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Our trip began uneventfully but excitedly when we left O’Hare on Thursday, June 14th and 
arrived in Auckland, New Zealand on Saturday, June 16th.  We were met at the airport by a huge 
statute greeting us to the country.  Little did I know, until the day I left, that the huge statute was 
of a character in the movie, “Lord of the Rings”.  So, not only was this an educational trip, but 
also an eye opener into the pop culture world of hobbits, the Middle-Earth’s beautiful landscapes 
and the cult followers of the author J.R.R. Tolkien and his popular books. 

We travelled from the Auckland City Airport to our temporary quarters for the night and left the 
following day for the homes of our host families.  The next two weeks is when I received much 
of my historical and current knowledge of the land of the “kiwis”.  We were met at our bus and 
welcomed warmly by Jakki and Peter Tuhaka, who took both my colleague and myself for a 
touristy view of the city of Whangarei and then on to the suburban home of my hosts, Carolyn 
and Rodger Spearpoint.  A tasty, traditional and regional lamb stew was waiting for me and it 
sure hit the spot! 

After a bit of small talk and highlights of life in Chicago, I drifted off to much needed sleep and 
awoke refreshed and ready to start my first week as an “overseas teacher” at the Ngunguru 
School.   I have to say, I was feeling much more relaxed walking into the classroom I would be 
spending the next ten days in, in comparison with the classrooms in many of the schools I visit 
throughout my district.  It had more of a sense of calm.  I understand it may have been that I was 
not responsible for the work that had to be done within the classroom; however, I may describe it 
as a feeling of observing delight; by the children, the teachers, and parents who walked around 
the school grounds.  Maybe it was the lack of shoes and socks on either children or teachers or 
the limited outerwear they wore (although it was winter), but it seemed from the beginning, that 
there was a sense of freedom and individuality – the “nature classroom” cemented these feelings. 

 



Carolyn, my host, is a Year 1 teacher.  In the states, this is considered kindergarten.  
Kindergarten is the same in that it services five year olds, however, what is different is that when 
a child turns five, no matter what date throughout the year, he or she will begin elementary 
school – rolling enrollment.  Dependent on the term point in time, a child may stay with the 
youngest class until he seems to catch up and possibly will move up or will sit tight until the 
term year ends and then progress on.  This seems to place the child with their peers and gives the 
younger ones the opportunity to continue on if the teacher feels he/she is ready.  This is in 
opposition to parents in the states who decide not to start their child until past their fifth birthday 
if they have a late summer birth.  The New Zealand protocol leaves it to professional opinion 
dependent on a child’s skill level – this seems to have a bit more validity than possibly just 
wanting a child to be the “oldest” in the class.   

After a warm welcome with some inquisitiveness from the children, both Lale and I were invited 
to a traditional Maori welcoming celebration.  This consisted of a “Powhiri” being performed for 
us.  Maori’s are the indigenous people of New Zealand. The ceremony reflects the uniting of 
both visitor and host in an environment of friendship and peace through the initial warding off of 
evil spirits.  We had to proclaim to the audience where we came from through apprising them of 
our parents’ names, bodies of water they were birthed near and any mountain range they may 
have had to traverse. This was somewhat problematic since we do not have any mountain ranges 
in the state of Illinois!  Now, as I reflect back, I can understand why they would want that 
information; to get a clearer idea of where your family or tribe or group may have come from 
within the New Zealand area – more than likely the only place they knew (unless they had come 
on boats in the very beginning of New Zealand’s formation), in order to establish a relationship.  
It makes perfect sense as I look back.  Anywhere you are in the country you are near water or 
mountains, and how often do we talk about the benefit of relationships!! 

 



The true mission of our learning experience was to view the teachings for the Maori population 
and how this was integrated into the overall educational system in New Zealand.  We were 
immersed in this experience and the Ngunguru School was fortunate enough to have a full 
immersion classroom that was taught by a native Maori and her assistant, (whose father, by the 
way, was responsible for initiating and opening a full Maori school in the city of Whangarei).  
The Ngunguru immersion class was multi-aged and parents were able to choose this option of 
education.  It was taught using Maori language and extended Maori cultural history and 
conventions.  It was attended by both native Maori children and their white - mostly European 
ancestral counterparts.  

One of the most impressive experiences I had was when I was invited to attend a cultural class at 
the Maori school.  As I mentioned above, the assistant in the Maori classroom had a father who 
began an elementary “Maori only” school.  The culture classes were extensions or comparable to 
an after-school ethnic program, or similar to “Saturday” school, in which they offer in many 
ethnic neighborhoods.  It offered lessons on a traditional Maori game, similar to rugby but with 
sticks.  There were some teams that had already been formed for this traditional game, and this 
school was putting together a team to compete. Along with watching the game being practiced, I 
was invited to participate in practice sessions that increased agility, the following of native 
language “Maori” commands and respect for the elders involved.  Again, I had to be welcomed 
into the session through a powhiri, and once accepted, I was treated as an equal.  Too bad my 
agility and language skills were below average!   

I was able to observe learning that was very self-directed and team oriented.  Being with the 
youngest children, I realize that they did need constant direction, however, the directives were 
very open-ended and the children were very creative and kind, cooperative and mostly self-
starters.  It was refreshing to see children left to their own devices to problem solve and/or 
initiate the help when stuck.  Curriculums are few and far between in the New Zealand schools, 
which I believe can be somewhat difficult for a new or unimaginative teacher.  However, 
Ngunguru School appears to be on target when it comes to meeting country school standards, 
and that is how each school is evaluated.  A teacher is left to their own strategies as far as how 
they teach, as long as they get results in line with the standards.   

I also had the opportunity to visit a daycare/preschool, a self-contained special education facility 
for children five years through twenty one years and a school for teen parents (I believe, mothers 
only).  All of these experiences answered many of the questions I had to get a better 
understanding of the New Zealand educational system.  The discussion we had with a professor 
from Auckland University also was informative on how the teacher training for Maori culture is 
incorporated into their studies. 

The continuation of learning occurred during the next couple of weeks while travelling the 
country.  We met many natives as well as visitors or “transplants” to New Zealand from other 
parts of the world.  I heard about the difficulty of attaining visa’s, both working and extended 
travel; the many overseas trips (holidays) that seem to be most common for the New Zealanders; 
the economy and political system of the country; the beautiful terrain/landscapes and how they 
were formed; the lack of native animals yet the blunder in not recognizing the predator/prey 
balance of nature system; the lack of guns and overt crime and violence; and the overall 
contentment that seems to be felt by most “kiwis”. 



The trip was and will always be a memorable event in my life.  Not only for the educational 
learning that occurred, but also the life’s learning that I feel I received.  The United States is a 
great country, no doubt about that, but I do wish that some of the beliefs and values that New 
Zealand holds, could be duplicated here.  I realize that we are a way bigger country with way 
more people, but I do feel that the opportunity to talk and share and listen may be handled better.  
The respectfulness that is shown to children and to what we know is right, could be increased 
here in the U.S.  I know that I can share what I have seen and experienced, and hopefully others 
will share in my passion to increase those desires. 

 


