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In this volume Cook (2008), McQuaid (2008) and Jefferess (2008) use post-colonial theory to
show how seemingly benevolent interventions to ‘rescue’, ‘save’ or ‘help’ others may mask
unexamined assumptions about cultural superiority. In an attempt to bring a different
perspective to the table, Cooper (2008), speaking as a Māori researcher, challenges the
employment of western epistemologies to define and ‘deficitise’ (my term) Māori children as
indigenous learners in the education system.
My paper supports Cooper’s challenge by illuminating the varying deficit constructs that have
played out since the early 1800’s European settlement to the present day. Māori children
have continually been defined by the parameters of a colonial lens magnifying a range of
deficits including: race, genetically inferior intelligence, environmental, cultural deprivation
related to intelligence and language, poverty, cultural and accumulated environmental, and
‘at-risk’. These will be discussed with an interweaving of global and local contexts, to
illuminate the power relations between the coloniser and colonised.
The Construct of Deficit
The concept of deficit has been framed in a number of ways (Pearl 1997). The Collins
Concise Dictionary, fourth edition (1999) gives the meaning of deficit as, “the state or quality
of being deficient”, and deficient as, “lacking some essential; incomplete; defective”. As I
understand it, this is what deficiency in education draws on, the perceived lacking of some
essential element, the incompleteness or defectiveness of ability, achievement or
performance. This is the underlying thread within the notions of deficit.
Shields, Bishop and Mazawi (2005), and Bishop and Glynn (1999) use the word ‘pathology’
in the deficit discourse about indigenous children as learners, especially Māori children. The
term is a metaphor to frame the impact of dominant group power over subordinate, less
powerful groups, the dominance of the colonialists over the indigenous peoples. Palmer
(2000) clarifies pathology as “phenomena that are reconceptualised as a product of a power
relationship in which the views of a less powerful patient are defined as abnormal” (p. 661).
Race Deficiency
A ‘race’ pathology has proliferated in the western world and was embedded in its worldwide
colonial conquests. Racist ideologies imported by the early British missionaries into Aotearoa
New Zealand reflected their belief in the supremacy of their civilized state, European race
and Christian doctrine. Māori were constructed as a deficient race. Their ways of living,
acting and believing were pathologized and deemed immoral, heathen, idle, unclean and
disorderly (May 2005). The missionaries were committed to the project they had to do in the
servitude of God, to “save (the) souls” (Fitzgerald 1995:3) of the “savages” (May 2003). They
were the “advance guard of modernity” (Walker 1996a:259), the bearers of the
Enlightenment project upon which western culture was to develop.
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With largely monogenist beliefs about the inferiority of the Māori race and their potential to
become civilized, the missionaries set about the task of transforming Māori into ‘Brown
Britons’ (Belich 2001), and the establishment of the mission schools was the vehicle for this
change. Māori children were constructed as learners, but deficient based on their race. The
missionaries schooled them for salvation and ‘Pākehā-fication’ (my term) (‘pakeha’ is a term
for non-Māori). Helen May (2003), in her historical account of the early years of mission
schooling, says that the missionaries were under instructions to model the “…arts of civilized
life…” throughout their daily lives – attending Church on Sundays, working hard, being selfsufficient, and talking to the natives about sin and salvation. The missionaries believed that
their form of education resulted in “stability, subordination, and industry” (pp. 23, 24).
As school pupils, the missionaries believed Māori children to be capable learners. Thomas
Kendall, who set up the first mission station in 1814 at Rangihoua, Bay of Islands, and the
first mission school in 1816, wrote about his “vagrant scholars” and “wild little pupils” with
“wild habits” who created a teaching challenge (quoted in May 2003:13). In 1818 he wrote
about the children’s learning abilities, that 30 children could read, and that the writing abilities
of the boys “show a degree of skill quite equal, if not decidedly superior to that of a School of
English Boys under similar circumstances” (quoted in May 2003:465). Others commented on
their pupils as having “intellectual potential” (May 2005:47), having ability to listen and
observe, and ability to acquire literacy.
However the race deficit construction, which underpinned mission school education, was
promoted by many state officials and settlers post signing of the Treaty of Waitangi (an equal
partnership Treaty signed by the British Crown and Māori in February 1840). For example,
Belich (2001) quoted Governor Grey as saying, in 1847, that Māori communities were a
“demoralising influence” (p.2). Although the formation of a treaty was designed to “protect the
native population” (Simon & Smith, 2001:249; Stocking 1987), in practice it was far removed
from doing so. Māori became the recipients of colonial ideology: the conquest, intrusion,
economic exploitation and domination of indigenous peoples by white men through policies
of assimilation or segregation (Thomas 1994). The Treaty did not establish the promised
equal partnership in power-sharing and decision making between Māori and Pākehā
(Awatere, 1984; Bishop & Glynn 1999; Colbung, Glover, Rau & Ritchie 2007; Durie 1998;
Sutherland 1935, 1945; Te Awekotuku 1991; Winiata 1967). Shuker (1987) writes about the
ensuing systematic colonization funded by the British Crown selling land to a “rapid influx of
land hungry settlers” (p.193). In all spheres of life and in a multiplicity of ways Māori were
disempowered, marginalized and relegated to a subordinate position in their indigenous
space (Bishop & Glynn 1999; Smith, G.H. 1993; Smith L. T. 1999), their territorial and
cultural integrity destroyed (Poata-Smith 1997).
Post Treaty of Waitangi the race deficit applied to Māori was endorsed by the official
Government policy of assimilation. Quoted by Barrington and Beaglehole (1974), Governor
FitzRoy stated in the preamble to the 1844 Native Trust Ordinance, that this policy was about
“assimilating as speedily as possible the habits and usages of the native to those of the
European population” (p.40). The objective was for Māori to become monocultural Pākehā,
as the missionaries had aimed to achieve (Harker 1980). Māori endured this colonizing
regime and its racist assimilation policy from 1840 to 1960, supported by the assumption that
the colonialists knew what was important and best for Māori (Bishop & Glynn 1999). The
beliefs of the dominant Pākehā culture became entrenched as truths in the minds of Pākehā
and continued to shape Māori as deficient.
The policy of assimilation played a major role in the establishment of a state school system,
an oppressive vehicle for Māori children’s education (Walker 1996a). The State took over
mission schools and a two school state system was developed. First, the 1867 Native
Schools Act created a form of special schooling for rural Māori children, governed by the
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Native Department and with English as the language of instruction. Second, the 1877
Education Act established public schools that were compulsory, secular and free for the
settler children and governed by local Education Board, and the administrative control of the
Native schools moved to the Department of Education. Māori and Pākehā children were
entitled to enroll at either school, and from 1909 onwards more Māori children attended the
Public schools than the Native (Simon & Smith 2001). This system co-existed up to 1969,
when the Native Schools were disestablished.
The formation of this two school system occurred at a time when the western world’s pursuit
of science challenged traditional Christian doctrines, especially in the ways that man’s
existence was thought about in terms of Darwin’s evolution theory. Added to a climate of
scientific and theological debate were monogenist and polygenist views related to the
hierarchy of human species. Both views were supremacist in their doctrine, placing European
races at the pinnacle of civilization and non-European peoples at the bottom. The emergence
of the Social Darwinist and Eugenics movements endorsed this supremacist thinking.
According to the beliefs underpinning these movements, Anglo Saxon or Teutonic people of
north and western Europe and North America were more biologically evolved than any other
race (Baker 2002). They were the stronger, more intelligent, more civilized, socially superior
form of mankind, especially the members of the upper and middle classes. These ways of
thinking were evident in Aotearoa New Zealand. For example, European diseases such as
chicken pox, measles, influenza and whooping cough contributed to Māori population decline
throughout the 19th century (Olssen & Stenson 1989), a pattern similar to European
colonization in other parts of the globe. This decline served to confirm the scientific views
that Māori, as indigenous people, would not survive due to an inherent race weakness, and
would eventually die out (Smith, L.T. 1999; Stenhouse 1999). The Social Darwinist slogan
‘survival of the fittest’ underpinned this thinking.
Genetically Inferior Intelligence
The emergence of genetics in the western world gave scientific authority to human
stratification, with associated levels of intellect, strength and capabilities, and furthered the
Eugenicists’ endeavour to cull out the weaknesses within the lesser races. Baker (2002)
writes about the influence of western Eugenicist thinking in creating deficit thinking about
indigenous children globally. Baker says that the Eugenicists created problem populations
classified as abnormal, as opposed to ‘normal’, for the purposes of programmes to correct
the ‘imperfections’. The problem populations were thought about in such categories as “the
feeble-minded, the degenerate…” and so on (Garton 2000:16). The Eugenicists believed that
intervention could either eliminate the flaws of the problem populations, or manage them in
ways that were acceptable to the white upper and middle classes.
In Aotearoa New Zealand, Social Darwinist and Eugenicist race ideology was reflected in the
ways Māori children were viewed in relation to their perceived biological evolution and
genetic make-up, as less intelligent and incapable of learning an academic curriculum at
school (Adams 2005; Barrington 1992; Shields, Bishop & Mazawi 2005). This was visible in
both Native and Public schools, but in different ways (Bishop & Glynn 1999; Butchers 1930;
Shields, Bishop & Mazawi 2005; Simon & Smith 2001). In the Native schools a manual
curriculum was developed for Māori children, to meet their perceived learning abilities and
needs (Adams 2005; Barrington 1992; Butchers 1930). Although the Department of
Education 1880 Native Schools Code set out a curriculum that taught reading, spelling,
writing, English, and arithmetic, the girls and boys were taught manual skills “with a view to
their future needs” (Butchers 1930:123). Girls learned domestic duties and needlework, and
boys, carpentry and agriculture (Simon & Smith 2001).
The Native Schools curriculum cemented a race deficit based on a belief that Māori children
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were genetically endowed with lower intellectual ability for learning an academic syllabus.
Although it is on record that Māori children made better educational progress in the Native
Schools with teachers who were more qualified and more committed to maintaining a
relationship with the community, when compared with the Public School and its teachers
(Butchers 1930), Māori children were provided with a limited curriculum based on views that
positioned them as intellectually inferior. Further, at the turn of the 20th century, te reo Māori
was banned within all school premises to aid assimilation, and corporal punishment enforced
its suppression for a further five decades (Walker 1996b).
In the Public School system, steeped in the genetically inferior intellect and race deficit
beliefs, Māori children endured racial prejudice from teachers and pupils. Public
Schoolteachers did not engage with the Māori community in ways that Native School
teachers did. They were less experienced in teaching Māori children who needed support to
learn English. Butchers (1930:511) says, “Consequently they (Māori children) make but little
progress, their attendance becomes irregular, and, in the end, they leave the school without
having reached a very high standard of attainment.”
While the colony of Aotearoa New Zealand took great pride in a pursuit of egalitarianism, it
was a way of thinking that lasted temporarily for Māori (Shuker 1987). The state school
system marginalized Māori, limited their higher education and employment opportunities, and
fortified their educational and social inequality (Adams et al. 2000).
The scientific advancement of the child study movement, coupled with the emergence of
tests and measurements at the turn of the 20th century, added weight to the ‘genetically
inferior intellect’ construction of Māori children in the education system (Bishop & Glynn
1999). The Binet-Simon Intelligence Test had been developed in the early 1900s. It was
used to assess the learning needs of children who needed to be ‘rescued’ (a term borrowed
from Baker 1998). Its importation into the United States by pioneers of intelligence quotient
(IQ) testing and ardent Eugenicists, people like Terman, Goddard and Yerkes, paved the
way for civilian testing (Cronbach 1975; Shuker 1987). Tests like the Binet-Simon were
widely used throughout the western world (Adams 2005).
Testing and measurement became a feature of education in Aotearoa New Zealand with the
use of the Terman IQ test in the 1920s, the Otis Test of Mental Ability from 1930 to the late
1960s; then the Test of Scholastic Abilities (TOSCA) published in 1981 (Shuker 1987). From
the 1920s a number of schools adopted whole school testing programmes for guidance
purposes, streaming of pupils and preparing them for their place in society (Faulds 1984;
Shuker 1987). IQ and mental ability tests became the ‘gatekeepers’ to social, economic and
educational status in Aotearoa New Zealand society (Shuker 1987). It was perceived that
their use provided scientific evidence for the sorting of people in society according to innate
general intelligence. However, the testing “…largely served to reinforce and reproduce the
existing structures of inequality” in Aotearoa New Zealand (Adams et al. 2000:187).
Globally the genetic pathology related to the intelligence deficiency lost favour during the
1930s. The Depression weakened the Eugenicists’ belief that poverty was due to a limited
inherited intelligence and the racial purification programmes and atrocities of Nazi Germany
desecrated the reputation of Eugenicists (Blum 1978). Locally, some researchers challenged
the intelligence deficit attributed to Māori children. Educators such as Norman McKenzie
conducted surveys in the Taranaki Province in the late 1920s using an assessment battery,
which was then used in native schools by D.G. Ball, Inspector of Native Schools. McKenzie
(1931:204) concluded, “The whole evidence tends to prove that the Māori is the intellectual
equal of the European”. In his discussion McKenzie re-shaped the intelligence deficit to a
linguistic limitation, combined with lack of opportunity, “Any apparent disparity is due to the
language difficulty and to the Māori’s relative lack of social, educational and vocational
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opportunities” (p. 204).
Although the intelligence deficit shifted to one based on cultural attributes, the previously
perceived genetic ‘lack of mental abilities’ continued to shape the non-academic curriculum
for Māori children in the Native Schools (Bishop & Glynn 1999; Shuker 1987), and dominated
the curriculum of the first Native District High schools in the 1940s. The Directorate of
Education enforced a manual curriculum comprised of handwork, cooking, home
management, infant welfare, manual skills, metalwork, decorating and technical instruction
(Walker 1996b). In a context steeped in deficit thinking, the school system produced
oppression and cultural conflict for Māori. From 1900 to 1960 spoken use of te reo Māori
among Māori school children plummeted from 95% to 25% (Biggs 1968). As Walker
(1996b:164) lamented: “The high schools were a choke-point that allowed only a thin trickle
of Māori into tertiary education”. It is with this history of limited access to learning within an
education system that either prepared them for unskilled work, trades and agriculture, or
ignored their needs altogether, that Māori children endured their schooling.
Above, I borrowed the term ‘rescue’ from Baker (1998). Her portrayal of childhood-as-rescue
is a discourse about children in need of saving, a notion that reinvents an underlying deficit
way of thinking in relation to indigenous children. Using Baker’s terms, Māori children needed
to be saved. From early European settlement the missionaries wanted to save Māori
children’s souls. Māori children were to be ‘rescued’ from their race, their savageness and
heathen-ness via schooling and Christianity, from their Māori-ness via assimilation, and from
a genetic intellectual inferiority via a school curriculum that apparently suited their station in
life. To an extent, intelligence testing has been a Eugenicist pursuit to ‘rescue’ Pākehā
children from Māori children, and to manage Māori children by excluding them from access
to certain vocations.
I ask the question, “What has changed”? The comments made by Butchers (1930) about
Māori children not progressing in education, not attending school, and leaving school without
qualifications echo throughout the Ministry of Education Annual Reports related to education
for Māori students in more recent years (Ministry of Education 1997, 1998, 1999, 2000, 2001,
2002, 2003, 2004, 2005a).
Environmental and Cultural Deficits Related to Intelligence and Language
With the rise of liberal ideas during the mid-20th century, the conservative race and genetic
notions of deficit became ‘politically incorrect’ and relatively liberal notions were advanced
(Pearl 1997). If the reasons for school underachievement for children from indigenous groups
were not genetic, they were due to an environmental deficit – a way of thinking which gained
prominence during the 1940s to 1960s, and “singled out the family unit as the transmitter of
deficiencies” (Pearl 1997:133). It was perceived that parents did not value, or participate in
their child’s education, and the child was labeled with deficits related to apparent intellectual
and linguistic impairments linked to inadequate socialization processes of the home
environment. Cultural deprivation notions of deficit were expanded with the development of
policies and programmes to educate the deprived child. For example, compensatory
programmes such as ‘Head Start’ in 1960s United States made its mark, and language
programmes were created to facilitate the language development of poor black children
(Bereiter & Engelmann 1966). Pearl (1997) argues that these remedial interventions have
only served to reinforce deficit thinking.
Māori migration to the cities during the 1950s and 1960s coincided with researchers’
construction of cultural deficits related to intelligence and language (Bishop & Glynn 1999).
Research related to intelligence in Aotearoa New Zealand reflected the educational research
fashionable at the time in the United States, with its focus on cultural deficiencies (Ausubel
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1961; Calvert 1950; McClew 1958; Walters 1958). Calvert (1950) and McClew (1958)
interpreted the lower intelligence and reading test scores, attained by Māori students, when
compared with their European peers on tests such as the Otis, as due to language
deficiency, ‘low’ cultural backgrounds, detrimental home conditions such as overcrowding, or
poor motivation for school achievement. On non-verbal testing Walters (1958) concluded that
the higher overall achievement of European children compared with Māori children
challenged the efficacy of using non-verbal tests with ‘culturally handicapped’ children. While
I applaud Walters for challenging the use of what he identified as an inappropriate
assessment, he continued the deficit discourse by seeking the explanation of different scores
in terms of a ‘cultural handicap’. Based on data collected in 1957 and 1958, Ausubel (1961)
concluded that Māori students were “…undoubtedly handicapped in academic achievement
by a lower average of intellectual functioning than is characteristic of comparable Pākehā
(sic) groups” (p.90). He went on to discuss how “retardation in language and intellectual
development among Māori children” is manifested in “markedly inferior levels of attainment in
the basic school subjects when they enter post-primary school” (p.91). Further, Ausubel
attributed the causes of “intellectual retardation” of Māori children to an underprivileged and
rural, lower class minority status, and “disabilities associated with problems of acculturation”
(p.91).
Not all research promoted an intelligence deficit for Māori children. For instance, Leonie
Smith (1957) asserted that urban Māori and European children were equally capable of
learning at school, based on similar performances in verbal intelligence tests and reading
ability. While research like Smith’s appeared to dispel notions of an intelligence deficit
discourse, a ‘culture of poverty’ explanation was reflected in the Hunn Report in 1961, and a
cultural and accumulated environment deficit model has continued to shape the cultural and
linguistic deprivation deficit discourse and construct Māori children as underachieving
learners well beyond the 1950s.
Culture of Poverty Deficit
The rate of Māori migration to urban centres over the three decades from 1940 gave rise to
concern, with the second Labour Government wanting a ‘stocktaking’ of the social, cultural
and economic situation for Māori. Jack Hunn and a research team were commissioned to
take “…a new look at Māori affairs from every angle and invite study of the pace as well as
the nature of what is being done for Māoris…” (Shuker 1987:13). As Bishop and Glynn
(1999) assert, the research group for this study was organized by and for the dominant
Pākehā culture. Of the eighteen researchers involved in the study, one was Māori. The
process established for this research was embedded in the hegemonic practices of Pākehā
culture. The Hunn Report reflected white cultural supremacy that harked back to colonialist
thinking.
In 1961 the ‘Report on the Department of Maori Affairs’ was released documenting the
statistics on the ‘Māori situation’ within a number of indices – education, health, employment,
housing, population, land settlement, land titles, legal differentiation and crime (Hunn 1961;
McMurchy-Pilkington 2001). According to Durie (2003:91) the Hunn Report presented a
“…new class of urban dwellers – poor, unhealthy, housed in sub-standard homes, more
likely to offend, less likely to succeed at school, and Maori”.
Hunn and his colleagues discussed “the Māori education problem” (p.23); specified the need
to train teachers to “cope with the special needs of the Māori pupils in their classes” (p.24);
and reported the ‘parental apathy’ amongst some Māori for their children to attend school.
They concluded that the low demand for education, ‘not its quality’ was of concern. Walker
(1996b:164) records that at this time, “Over 85 percent of [Māori] students left secondary
school with no educational qualification”.
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Hunn and his team further noted that very few Māori students went on to university, stating
that this would only change when Māori indifference to secondary and university of education
was ‘overcome’. They wrote about education being the pathway to ‘improvement’ for Māori
children, the way of rescue (to use Baker’s (1998) terminology) from a culture of poverty. For
example; “Better education promotes better employment, which promotes better housing,
which promotes better health and social standing, which promotes better education…” (Hunn
1961:28).
In their report however, Hunn and his colleagues (1961:23) acknowledged the capability of
Māori to “absorb education” at all levels and indicated; “It seems that illiteracy is now virtually
non-existent among Māoris”. Further, Hunn’s team appeared to dismiss deficits related to an
‘intelligence pathology’ caused by cultural deprivation theories that Ausubel, Calvert, and
McClew deemed to be evident. While Hunn and his team acknowledged the findings of
intelligence testing, they expressed a fault with the test as a reason for different scores
between Māori and non-Māori. They reported teachers’ comments that “the distribution of
intelligence is the same among Māoris as among Europeans” (p.23), and in response stated
that this was perhaps
not borne out by intelligence tests administered to all pupils enrolling in Form III at
post-primary schools, but that is probably due to the fact that the literary element of
the tests relates to English, not Māori, language and thought. (p.23)
As I read it, the Hunn Report constructs Māori children as able learners, able readers, and
able to “absorb education”, but suffering a culture of poverty according to location and
behavioural factors such as: the “falling away of Māori… patronage of post-primary schools”
(p. 24); leaving school without qualifications; few enrolments at tertiary level; rising
unemployment rates; high infant mortality rates; no or substandard housing (in terms of no
bath/shower, piped water, hot water, flush toilet, refrigerator, washing machine); house
overcrowding; and increasing crime rates amongst adolescents. I believe that the content
and tone of such expressions as “parental apathy” and “overcoming indifference” to
education suggests they were in relationship to Māori not taking “advantage of a good
education” (p.22). The quality of the education system was not considered to be in need of
attention, instead Māori indifference towards education was perceived as the problem.
The Hunn Report (1961) heralded in the government policy of integration, replacing the
assimilationist objectives that had existed for the preceding 120 years. Defined in the Hunn
Report integration is, “To combine (not fuse) the Māori and Pākehā elements to form one
nation wherein Māori culture remains distinct” (p. 15). However, as a policy, integration was
superseded by policies of multiculturalism and biculturalism in the 1970s and 1980s, to be
discussed.
Cultural and Accumulated Environmental Deficit
Following the Hunn Report a range of educational research reports contributed to a cultural
and accumulated environment deficit applied to Māori children, for example, the work of
Barham (1965), Clay (1970), Lovegrove (1966), The Department of Education (1962) and
others. International research added to the local literature, with people such as Bernstein
(1959) whose use of the terminology ‘restricted language code’ for disadvantaged black
children was appropriated by a number of academics to strengthen notions of linguistic
deficiency related to cultural and accumulated environmental deficits, and in Aotearoa New
Zealand this was applied to Māori children (Metge 1990). However, Bernstein (1970)
distanced himself from those who interpreted his work as representing linguistic deficiency,
by placing his thinking in the difference camp, not the deficit.
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The nature of the cultural and accumulated environment deficit model is that the victims are
blamed and those reporting the perceived deficiencies of Māori considered Māori as
responsible (Gerritsen 1998). Parental responsibility came in the shape of homes that were
“…less visually and verbally complex [than European], and less consciously organized to
provide a variety of experiences which [would] broaden and enrich the intellectual
understandings of their children” (Lovegrove 1966:34). “Reasons for Māori retardation (in
education) are more probably attributable to the generally deprived nature of the Māori home
conditions than to inherent intellectual inferiority” (Lovegrove 1966:31).
Apparently, Māori parents did not give their children books, did not talk or read to their
children, and did not reward verbal sophistication as Pākehā parents did (Metge 1990). The
comparative research by Marie Clay (1970, 1976) related to oral language and other reading
related skills, for Pākehā, Māori and Samoan children, concluded that the lower scores
gained by Māori children could be because; “The Māori child may suffer emotionally from the
impact of school …for some reason hidden in child-rearing practices” (1970:162). In 1976
Clay commented on the lower scores as possibly due to a lack of books and printed
materials in the children’s homes coupled with lack of ‘reading’ experiences. It was simpler to
blame Māori families than the government for Māori under participation in education (Jenkins
1994).
Many Māori took responsibility for the reported educational underachievement of Māori
children during the 1960s (McMurchy-Pilkington 2001). Some Māori leaders cooperated with
the state to develop ways to rectify it (Walker 1996b). For example, in 1962 John Waititi
launched a major fundraising campaign and established the Māori Education Foundation to
seek ways for solving the ‘problems’. Additional strategies such as the introduction of Māori
language and culture into the curriculum, establishment of homework centres, formulation of
Māori education committees, and adoption of the play centre for preschool education, were
all attempts to overcome problems within Māori education (Walker 1996b). This reflected
international trends, such as the Headstart programme (previously mentioned) to implement
policies and compensatory education programmes to educate the deprived child, to intervene
early enough so that “the child can recover from the lack of intellectual stimulation at home
and the dearth of language…” (Pearl 1991:285).
In the early 1970s in Aotearoa New Zealand, a handbook for teachers, Māori Children and
the Teacher (Department of Education 1971) was circulated. It perpetuated notions of deficit,
deprivation, a restricted language code, and provided an outline of Māori culture that was
grossly uninformed. The decade followed with staff development in-service courses for the
provision of language enrichment programmes for Māori children (Simon & Smith 2001). For
example, a book entitled Language Programmes for Maori Children (Department of
Education 1972) provided guidelines to teachers about enhancing language development
and ways to compensate for language ‘difficulties’. Metge (1990) states that although there
was an acceptance that Māori children came to school with different rather than limited
experience, the compensatory language programmes aimed to remediate language
according to the world of Pākehā.
Metge (1990) states that compensatory programmes have continually emerged to ‘fix’ Māori
children, to bring them ‘up to standard’ so that they could cope with the ‘normal culture’ of the
school.
Throughout the 1970s and 1980s policies of multiculturalism and biculturalism gradually
surpassed the integrationist policy of the 1960s. This was because reasons for Māori
educational underachievement came to be seen as related to the effects of monocultural
education practices (Walker 1990). In the 1970s multicultural education was a way of
addressing cultural difference. However, although children were taught about cultural
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diversity, the teaching practices used and values taught were not necessarily applicable to
Māori students. Bishop and Glynn (1999:40) wrote: “Contemporary Māori culture remained
invisible in the majority of mainstream classrooms”.
In addition the majority of teachers were part of the dominant Pākehā culture. They did not
perceive themselves as having a culture, and promoted a non-culture phenomenon (Bishop
& Glynn 1999). Pākehādom continued to be the reference point for comparison, the
‘yardstick’ (Alton-Lee, Nuthall & Patrick 1987). Māori children continued to compare
themselves with Pākehā culture and sometimes defined themselves as culturally inferior.
This reinforced the notion of ‘other’ (Bishop & Glynn 1999).
Deficit thinking was not alleviated by this ‘multicultural’ stance. The Department of Education
responded to pressure by Māori to address the Māori-Pākehā relationship, before attending
to a multicultural environment, and to implement a policy of biculturalism (Bishop & Glynn
1999:41).
Such arguments (for a bicultural policy) were based on the need to recognize the
Treaty of Waitangi as a founding document of New Zealand. Māori people were
seeking a visible language and cultural identity in their own country and inclusion
in the mainstream education system on equal terms. The argument by Māori
people was that the relationship between Māori and Pākehā needs to be
addressed in such a way as to remove the dominant-subordinate pattern in order
to develop the potential of partnership as envisaged in the Treaty of Waitangi.
Relationships with other peoples could then be developed from this bicultural
basis.
The 1975 state-initiated Taha Māori programme was embedded in bicultural policies (Bishop
& Glynn 1999; McMurchy-Pilkington 2001). However, at the chalkface, while Taha Māori was
integrated into the timetable, it was taught in English and taught by non-Māori teachers who
received some support from Resource Teachers of Māori. It is little wonder that the initiative
failed to create bicultural New Zealanders, fulfill Māori aspirations for cultural and language
revival, increase participation in education, or change the power relationship between Māori
and non-Māori (Jenkins 1994; McMurchy-Pilkington 2001; Smith 1997). Taha Māori mainly
served the needs of Pākehādom, and endeavoured to acculturate Māori (Jones et al. 1990;
Smith, G.H. 1986). Biculturalism was a disguise for assimilation, a policy that survives today
(Bishop & Glynn 1999). Deficiency has become named as ‘at risk’ (Valencia & Solorzano
1997).
At-risk Deficit
The notion of ‘at-risk’ emerged in the western world during the early 1980s, within a critique
of ‘excellence’ in education. The ‘excellence’ movement promoted the belief that education
achievement or failure depended only on individual effort (Margonis 1992). This notion was
challenged, with arguments that education failure was due to systemic causes, not individual
effort (Valencia & Solorzano 1997). The term ‘at-risk’ was initially used with ‘tongue-in-cheek’
to demonstrate the shortfalls of the ‘excellence’ project. Standardized curricula and testing in
combination with large teacher workloads created an impersonal school environment, thus
placing the students at risk. The ‘excellence’ proponents grabbed the term, and Margonis
(1992: 344) says, “Educational goals embodied in the ideas of excellence became the
standard, and students who could not reach these goals came to be at-risk”.
Numerous authors in Swadener and Lubeck (1995) argue that ‘at-risk’ is a form of deficit
thinking, a synonymous term for the popular 1960s terms ‘cultural deprivation’ and ‘culturally
disadvantaged’, that places the blame on victims, and fails to recognize the strengths and
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‘promise’ of children. ‘At-risk’ is a word that has become visible in some of our texts about
Māori children. For example, Tunmer and Chapman (2005) devoted a section called ‘At-risk
Children’ to their discussion about reading difficulties. This section is wholly about the ‘gap’
between Māori and Pākehā children in reading ability and providing Māori children with
“explicit and systematic instruction in alphabetic coding” (p. 262) to enhance their future skills
in learning to read English.
Ngā Haeata Mātauranga. The Annual Report on Māori Education (Ministry of Education
1998) refers to Schooling Improvement Initiatives for ‘at-risk’ students, and the
implementation of programmes “where there are identified gaps” (p.24). For example, the
“Achievement in Multicultural High Schools” (AIMHI) project which started in 1995 to help
Māori and Pacific Islands students to reach their potential; “Māori Tau: Hei Āwhina Mātua”, a
whānau based project involving parents, teachers and whānau to overcome students’
behavioural and learning difficulties; Mangere and Otara Project aimed to improve
‘educational outcomes’; and programmes for families ‘at-risk’ such as the “Strengthening
Māori Families” project.
Twentieth century deficit terminology continues to undermine Māori students in this new
millennium with words such as ‘disparity’ (Crooks & Flockton 2004; Ministry of Education
2006), ‘underachievement’ (Education Review Office 2004), ‘gap’, (Phillips et al. 2002;
Tunmer & Chapman 2005), ‘at-risk’ (Tunmer & Chapman 2005) and phrases such as “Māori
candidates were less likely than their non-Māori peers…” (Ministry of Education 2001), often
marshalled to lament Māori schooling performance. These words and phrases linger in our
current discourses and perpetuate the deficit ways of thinking about Māori children.
In addition, Government reports continue to place responsibility for underachievement with
Māori. For example, the Education Review Office (ERO), the school auditing section of the
Ministry of Education, has reported annually about Māori in primary and secondary English
immersion education since 2001 (ERO 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004). ERO has reported on the
wide range of educational initiatives implemented in schools, “…aimed at reducing the
disparities …” (2003:11). Although the 2002 report recorded school innovations to counter
barriers for learning, it stated:
The reasons for Māori underachievement are complex, and differ according to
the community the students come from and their individual personal
circumstances. The remedies are also complex and need to take these
differences into account. (p.21)
The need to address diversity is positive, but the continued blame for “underachievement”
lies with the Māori student. In other words, the assumption remains that either the culture of
poverty and/or cultural/accumulated environment causes are at work here. The talk about
‘remedies’ insinuates remediation of an ailment, a construction of deficiency in Māori children
or Māori way of life.
Although present well before 2000, one of the common themes winding its way throughout
the current literature on education for Māori students is that of “improving Māori students’
educational achievement” (Shields et al. 2005:72) or words to that effect (Alton-Lee 2003;
Bishop & Berryman 2006; Bishop et al. 2003; Ministry of Education 2000, 2001, 2002, 2003a,
2003b, 2004, 2005a, 2005b; Smith, L.T. 2006; Tuuta et al. 2004).
The need to improve the educational outcomes for Māori children is not new, and makes a
mockery of the education system programmes upon programmes that have been
implemented over the past decades to enhance educational progress for Māori children. The
words ‘gap’, ‘disparity’, ‘underachievement’ and “at-risk” fester away seemingly without
Critical Literacy: Theories and Practices Vol 2:1

52

thought of their consequences. These words and educational intentions for Māori children
have moved from the 20th to the 21st century.
Concluding Comments
In this paper I have engaged in the ways in which Māori children have continually been
constructed as deficient learners. There have been times when voices of protest have
‘spoken’, and this is another dimension to the narrative not included here due to space. For
all that, the deficit construction continues. The provocation in this paper is to see Maori
children from a post-colonial eye-glass, one that challenges the colonial lens through which
Maori children continue to be constructed as deficient learners. Cooper (2008, this volume)
argues for a post-colonial lens, with the engagement of Māori epistemologies to re-interpret
Māori children’s learning abilities, particularly from the traditions.
Although a number of educationalists are realising the need for critical engagement with the
deficit construction of Māori children, the danger is to adopt a genuine attempt to see Māori
children from a viewpoint of ability, but maintaining the colonial viewpoint. Cook (2008, this
volume) writes about the ‘helping’ motives of voluntary aid workers who have a genuine
desire to give their time, but from a cultural superiority ideology. This only serves to
perpetuate a colonial context with a continuation of the power relations between the
‘coloniser’ and ‘colonised’.
When Māori children are provided innovative programmes to ‘fix’ their ‘long tail of
underachievement’ (Cooper 2008, this volume) the reality is that they are recipients of the
same old colonial vision parcelled in different terminology and believing that this is the
answer to all ills. Educationalists believe they are trying to do the best but still from a vantage
point of western ideology. Perhaps educationalists could position themselves with a postcolonial lens, a critical lens and engage in the shaping of Maori children as learners
according to different underpinning theoretical frameworks, such as those that Garrick
Cooper has argued for. Alternatively 21st century educationalists could acknowledge that
different world views create different ways of thinking about learning.
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