
 

 

Russell School 
 
Communicating in New Zealand…”No worries”  
by Janna Dykstra Smith  
 
“After brekkie, pack an L&P in the chillybin, grab your jandals or gumboots and meet you at the 
bach for a tiki tour of the Point.”  
 
In June, 2014, my husband and I were assigned to a primary school in the tiny town of Russell 
(Kororareka), New Zealand. Two languages are spoken at this school but the English was almost 
as foreign to our ears as the Maori. The Bay of Islands community has a storied past. In 1769, 
Captain Cook dropped anchor just off Tapeka Point. A replica of his ship, the HMS Endeavor, is 
in the Russell Museum. By the early 19th century, whalers and sealers gave Russell, the first 
European establishment and seaport of New Zealand, a reputation of being the ‘Hell Hole’ of the 
Pacific. Dry-docked outside the museum is an old whaling ship that was used as recently as the 
1920s as a ‘school bus’ boat ferrying students to school.  
 
New Zealand’s oldest surviving church, Christ Church, is located next to the school. On the 
church pews are needlepoint cushions of places, flowers, and animals from around the area. The 
church was built through donations. In 1835, the HMS Beagle put into the bay and the church’s 
most unusual contribution came from one of her passengers, Charles Darwin, who gave £15 to 
the cause, having just come from the Galapagos Islands.  
 

 
 
Steve and I reached Russell by passenger ferry. We stayed in a holiday house above the 
principal’s flat on beautiful Tapeka Point, just outside of town. Russell has an island feel 
although it is actually located on a peninsula. Most people reach the town by car ferry. Today, it 
is a tiny resort community of around 800 people although this number swells to 8000 during the 
summer months. We rode with Principal William Fuller back and forth to school and it was 
amazing how many times he stopped to talk to someone in the street.  
 



 

 

The school is located just two blocks from Russell’s tiny business district on the Strand. There is 
a close association between the two. The K-8 school has less than 80 students. The school lunch 
program consists of an arrangement with local restaurants. Each morning, money is collected, an 
order is placed, and an assigned student runs downtown, many times in bare feet, to pick up the 
lunches. Volunteers come to the school each day to cut up persimmons and kiwifruit for the 
students’ morning tea. The fruit scraps are put into a raised tub at the back of the school garden 
where worms in this compost pile break it down. Below the tub is a container that catches the 
worm wee. This liquid fertilizer is sold as a school fundraiser. Local experts assist with the 
garden. Various students are pulled from the classroom each week to help weed, water, and 
plant. Even though we were winter, bulbs were still being planted and vegetables harvested. If it 
is their assigned week to work, students can bring home fresh produce for their families.  
I was assigned to Eveleen Pausma’s 3rd and 4th graders. It was a joy to observe a teacher 
organize literacy lessons and art projects around literature. Ms. Pausma was also in charge of the 
school library, an excellent two-room resource for a small school of five classrooms. They did 
have a backlog of books that needed processing.  
 
We went on two fieldtrips with the school. One was an all day sports competition at three 
different age levels with 13 other primary schools in the region. We took the school bus (by car 
ferry) and many parents came along to enjoy the day. Many of the parents wore gumboots since 
the games are played in a muddy field. The boys, however, played rugby in bare feet. The girls 
played netball. I had never seen either sport before so it was very interesting to watch. Netball 
reminded me of the old rules that we used in Iowa Girls Basketball when I was young although 
netball has no dribbling and no backboard.  
 

 
 
The second trip was to the Waitangi Treaty grounds which can be seen from Russell. The upper 
two classes travelled there by passenger ferry. Over 50 percent of the Russell School is of Maori 
descent. At a local Kindergarten, our students changed into their Maori costumes and performed 
a mihimihi, which is a basic introduction to a speaker’s background. It tells where you are from, 
who you are, and links you to the land of your ancestors. The boys later performed a haka, a 
traditional ancestral challenge. At the Waitangi Treaty grounds the students watched an authentic 



 

 

Maori cultural performance and even got to participate with them.  
The Treaty of Waitangi in 1840 between the Maori and the British continues to play a big part in 
New Zealand history. In the schools, the New Zealand Curriculum which is the national 
framework that sets the direction for learning has as one of its underlying principles, the Treaty 
of Waitangi.  
 
While we were in country, the New Zealand Post Book Awards were given for Children and 
Young Adults. This is comparable to the ALA Newbery and Caldecott medals. In the Best 
Picture Book category, The Boring Book by Vasanti Unka was selected. It is both a librarian and 
a child’s delight. The premise of the book is of words who get tired of standing still in rows and 
who then escape. The artwork on each page is of stamps and markings from old New Zealand 
library books. I bought a copy to put in my Elkhorn Middle School library.  
 
It is amazing how much many places explored on this trip had to do with books. Near 
Queenstown and at Hobbitton, we toured movie sites based on J.R.R. Tolkein’s books, The 
Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings trilogy. At a museum in Okains Bay, we were given a key to 
unlock one of the first libraries in the Banks Peninsula, with many of the original books. After 
booking two farm stays on the South Island, I had to read Station Life in New Zealand by Lady 
Barker about a sheep station in the 1860s that she and her husband had purchased from Jane 
Austen’s nephews. The sheep station was called, “Steventon,” after the vicarage of Jane’s father. 
In Russell, we discovered a first edition of Tales of the Angler’s Eldorado, New Zealand by Zane 
Grey about fishing on one of his favorite islands, very close to Tapeka Point. Just two blocks 
from Russell School is Pompallier Mission, which had been built as a printery around 1840. It is 
the oldest industrial building in New Zealand. The print workshop, with its original Gaveau 
press, the book-bindery, and leather tanning pits are again being used to demonstrate what it was 
like in Russell in the early years. An iron chase is the frame in which the letters used to be set for 
printing. If an article was too long, the editor had to remove portions, presumably less-important 
information, and thus "cut to the chase". It is difficult to “cut to the chase” to end this summary 
because there is so much more I want to share.  
 
We met some wonderful people who made us feel at home in New Zealand. It was a fantastic 
trip and I want to go back. 
 


