kaitiakitanga, 
Manaakitanga, Kotahitanga and Rangatiratanga (explained above). At the 
beginning of every school year, prior to Waitangi Day, the anniversary of the 
signing of the treaty, the teachers go over this Kawa with the children, discussing 
what each of these core kaupapa look like in practice. They gather together the 
children’s own expressions of each, and then the children sign the treaty, showing 
their commitment to these understandings.  They describe this process as ‘a 
wonderful opportunity for Ngā Tamariki [The Children] to gain an insight into our 
founding document and its significance, empowering tamariki with Māori or non-
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Māori whakapapa to gain a better understanding of the obligations of both parties 
encapsulated within Te Tiriti o Waitangi and the dual nationality of Aotearoa’. 

Figure 2:

Kōwhai Kindergarten Kawa 

 

A teacher outlined some of their pedagogical approaches with regard to 
implementing their kawa:

Te Kawa o te Mara Tamariki is embedded in the mahi of our tamariki and is referenced 
and enacted daily in practice.  At our whakatau to welcome new tamariki the children 
explain the kawa to their peers and give examples of how it looks in practice. We 
have four baskets and stones (taonga) that represent each part of the kawa on the wall 
near the mat area.  Throughout the day tamariki and kaiako acknowledge when they 
see the kawa being used by giving a stamp to the child or children.  At mat-time the 
children are asked if they have a stamp and they come up and explain which part 
of the kawa they upheld and what they did.  They then put a taonga (stone) in the 
relevant basket. Whānau often tell us that their children use the kawa at home with 
their siblings and whanau as well. 

Figure 3:

Te Kawa o te Māra Tamariki in action: Tiriti signing and Kawa wall display
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The teachers note their use of supporting documents for the teaching profession 
such as ‘Our Code, Our Standards. Code of Professional Responsibility and 
Standards for the Teaching Profession’ (Education Council Aotearoa New Zealand, 
2017). The latter requires the following commitment of all teachers in Aotearoa:

Figure 4:

Teaching Council Code #4 Commitment to Society, p. 12 

 

As part of their ongoing internal review process, in recent years the kindergarten 
teachers have re-focused their understanding of the implications of Te Tiriti o 
Waitangi from the previous focus of the three ‘p’s of partnership, protection and 
participation, towards enactment of commitments under each of the articles of Te 
Tiriti  (Boyd et al., 2017). One of the teachers, Elisabeth Lee, explains her treaty 
understandings in the following video: https://vimeo.com/267351123

In establishing the environment of Kōwhai Kindergarten teachers have 
deliberately fostered a tangible sense of wairuatanga, or spiritual interconnectedness:

Our physical environment also offers tamariki a tangible insight into the spiritual 
realm of Te Ao Māori. From conception to construction the tamariki have been 
actively involved in enhancing our physical environment by helping to create 
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representations of many of the atua in the Ranginui and Papatūānuku creation story. 
(Ranginui and Papatūānuku hold special significance for the tamariki - they will 
proudly tell you, “If you put Papa and Rangi together you get Kōwhai!”) A huge 
figure of Papatūānuku, clothed in flowers and ferns, welcomes all who visit, and 
Ranginui watches from above the sandpit. Rongo Ma-tāne protects our hua whenua 
[vegetable] gardens, Tangaroa swims with others in his watery kingdom (on a mural), 
Tūmatauenga guides our waka in the form of a tauihu [canoe prow], and tamariki 
find both representations of, and real creatures in Tāne Mahuta’s forest. Lastly, the 
ever present Tāwhirimātea announces his presence by making kinetic sculptures fly. 

Figure 5: 

A child in the waka (canoe) beside the mural of Tāwhirimātea at Kōwhai Kindergarten 
(included with permission)

 

The teachers of Kōwhai Kindergarten understand the importance of te reo Māori, 
the Māori language, as encapsulating Māori understandings, and as ‘a taonga 
[item of special value] that requires protection under Article Two’. They bexplain 
that ‘A couple of ways we do this is by interweaving Te Reo Maori throughout 
the day and curriculum areas’.  The teaching team’s shared commitment to te 
reo Māori is evident in that they have together completed two Māori language 
courses and continue to work steadily at increasing their use of te reo throughout 
the programme, under the leadership of one of the teaching team.  They continue 
to monitor their progress in this regard through its inclusion as a goal in their 
Strategic Teaching and Learning Plan, and their evaluations in relation to this 
goal. Their pedagogical documentation is punctuated with a wide range of relevant 
whakatauki [proverbs] (Rameka, 2016). Confidence in the teachers’ inclusive use 
of te reo is evidenced in the growing depth of reo utilised by both tamariki and 
whānau (children and families), and by the teachers’ increasing comfort in using te 
reo phrases without following these with a translation into English.  Reflecting on 
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her evaluation of their integrated use of te reo, one of the teachers commented that 
it demonstrated ‘the modelling of Te Reo Māori as a living language for everyday 
use and they show that tangata [people] are getting used to hearing Te Reo Māori in 
everyday use within the kindergarten environment’ and that ‘whānau are noticing 
and appreciating’ the use of te reo ‘and the impact it is having on the learning of 
their tamaiti/tamariki [child/children]’.

The pedagogical documentation that the teachers produce reflects their 
commitment to te reo, as it is interwoven throughout.  One particular strategy is 
their frequent use of whakatauki to introduce or end a document. Examples related 
to the environment include:

 Toitū te marae a Tāne

 Toitū te marae a Tangaroa

 Toitū te iwi

 If the world of Tāne endures [forests]

 If the world Tangaroa endures [oceans]

 The people will endure

And with regard to the Māori language:
 Ko te reo te mauri o te mana Māori 

 The Māori language is the life-force of Māori 

Ko tōku nui, tōku wehi, tōku whakatiketike, tōku reo

My language is my greatness, my inspiration, that which I hold precious

Kapa haka, Māori performing arts, are a strong focus at all three participating 
education settings in this study. Kapa haka embodies te ao Māori and is conducted 
in te reo Māori. Kōwhai Kindergarten conducts regular weekly kapa haka practices 
with the older age-group of children, and also perform at the school on a regular 
basis. The kindergarten’s head teacher explained that:

We have been doing kapa haka since 2008 when we had a Kapa Haka Leader, who 
would come in and take a weekly session. We used this knowledge to support the 
tamariki and continued to sing the songs throughout our daily sessions. He also 
provided his knowledge to support and deepen our understanding of Te Ao Māori 
often clarifying our understandings and what is best practice. Just over a year later, 
in 2010, he was unable to continue in his role as our leader and we then made the 
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decision to continue on our own and set the challenge of having a kapa haka concert 
for whānau as the motivation to continue. This is now a major yearly event for the 
kindergarten which the tamariki, whānau and school look forward too.  

The kindergarten four-year-olds have an extensive repertoire which includes two 
waiata poi. Poi are balls attached to a woven cord, which are swung by both hands, 
rhythmically a precisely in accordance with specific actions to accompany a waiata 
(song). At a kapa haka performance by the kindergarten children to parents and 
senior school students at Kōwhai School, the kindergarten children were focussed 
and engaged throughout. At the end of the performance, the senior school students 
stood and reciprocated with a strong and convincing haka. 

Kōwhai School

Kōwhai School caters for students from Years 1 to 6, that is, from approximate 
ages 5-10. In 2018 the demographics of the school population were New Zealand/ 
European (50%), Māori (20%), Asian (14%), Indian (4%), Pasifika (4%) with the 
remaining 8% of students coming from more than ten other ethnic groups. This 
proportion of Māori students is higher than the national demographics of 16.5% 
(Stats NZ, 2019). The school demographics also reflect the situation whereby high 
levels of recent migration have generated a situation of superdiversity whereby 
27.4% of citizens were not born in this country (Royal Society of New Zealand, 
2013; Stats NZ, 2019).

The 2016 Education Review Office evaluative report on the school states that 
“The vision and valued outcomes defined by the school for all children are that 
they will be:

• resilient, empowered and confident students
• respectful of themselves, others and the environment
• able to relate well to others
• active seekers and users of knowledge.”

In consultation with parents, students and staff, the school had generated a vision 
statement entitled “Growing Adventurous Learners”. 

The school Charter 2018-2021 contains the goal: ‘Celebrate the diversity of 
our community’ via the following sub-goals:

* Cater effectively for learning differences.
* Value language, culture and identity.
* Integrate te reo me ngā Tikanga Māori [Māori language and culture] into 

teaching and learning. 

Kōwhai School Charter 2018-2021 has a clearly stated commitment to the Treaty 
of Waitangi:
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Treaty of Waitangi, Maori Dimensions and Cultural Diversity

In accordance with our Treaty of Waitangi Policy all staff will provide a programme 
that meets the needs of students and gives recognition to the needs of our Māori 
learners and values identity, language and culture. In order to support the acquisition 
of Te Reo Māori the school recently completed a year long professional development 
programme, aimed at increasing teacher confidence and knowledge, and therefore 
increasing student engagement and participation by Māori students in their learning. 
The cultural heritage of all students will be acknowledged and celebrated and aspects 
of the identities, cultures and languages represented incorporated into our school 
programmes.

Māori constructs are prominent in the school’s stated values (Figure 6):
Figure 6: 

Kōwhai School Values 

 

The entire senior school practice kapa haka regularly, the sessions fully led by 
the children, who participate with conviction and passion, supported by a teacher 
playing the guitar. At one of these sessions, the children introduced a new waiata, 
and after they had practiced it, the teacher suggested that they could further 
research the actions. She checked in with the children as to the correct command 
for returning poi, and asked ‘Who could show some leadership?’ At this particular 
time, the seniors were also practicing for forthcoming performances in a local 
festival, and at Wellington Airport during Māori Language Week. 

Kōwhai School was a National Pilot School for Environmental Education 
and continues to have a strong focus on ecological sustainability whereby 
‘all students are encouraged to respect and care for our environment’. They 
have previously gained two Bronze and a Silver Enviro-schools Award and 
in 2015 gained the top honour of attaining the Green/Gold Holistic Reflection 
Award.  The school’s Charter 2018-2021 contains the strategic goal to: ‘Foster 
a healthy and active community who think and act sustainably’.
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Te Wharekura o Tōtara

Te Wharekura o Tōtara, is a wharekura focussed on providing education for 
secondary school aged children via the Māori language and kaupapa Māori 
(Māori philosophy). The mission of Te Wharekura o Tōtara is to empower their 
students to achieve, contribute and lead in the advancement of Māori. There are 
120 students on the school roll, 98% of whom are Māori. The teachers facilitate a 
project-based pedagogy that involves the meaningful integration of a wide range 
of subjects into ‘real-world’ projects, taking a strengths-based approach to build on 
students’ experiences and knowledge. A variety of different learning spaces enable 
collaborative learning across age-groups, supporting the whanaungatanga of older 
and younger students. Te Wharekura o Tōtara holds the view that learning occurs 
all the time, in many different locations and circumstances, not just at school.  
Accordingly, taking students out of school to specific locations appropriate to their 
particular learning activity is considered acceptable practice at Te Wharekura o 
Tōtara.  Similarly, the contributions of community members, whānau [extended 
families], mentors and experts in their field are welcomed and appreciated and 
considered to enhance the learning experience of the students.  Students at Te 
Wharekura o Tōtara engage in project-based learning across multiple ‘spaces and 
places’ of learning including community spaces.

Examples of educational engagements from the Te Wharekura o Tōtara data 
include both ecological and cultural sustainability kaupapa (projects). Students 
had participated in a programme ‘Paper4trees’ which is a waste minimisation 
and native tree planting programme for schools and early childhood education 
settings (Environmental Education for Resource Sustainability Trust, 2020). Each 
school is rewarded with one native tree/plant for every two cubic metres of paper 
and cardboard recycled. The native trees are sourced from 30 different native 
tree nurseries around the country to ensure that trees are sourced locally. After 
some discussion by the students, Te Wharekura o Tōtara organised a site visit to 
the nearby township of Whaingaroa | Raglan, to view and find out more about 
the ‘Xtreme zero waste’. Xtreme Zero Waste is an award-winning community 
enterprise established in 2000, which has generated jobs, education programmes 
and other services whilst diverting 71-79% of what used to go to landfill into re-
cycling and re-purposing  (J. Jackson, 2020; Xtreme Zero Waste Raglan, 2014). 
Whilst in Raglan, the students also visited a local Enviroschool where waste 
minimisation is entrenched and embedded into everything that they do.  This time 
visiting the Raglan community transformed their understanding about climate 
change, locally, nationally and globally. One of the parents, Miriama 4, said of her 
daughter, “Aroha’s age group is certainly leading the way.” She noted the problem-
solving focus of the students at Te Wharekura o Tōtara. She also valued their 
gardening skills, whereby produce is then utilised in daily meals which are cooked 
at the school and that this shared consciousness in relation to the environment and 
climate change had influenced their practices at home.

A second kaitiakitanga kaupapa (project) conducted by the students at Te 
Wharekura o Tōtara focussed on the Maungatautari ecological island, which is a 
sanctuary mountain project that aims to protect the diversity of plant and animal 
species living on the mountain Maungatautari involving local community members 
including landowners, local iwi (tribes) and local residents. The project began 
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with a visit to the sanctuary on Maungatautari mountain. Many students did not 
have knowledge of the history of the land. Many had never been into Indigenous 
forest and did not know how to identify trees. Having this experience widened 
their knowledge base, deepened their commitment to be kaitiaki or guardians of 
Maungatautari and as a result the students want to go back to Maungatautari and 
continue to be active in its care. There was also huge whānau (family) interest in 
the project. “To me this signals success when whānau are interested and engaged 
in what their taiohi [young people] are learning.” According to the teacher who 
facilitated this kaupapa, her key learnings and shifts were related to skills of 
collaboration, leading a project, reflection on what is going right and what isn’t 
working and then changing what needs to be changed.

Kapa haka compositions and performance enable students to participate in 
a collective, disciplined learning environment. According to members of one 
whānau (family) whose children attend the wharekura, this involves “more than 
being a member of a group, it is about connections, being whānau, acknowledging 
whakapapa [genealogical connections], Te Reo Māori and Tikanga Māori”. 
Furthermore, “transformation through kapa haka” was identified as a key theme 
in the life of their whānau. They acknowledged Dr. Ngapo Wehi, (Ngāi Tūhoe, Te 
Whakatōhea, Ngāpuhi, Te Whānau-a-Apanui, Ngāti Kahu), as a highly respected 
kapa haka expert, whose statement, “Free the mind, be strong of spirit and you can 
achieve anything,” was quoted as the standard by which they measure their whānau 
wellness: “Excellence in performing arts was our motto. To achieve excellence 
meant a healthy mind, body and soul.” This whānau noted the role that kapa haka 
has played in restoring the Māori language along with pride in te ao Māori values 
and beliefs that had been impacted over the history of colonisation.

At Te Wharekura o Tōtara, kapa haka is a normalised part of the daily 
programme and is ingrained in the spirit of the school. This has opened up 
opportunities for the students to participate in pōwhiri (welcoming ceremonies), 
competitions and other events. The whānau (families) see kapa haka as “a powerful 
vessel, it is used to uphold our language, it is the strongest vessel which encourages 
change holistically. It gives us our place in the world”. It is therefore important to 
understand the potential of kapa haka in linguistic and cultural sustainability. 

Kaitiakitanga Across the Three Education Settings

The Enviroschools programme suggests that in each school students will serve 
as the designated Enviro-Leaders. At Kōwhai School, these leaders are called the 
‘Eco-Warriors’. Each term, that is four times per year, the school holds its Enviro-
Day which is very much child-lead and also documented by the children, who 
contributed a large number of photos, video interviews, and curated videos for this 
project. The first video is one in which the Eco-Warriors introduce themselves, 
saying that ‘I’m and Eco-Warrior, because….’, ending their sentence with such 
statements as ‘I love nature and ecosystems’; I love gardening’, ‘I love birds’, 
‘I love plants’, and “I love to look after the environment’. Further elaborations 
include:

• we help the environment
• we grown plants
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• we care about nature
• we can’t let it go to waste
• we help plants grow and save them from predators
• I like birds and my favourite bird is probably the kakapo but the coolest  
 bird is probably the saddleback
• nature can give us natural resources
• trees
• nature is beautiful and we can’t let it go to waste. Will you help us?

In the range of various videos produced by the Eco-Warriors, various children 
interview one another about their Enviro-Day activities.  These include gardening, 
composting, painting fences, creating a skink garden, enviro art designing murals, 
planting of trees in the school grounds, a trip to Otari-Wilton bush, preparations 
for a ‘Sustainability Fair’ comprising student generated projects, making bees wax 
lunch wrappers, sewing reusable bags, and offering workshops on water clarity, 
birds, animals and paper-brick-making.  In another video, the Eco-Warriors ask 
one another about their favourite part of being an Eco-Warrior. Responses include: 
‘shaping the world’, workshops, and sustainability. Notable is the detail that 
children are able to provide about their activities and projects, such as the layering 
of the compost. They also respond positively to questions such as ‘How are you 
feeling?’ and ‘Are you happy that you are doing this for the nature and stuff?’

During a presentation by a marine ecologist, a guest speaker from Sustainable 
Coastlines, the children asked profoundly relevant questions and were also able 
to provide sophisticated and accurate answers to the questions posed by the guest 
speaker. This demonstrated the students’ deep engagement with the kaupapa and 
their in-depth conservation knowledge.

Whilst planting native trees in the school grounds as one of the many activities 
during a Kōwhai School Enviro-day, the children spontaneously decided to do a 
karakia (spiritual invocation) after each tree was planted, holding hands in a circle 
around the seedling, and offering it their supportive, enthusiastic energy. Whilst 
the karakia were invented on the spot, and in English, the fact that the children 
decided this ritual was appropriate indicates their uptake of the importance of 
spiritual acknowledgement as part of the role as kaitiaki.

At Kōwhai Kindergarten, the engagement with caring for the environment 
began some years ago when the teachers adopted a place-based education approach 
(Penetito, 2009) which involves bringing in local history, community cultural 
life, connecting to the local geography and caring for the environment. This has 
been further enhanced since joining the Enviroschools community. They see their 
commitment to kaitiakitanga as a Tiriti o Waitangi Article Two obligation:

We promote and encourage Article Two through the concept of kaitiakitanga 
in relation to whenua (land), tangata whenua (people) and taonga (treasures). 
Kaitiakitanga can be expressed as “the mutual nurturing and protection of people 
and their natural world.
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We see part of our role as promoting and sharing our knowledge about Te Ao 
Māori concepts, including kaitiakitanga, with tamariki, whānau and the community.  
Preserving and valuing the land and all that is Māori (Te Ao Māori). Several years 
ago we were gifted the pepeha for our kindergarten by Mikaere Paki, our then cultural 
advisor, which acknowledges the land the kindergarten is on and is taught to all the 
tamariki supporting their understanding of/and connection to history of our place.  

One of the other ways we are kaitiaki for taonga katoa is sharing and making real 
many pakiwaitara (historical stories).

An item in a local community newspaper item described how a four-year-old child 
from Kōwhai Kindergarten was very concerned on learning about the threatened 
status of the kiwi in Aotearoa  (Department of Conservation, n.d.). With support of 
her family and the kindergarten teachers, she began fund-raising to donate money 
to an organisation that protects kiwi (https://www.kiwisforkiwi.org/). 

In a survey of parents conducted by Kōwhai Kindergarten, teachers asked for 
any examples of kaitiakitanga that the children had shared with their families, and 
the following were some of the responses provided:

He is proud to talk about kaitiakitanga and references when we talk about looking 
after the world – i.e. rubbish, recycling, water care; also when he mentions that he 
has received praise for helping to look after kindy equipment.

Our little one talks about kaitiakitanga every week and how important it is to look 
after our environment and what she does at kindy and at home to demonstrate this 
e.g. water saving, rubbish collecting/recycling, care of the environment.

He works hard to be a kaitiaki, when he saw our neighbour squashing snails he asked 
if he could save them and take them home!

All the families who completed the survey were enthusiastic about and supportive 
of the pedagogical approaches that they were witnessing at the kindergarten. 

Concluding Discussion
This section provides an overview of key findings from this study which aimed to 
illuminate ways in which a range of education settings utilised Māori constructs in 
enabling students to engage in pedagogies that reflected the notion of education for 
sustainable development (ESD), focusing on social, cultural, linguistic, economic 
and ecological sustainability issues within their localities. For Māori children and 
young people, the approaches outlined in this study are in alignment with the call 
from Emeritus Professor Sir Mason Durie and the Hui Taumata Mātauranga, and 
the alignment of subsequent government Māori education policy, for Māori to live 
well as Māori and as citizens of the world (Durie, 2003). This commitment is an 
expression of the obligations contained within the 1840 Te Tiriti o Waitangi seen 
for example, in Article Two concerns regarding protection of lands language. 

Our data demonstrates that ESD approaches involving critical, empowering, 
action-oriented, transformative, problem-solving and transdisciplinary 
pedagogies, whilst not often expressly articulated as ‘ESD’ in educational 
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discourse in Aotearoa, are implicit in the educational paradigms from both the 
Auraki (mainstream) enviroschool and kindergarten, and the wharekura (kaupapa 
Māori secondary school) that were the focus of this study. Infusion of te ao Māori 
values such as kaitiakitanga were evident in all three research settings, a reflection 
of ‘culture’s contribution to sustainable development’ as per the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goal 4.7 (UNESCO, 2017a, p. 8). ESD enactment was evident as a 
pedagogical process rather than as a discrete subject. This enactment of ESD was 
visible across many aspects, including: the empowerment of students, including 
those young children in the kindergarten setting; collaboration and shared 
responsibility; critical thinking; systems/holistic thinking; integration of both 
Māori and Western knowledge domains; commitment to intergenerational equity; 
and in the focus on place-based learning, locally grounded in their communities 
and in a commitment to care for their local environments and beyond. Dispositional 
outcomes for children include skills of critical thinking, collaborative problem-
solving, leadership, confidence, along with a deep concern for others including the 
environment.

Whānau (extended family) support for their children’s endeavours is evident 
throughout the case studies. The parent survey from the kindergarten demonstrated 
widespread support for and commitment to te reo and te ao Māori within their 
children’s education, including from those families who are not Māori. Multiple 
sites of leadership are involved: including that of key teachers who have specialised 
focuses (such as Te Reo Māori, place-based pedagogy, global citizenship) along 
with the support of external Enviroschools facilitators, in-school Enviro lead 
teachers, in tandem with collective support from teachers and whānau, and 
leadership from tamariki, as seen in the Kōwhai school Eco-Warriors. All three 
settings demonstrated their enactment of commitments to the inclusion of te ao 
Māori and te reo Māori, as per the expectations of the New Zealand Ministry of 
Education (Ministry of Education, 2007, 2017a, 2017c). At Te Wharekura o Tōtara 
we saw the value of a school philosophy and pedagogies are deeply grounded in 
kaupapa Māori, that is Māori values, worldviews and philosophical approaches 
expressed through te reo Māori, the Māori language.

Addressing Racism in New Zealand Education

Recent developments in New Zealand education policy with regard to equity for 
Maori are noteworthy and align with ESD aspirations for social justice. They 
include a renewed Māori education policy, Ka Hikitia – Ka Hāpaitia (Ministry 
of Education, 2020b). This draws on a recent extensive nation-wide consultation 
with Māori (Ministry of Education, 2018a, 2019), and highlights the following:

Māori learners and whānau have identified racism as a major barrier in our education 
system. We will address this, provide equitable access to services, and in ways that 
promote fairness and are respectful and culturally appropriate so that Māori learners 
and their whānau have a strong sense of belonging. (Ministry of Education, 2020b, 
subsection 6)

The New Zealand Ministry of Education has recently launched a cross-sector 
programme, Te Hurihanganui, which aims to transform the national education 
sector, grounded in the following two key principles:
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The transformative, critical, and social justice aspirations expressed in this key 

national education policy and programme provide fruitful opportunities to expand 
educational content and pedagogies in line with Māori aspirations, which include 
a commitment to kaitiakitanga, caring for the environment. 

Implications for Covid-19 Times

As mentioned at the outset of this article, one of the key focuses of ESD is to empower 
learners “to take informed decisions and responsible actions for environmental 
integrity, economic viability and a just society, for present and future generations, 
while respecting cultural diversity” (UNESCO, 2019, para. 1).  The COVID-19 
global pandemic has given humanity cause to pause and reflect on our inter-
relationality and inter-dependence with nature, given the extreme vulnerability 
of humans to the impacts of the pandemic. The way human societies have 
increasingly encroached into wilderness areas, converting these for agricultural 
or urban purposes “is widely recognized to influence the risk and emergence of 
zoonotic disease in humans” (Gibb et al., 2020, p. 1). The key factors contributing 
to viruses crossing from wild-life into humans “are land-use change and climate 
change, both of which are hard to control. Our species has relentlessly expanded 
into previously wild spaces. Through intensive agriculture, habitat destruction, 
and rising temperatures, we have uprooted the planet’s animals, forcing them into 
new and narrower ranges that are on our own doorsteps. Humanity has squeezed 
the world’s wildlife in a crushing grip—and viruses have come bursting out” 
(Yong, 2020, para. 10). Transforming this exploitative attitude that perpetuates 
the relentless exploitation of wilderness spaces to one such as kaitiakitanga, could 
reduce such disrespectful destruction.

Large monolithic societies that have perpetuated the removal of Indigenous 
peoples from their lands, and thus reduced their capacity for guardianship, could 
also transform their approaches, by respecting not only Indigenous people’s 
guardianship but their long-standing knowledges of their particular ecologies.  A 
recent example of cooperation between western scientists and Indigenous peoples 
is seen in the recent genome sequencing of the tuatara where Ngatiwai, the kaitiaki 
for this taonga species was fully involved in the research (Gemmell et al., 2020).

The inequitable individualistic models of education, economics and social 
policies that pervade western societies have also been called into question, as 
the pandemic has exacerbated the unequal outcomes in increasingly stratified 
societies. There is clearly serious concern with regard to “a national temperament 
that views health as a matter of personal responsibility rather than a collective 
good” (Yong, 2020, para. 29). Indigenous values of collectivity, as described 
above with regard to te ao Māori, prescribe a cohesiveness and collaboration that 
reduces the extremes of disadvantage, given the overall view that the wellbeing 
of the individual is dependent on that of the collective to which each belongs.  
One aspect of current social social and economic systems is that as the wealth is 
increasingly concentrated in the hands of the few, to the disadvantage of the rest, 
it is often not acknowledged that this wealth has been built off the backs, the lands 
and labour of those who have been colonised and/or enslaved. In the United States, 
“Racist policies that have endured since the days of colonization and slavery left 
Indigenous and Black Americans especially vulnerable to COVID 19” (Yong, 
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2020, para. 4). 
The largely unquestioned dominance of hypercapitalist economics that 

monetarises our planet’s resources at the expense of the biosphere is clearly 
unsustainable.  According to Jonathon Porritt “climate change is a civilisational 
issue, rather than an environmental issue, going right to the heart of today’s 
growth-obsessed economy, challenging our very understanding of what we mean 
by progress” (as cited by Oram, 2020, para.10).   Porritt views Covid as a wake-
up call, whereby our planet has given us a strong warning which we ignore to our 
peril.  The Covid pandemic “makes it significantly more likely we will do what 
needs to be done – as long as we put the climate emergency at the heart of our 
post-Covid recovery; we ensure science informs all future policy; we recognise 
ourselves once again as creatures of the Earth, governed by the laws of physics 
and the biological interdependencies of all living creatures”; and “we use the 
unprecedented shock of the pandemic to our way of life to rethink our basic values 
and, indeed, our ultimate purpose as human beings” (Porritt, 2020, as cited in 
Oram, 2020, para. 12).

We consider that the pedagogical approaches as outlined in this paper have 
potential to illuminate pathways for the urgent transformation that is required 
to protect the interdependent wellbeing of humans and planet, and that has been 
signalled in the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals and prioritised 
in the work of the UN Network of teacher education institutions committed to 
reorientating teacher education towards sustainability (Hopkins, n.d.) Furthermore, 
the prioritisation and integration of Indigenous values within educational paradigms 
as outlined here, offer pathways towards restoration of ecological balances which 
provide a fundamental contribution towards safeguarding intergenerational 
planetary wellbeing.

Notes
 1. We gratefully acknowledge the New Zealand National Commission of UNESCO for their contribution of 

funding towards this project.
 2. School names are pseudonyms
 3.  Associate Professor Sandy Morrison affiliates to the tribes Ngāti Whakaue, Ngāti Maniapoto; Ngāti Rārua 

ki te Tau Ihu, and Ngāti Tama ki te Waipounamu.  Associate Professor Jenny Ritchie is Pākehā (of European 
descent).

 4.  Pseudonyms are used for names.
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