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There were many things that I observed during our short 2 week stay in Russell and the 
few days we had in Auckland that impressed me about the culture of education in New 
Zealand but to keep things brief I would like to share just a few.  In Russell my wife 
Janna and I were fortunate to stay with the school principal, William Fuller in the upper 
level of his house, which he rents out as a ‘holiday house.”  We got to know William and 
his brother Douglas quite well, in fact Douglas took me fishing one evening off of 
Tapeka Point, where he caught a quite few snapper and one trevally and I caught one 
small bluegill sized snapper.  I can’t emphasize enough the natural beauty of the place.  
Everywhere I looked was jaw-dropping gorgeous scenery!   

 
 
 
Now a few of the things that impressed me the most about education in New Zealand. 
 
 The way they integrate Maori language and culture into their curriculum provides 
a sense of self respect, pride and appreciation for their history.  Unlike the United States 
where the languages of Native Americans is dying out, New Zealand, since the early 
1970’s has adopted Maori as it’s second language and culture.  At that time they reversed 
the trend to Anglicise the Maori people by prohibiting the language and customs.  In the 
1990’s they created the Maori Medium Curriculum, which is not just a translation of the 
New Zealand National curriculum into Maori but recognizes cultural differences as well.  
While we were there I heard their national anthem sung two or three times, always in 
Maori.  Along with the language they embrace the Maori culture.  The school in Russell 
had its own kapa haka or performing group that performed traditional Maori dances and 
songs.  I observed a level 8 class where they were composing their own mihimihi, a sort 
of ancestral poem that traces the genealogy of the speaker.  The mihi not only tells the 
audience who you are but more importantly, the mihi reminds you of who you are.  I saw 
a report on the evening news while in Russell that told how student performance, both 



academic and behavioral, in the Kerikeri high school improved among the male Maori 
students after the school district began emphasizing Maori language and culture.  They 
had Maori students teaching non-Maori (pakeha) staff members the language.  
 
 Small class sizes.  As we have seen here in the US, smaller class size increases 
student achievement.  The Russell school has an enrollment this year of around 72 
students and had individual class sizes of 20-22 students down to 8 students.  The grade 
structure at Russell was to have the kindergarten students and level 8 students in their 
own classroom but to combine the level 2 and 3, 4 and 5, and 6 and 7 students. Mr. Fuller 
had 8 level 8 students in his class.  One was a special needs student who had an aide, 
Shane who was also a bus driver, member of the Board of Trustees (school board) and 
parent of one of the level 8 students for half a day, so Mr. Fuller was able to work with 
seven students.  I noticed that rather than teach a math or social studies or science lesson 
to the entire class he had the students working on individual projects tailored to their 
needs and abilities.  I also saw the level 8 students working with the level 2/3 class 
evaluating their weekly spelling work.   I heard a news report during our last days in 
Auckland that there are some politicians who think class sizes could be larger in an effort 
to reduce costs by reducing the number of teachers although because of the number of 
small, remote, hard to access communities, like Russell, the only way to increase class 
sizes would be to increase the population, and that’s not likely to happen.  The other 
aspect of being a small school in a small town is the amount of parent and community 
involvement.   I couldn’t help but noticing how involved some of the parents and 
grandparents were in all aspects of school life.  Each day before “tea time” there would 
be a small group of 3 or 4 parents, usually mothers and grandmothers, gathered in the 
teacher’s lounge preparing fresh fruit for the morning snack and for lunch.  During the 
sports day on 20 June there were many parents involved either in transporting students, 
coaching the teams, or just watching.  The community support of the school was evident 
in the number of posters, placards, and signs for the upcoming “1st Annual School Fair” 
we saw around town.   
 
 There are probably, certainly other things that I observed that impressed me as 
well during our short stay in Russell and I tried to review those that were most impactful.  
There are many small. remote communities that necessitate having small primary 
schools.  Politicians can do little about where the schools are located and the people who 
live there which should preserve the small class sizes that I believe are the most likely 
reason New Zealand’s school are doing so well compared to other schools in the world.  
New Zealand is a beautiful, new country and the people there are very open and friendly 
and seem determined not to make the same mistakes they see happening in other parts of 
the world.  
 



 
 
 
 


