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One of the items on my bucket list was to be able to teach in another country – first it was for a 
year, then I felt the best way to experience another culture might be to experience a month or so 
which   just might give me a taste of what that could be like.  On the advice of a colleague who 
traveled to Europe with the University of Wisconsin’s Study Abroad Program and raved about 
her experience,  I then looked into UWW’s course offerings.  After researching different 
university programs and feeling that Wisconsin’s was the right fit, now was the time to tick off 
that item on my list. 

Reflecting on what my experience might be like, I was a little bit nervous about my placement. 
Even though I had done research about New Zealand and read the blogs from the last group that 
had taken the trip, I really didn’t know what to expect. Even though there had been a few 
exchanged e-mails between my host, Jennie Stewart and myself, it was mostly questions 
pertaining to my school experience, I really did not know much about Jennie and her husband 
Grant. I really had nothing to worry about – I couldn’t have asked for more welcoming, warm 
and hospitable hosts. I am so grateful for them being such a huge part of my Kiwi experience, 
from great home cooked meals(thanks Grant) to many evenings of discussion regarding the 
international school philosophy(thank you Jennie). 

After recovering from the long trip from Chicago to Auckland, it was interesting to see and 
compare the Chicagoland area to Auckland. I feel that both being metropolitan cities, the 
downtown areas, the structures and stores, were reminiscent me of Chicago, even with the water 
front– but I was surprised that Auckland was very hilly. With Illinois being a flat state, the more 
I traveled New Zealand, the more it reminded me of Pennsylvania, rolling hills, beautiful scenery 
and farms everywhere.  I was amazed at the foliage, I didn’t expect to see palm trees mixed in 
with other types of shrubbery. Even though this is their winter, I was prepared for bone chilling 
temperatures – boy was I surprised. Their winter temperatures were in the 50F range, so different 
from ours and in Auckland, it doesn’t snow. The first couple free days I thoroughly enjoyed the 
time I spent touring the war museum, taking a day trip to Waiheke Island and appreciating Kiwi 
customs and delectable  food. 

Sunnybrae Normal School is an elementary school located on the north shore. Sunnybrae is a 
“Normal School”; they are a teaching school, a training school for students that attend Auckland 
University. The staff at Sunnybrae is an exceptional group of educators, working cooperatively 
as a staff, and also positively supporting the student teachers that they are mentoring. 



 

The school year begins in February with terms of 10-11 weeks with 2 weeks break at the end of 
each term. Their summer break is for 7 weeks in December. The school is situated in an urban 
area, with a campus of 400 students and 19 classrooms made up of syndicates, Junior (year 1-2), 
Middle (year 3-4 ) and Senior (year 5-6), with a staff of 23 teachers  and support staff. At 
Sunnybrae the campus is very inviting and open, the front door of the school is open for anyone 
to enter at any time. The school day is from 9a-3pm. Students come to school early on a daily 
basis – some about an hour early – unheard of in my district. They have access to the computer 
lab or assistance with homework (which by the way is not mandatory), or support for maths (this 
is not a typo, this is what they call our math) or reading. This is quite different from my district, 
with our doors being locked and not able to enter unless you have identification or are admitted 
in by the office staff. Students arrive 10 minutes early and are supervised before entering the 
building – quite the opposite! 

Mr. Whiting’s  classroom has a relaxed atmosphere, but a busy one with students engaged in the 
curriculum. The curriculum is developed by each syndicate as a group – the unit they were 
teaching during my stay was about the war. Any kind of war. The students were to research any 
type of war they were interested them, anything from WWI, WWII, the Korean War, Maori War, 
etc. The research and project was driven by the student – this is something new for the district in 
which I teach. The last couple of years, we have shifted the way we are instructing our students, 
projects are student driven with direction from the teacher. There is instruction by the teacher, 
but mini lessons and small group instruction was the norm. Students learn at their level and also 
take responsibility for their own learning.  



 

 

When students begin working they always state their learning objective/essential question or 
WALT – what are we learning today and at the end of the lesson they state what was their 
purpose. When the students begin a writing piece they begin with a SC – success criteria. The 
lesson that I observed their WALT was writing about the field trip to the war museum and they 
had to answer the following: who, what, where and when. Using these helps students when they 
write – it takes the guess work as to how to start a writing piece especially for struggling writers. 
These are definitely two things I feel I can incorporate into my classroom.   

The thing that I felt was so foreign to me was that the students did not utilize workbooks and 
there was minimal use of worksheets, something my district relies. Students use a notebook for 
their daily work. I really like this. Money is saved by not purchasing workbooks or copying, and 
I feel that this is a great assessment tool for the teacher and data to back up their report card and 
OTJ (overall teacher judgment). 

 



When I reflect on my time spent at Sunnybrae, it was quite interesting that even though we are 
worlds apart there are many similarities at this school and mine, but the differences were eye 
opening and really make me wonder – are these things I can use in my classroom and also as a 
school, could some of these ideas be easily implemented? Spending time in the classroom, I felt 
that I never left my own classroom – the students reminded me of the students I spent time. The 
first major difference was the fitness break the students had every morning at 10am. The students 
ran around outside for 10 minutes and then returned for a milk break. Great idea – it gets the 
“wiggles” out of those kids that need a sensory break, but it was also very easily accomplished 
because the playground was right outside the door. 

The other amazing occurrence was that the staff had a tea break every day from 11-11:20. This is 
a time the entire staff (yes, everybody) met in the teacher’s lounge to have tea or coffee and also 
share any important information. I love, love, this idea, but this is something that would never 
happen where I teach. It’s amazing at tea time this is also a snack break for the students. For 400 
students there are 3 adult supervisors – again, something that doesn’t happen at my school. When 
we have lunch/recess there are 5 adults for 40 students. Also for the lunch hour they have the 
same amount of supervision but there are students who roam the playgrounds who are “peer 
mediators”, who the students approach when there seems to be any sort of trouble on the 
playground. If the mediators cannot handle the problem they ask the supervisors for assistance. 
These mediators are trained and I was told that student bullying has decreased because of using 
peer mediators. Another great idea to utilize!  I also have to disclose another classroom 
management idea – SNOT……when students are having difficulty figuring out what to do 
instead of first asking the teacher they S- ask self, N-ask a neighbor, O-ask other and when all 
else fails T- ask a teacher .  Why didn’t I think of that! 

 

I was impressed with the way the school, at the end of the day, usually the last 10 minutes, 
students are scurrying everywhere…..they all seem to have jobs around the school campus. Not 
only are they in charge of maintaining their classroom, they are in charge of Sunnybrae. Students 
are straightening up the music room, emptying classroom buckets with items for composting just 
to name a few. These students are fully invested in their school, very hands on and also very 
responsible.  The school is also invested in the community and student’s knowledge of the Maori 
language. The 3 official languages of New Zealand besides Maori are English and New Zealand 
Sign Language. Once a week Matua Sam spends 30 minutes with the classes and teaches a short 
lesson on basic Maori. Teachers also attend a short lesson after school along with a select group 



of teachers attending a weekly lesson at a nearby school.  To support the language lessons, the 
students have a Maori homework challenge – what a great way to apply what is being taught. 

 

Much like my district, there are many support programs for students, Gifted and Talented 
Programme, Special Needs, ESOL (English for Speakers of Other Languages), Music (choir, 
recorder and instrumental groups), Sports Teams (at lunchtime), Cultural Groups – Kapahaka, 
drama and chess and Garden Group. 

I feel so blessed that I was a part of this program, from my Kiwi hosts, the teachers and students 
that made my experience in New Zealand so rich, unforgettable, and has opened my eyes to the 
way another school/country approaches successful learning. I know this experience will make 
me a better educator and am eager to learn even more ways I can make my student’s learning 
more authentic. I would like to thank my host and school Principal Jennie Stewart who put up 
with hours of questions about Sunnybrae, New Zealand and life as a Kiwi making this an 
exceptional, treasured experience. My cooperating teacher Dan Whiting was an amazing 
collaborator, swapping ideas, websites and even talking about our classes Skyping in the fall. 
Also I am thankful to the staff at Sunnybrae who welcomed me with open classrooms and letting 
me have access to their amazing students. I feel this is just the beginning for me - I definitely am 
looking forward to many more global experiences. 

	  


