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Going to New Zealand through UW-Whitewater was one of the best decisions I have ever made. 
I cannot stress that enough. Upon our group’s first meeting, I was a little worried that I would 
have very little to bring to the table as far as teaching experience and background, especially 
when we started talking about how we would be having discussions with our host teachers about 
education once we got to New Zealand. I was also a bit intimidated by the amount of experience 
that my “classmates” had compared to me, and the camaraderie that they had already established 
through years of teaching. All of this would be completely forgotten once things really started to 
get rolling.  
 
I think the idea of reading two books related to New Zealand was a good way to achieve a well-
rounded travel experience. I also believe it was a good way to “get our feet wet” in terms of 
understanding the country and its culture before we actually got there. It was a bit tricky to get 
my hands on my books (Amazon ended up being less than ideal), but overall I think it was a 
good idea.  
 
Being placed in Sunnybrae Normal School was a phenomenal experience for a number of 
reasons. Being a high school teacher, I have been trained in a much different method of teaching 
than what I saw during my time at the school. Classroom setup, the variety of the content, and 
classroom management were just some things that were totally different from what I knew. My 
host teacher, Laura, is a few years older than I am, and had been teaching for a few years. I don’t 
think that I would’ve had as great of an experience in Auckland as I had if I wasn’t with her. She 
has travelled all over the world, and has brought a lot of the knowledge from her experiences to 
her classroom, such as pictures of the ANZAC cove in Turkey from her trip that she used for one 
of her lessons. She also was constantly looking for new ideas on things like Pinterest (that 
doesn’t change no matter what country you’re in) and elsewhere for new classroom ideas.  
 
Any chance we got, the two of us went to check out Auckland and the surrounding area as much 
as we could , which allowed me to get a much better idea of what New Zealand was like outside 
of my school (and it is GORGEOUS). We did several walks along the rocky beaches in 
Auckland and got fantastic views of the bay, and went to one of her friend’s birthday parties, just 
to name a couple things we did after school. On our first weekend, we drove up to Matakana 
(north of Auckland) where we went to the markets—I got fresh avocados and they were 
delicious! The wine country up there is absolutely beautiful as well as the beaches, and I even 
got to go into the Pacific Ocean for a bit at Omaha Beach. The next day we went to Piha Beach, 
which is actually on the west coast of New Zealand, although the drive from Auckland is only an 
hour. This beach has black sand due to the high iron content, which makes the beach look really 
cool—and the fish & chips we got by the beach weren’t bad either! 
 



 
 
During the second week of school I was able to do more with the kids, especially with their  
reading comprehension as well as their speed and correctness with math problems. We had a list 
of students who needed some more one-on-one time when reading, so I got to listen to a lot of 
great stories while the kids worked on their reading. The “maths” exercises were a great chance 
to learn and have fun with the kids as well as keeping me on my toes with quick addition, 
subtraction, and multiplication! I also had to be careful how I phrased some of my questions so 
that they would understand it. For example, if I were to read the problem 7-3= out loud, I would 
usually say “What’s seven minus three?” However, with the way the kids had learned, I needed 
to ask “What’s seven take away three?” This may seem simple enough to us, but for kids who 
are just starting to get better at these problems even the smallest difference in how they originally 
learned it may lead to frustration.  
 
Being able to see some of the extracurricular activities at Sunnybrae was really incredible as 
well. I sat in on an orchestra rehearsal (I even got to help one of “my” students tune his violin!), 
a ukulele rehearsal, a music class, and a practice for a haka that some of the kids were 
performing—so it wasn’t all just time in the classroom!  
 
After saying goodbye to Sunnybrae and Laura, we all gathered back in Auckland for our mid-trip 
seminar. It was great to see everyone again, and to discuss some great ideas people had for 
bringing our experiences into our own classrooms later on. I think that from this trip I will bring 
to my classroom a better understanding of a culture, and a deeper appreciation of how New 
Zealand tries to integrate their native Maori people with the “mainstream” culture of the rest of 
the country. Since I will be teaching World History and an Intro to Social Studies course, I can 
use what I know of the Maori culture when talking about other countries’ native groups, as well 
as including international issues in the different social studies units in my Intro class.  



 
 
While my experiences before our seminar were very educational and fun, the things I was able to 
do afterwards was a whole new kind of amazing. The majority of our group was able to take a 
ferry to Waiheke Island just out into the bay of Auckland for hiking around some incredible 
wineries and of course having a taste of their product! You could see the Sky Tower way off in 
the distance as well as some of the other smaller islands in the bay, which again made for 
incredible views.  
 
From there, we took a bus down to Rotorua where I got to see a lot more Maori related things 
than what I could usually see in Auckland, such as a real haka, the traditional carving methods, 
and the flax weaving, which are all such an important part of the Maori culture. The next day, 
myself and two others from our group, Janna and Steve, went and did the official tour of 
Hobbiton, which was the outdoor film set for parts of the Lord of the Rings and Hobbit trilogies! 
Being a big fan of the films, this was one of my favorite experiences in New Zealand. I even got 
to reenact part of a scene from one of the movies with our tour guide—definitely a highlight!  
 

 
 



From Rotorua a couple other members of the group, Peggy and Lale, joined me in heading down 
to Wellington to get a look at the capital city. We spent six hours in the Te Papa Museum (Te 
Papa means “Our Place” in Maori), which is the largest museum in New Zealand, followed 
closely by the Auckland Memorial Museum, which we went to on day one. I got to do another 
movie tour in Wellington too, although this one was smaller and was just of the production 
company but was still really, really cool. I ended my New Zealand journey with one of the most 
beautiful places I’ve ever been to: the city of Queenstown, in the south of the South Island. Jenni, 
her husband Matt, and I spent our time walking around in the Queenstown gardens, hiking 
around the city, and spending a day going to and checking out the incredibly gorgeous Milford 
Sound on the west coast of the island. There were some views there that I will not forget anytime 
soon.  
I really hope I can get back to New Zealand someday. I absolutely recommend it to anyone who 
wants to and has the opportunity to go, because it is definitely worth it! For me, I will take my 
time in this fantastic country and see where I can apply it in my teaching at home, as well as 
reflecting on what I learned from my time in New Zealand, and how that has made me a more 
well-travelled and educated person because of it.  
 


