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Abstract 

Although Australia is a nation of great opportunity, this is not always the case for many 

Pacific high school students from low socio economic status (low-SES) backgrounds in Logan 

City, Australia. Many Pacific Island young people continue to be under-represented in tertiary 

education and over-represented in low skilled, low paid employment (Kearney & Glen, 2017; 

Ravulo, 2015, 2018, 2019; Ravulo, Said, Micsko, & Purchase, 2020). This qualitative study 

explored the lives and experiences of Pacific high school students that shaped their (a) aspirations 

for university study, (b) pursuit of these aspirations, and (c) participation at university.  

Thirty-one students participated in six semi-structured year-level-specific focus groups 

referred to as talanoa circles. Of this group, eight students participated in semi-structured 

interviews three years later which provided rich data on their lived experiences that supported, or 

not,  their participation at university. Van Manen’s (1990) phenomenological approach was 

applied to better understand the essences of participants’ lived experiences. It also examined the 

relationships and experiences influencing student aspirations, aligned with Bronfenbrenner’s 

(1995, 2005) bioecological model. 

The study found that while participants aspired to attend university to fulfil their parents’ 

migrant dream, their sense of responsibility to the collective group, more specifically their family 

and community, outweighed their aspirations. This greatly influenced the decisions and pathways 

young people pursued on completion of high school, many times at the expense of their 

participation at university. The learnings from this study contribute to the very limited literature 

on Pacific high school students’ experiences in Australia and adds to the body of knowledge 

available on the influences of aspiration for Pacific students. It also provides practical 

contributions for families, schools/universities and government to better support more positive 

outcomes for Pacific young people.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

Australia is a multicultural nation. For years, people from around the world have migrated 

to, or sought asylum in, Australia in the hope of a better future, especially for their children. The 

most recent Australian census in 2016 identified over 300 diverse ethnic cultures and languages 

spoken in Australian homes (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2019). These cultures include 

increasing numbers of Pacific peoples. The term Pacific Peoples refers to the many nations across 

the Pacific regions of Polynesia, Melanesia and Micronesia, each of which has its own unique 

culture, language and practices (Faleolo, 2019; Samu, 2015). Pasifika, Pacific, Pacific peoples 

and Pacific Islanders are terms frequently used in Australia and New Zealand to identify people 

from the Pacific Island regions including Samoa, Tonga, Cook Islands, Tokelau, Niue, Fiji and 

Vanuatu (Fa'avale, O'Brien, Green, & McLaughlin, 2016; Faleolo, 2019; McGavin, 2014). In this 

thesis, I use these terms interchangeably when referring to people with Pacific heritage. The 

participants in this study referred to themselves as “Pacific Islander” or “Islander”. They did not 

use Pasifika, which is the term commonly used in New Zealand. These terms exclude Maori, the 

indigenous people of New Zealand. More specific terms, such as Samoan or Tongan, refer to 

members of a particular ethnic group.  

This study explores the experiences of Pacific Island senior high school students (Years 

10–12) at a state high school in Logan City near Brisbane, where a relatively strong community 

of Pacific Island heritage families resides. These were students whom the school had identified as 

capable of university study. This study sought to understand the experiences and other factors that 

shape the aspirations of Pacific Island heritage students in Australia to undertake university study, 

and the experiences enabling attainment of university study. The study was conducted in two 

phases. In the first phase, six group interviews were undertaken involving 31 students in Years 

10, 11 and 12. In the second phase, semi-structured interviews were completed with eight of these 

students three years later, to understand the experiences that they believed helped them, or not, to 

successfully participate at university. 

While many Pacific Islander high school students express aspirations for higher education 

post school, many do not go on to achieve them (Kearney & Glen, 2017). Here, Bronfenbrenner’s 

(1995, 2005) theoretical framework is employed to understand this phenomenon using the 

bioecological model outlining the systems of influence shaping human development; in this case, 

student aspirations. This model places the student in the centre and identifies interconnected 
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factors shaping human development and aspirations (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994). Students 

form aspirations within these systems, “in the thick of life” (Appadurai, 2004, p. 67). However, 

while students have aspirations, many do not have the resources to actualise their aspirations 

(Bok, 2010). Therefore, understanding the experiences that shape Pacific Island students’ 

aspirations for university study, along with the experiences that support actualisation of these 

aspirations, or otherwise, is fundamental to this study.  

In this chapter the study is introduced as well as the contextualisation of the problem 

guiding this study. This involves an overview of Pacific peoples’ journey to Australia and 

explanation of the current situation for Pacific peoples residing in Australia. The problem 

statement that inspired the current thesis is provided and the significance of this problem 

explained. This is followed by an explication of my response to the problem. The chapter 

concludes with an outline of the thesis chapters. 

1.1 Background  

After World War II, New Zealand and the United States opened migration pathways for 

people from Pacific Island nations with which they had colonial ties, such as Samoa (formerly 

Western Samoa) and American Samoa. This resulted in increased migration from Pacific Island 

nations to New Zealand and to the United States as people sought employment and educational 

opportunities for themselves and their families (Benseman, Coxon, Anderson, & Anae, 2006; 

Faleolo, 2019). In contrast, Australia did not offer migration pathways from the Pacific (Lee & 

Francis, 2009) until much later when the Australian government ended the White Australia Policy 

(1901) in 1966 (Hamer, 2014). 

In 1973, the Australian and New Zealand governments introduced the Trans Tasman 

Travel Arrangement (TTTA) that provided an open-door policy, allowing citizens of Australia 

and New Zealand passport-free travel between the two countries and permanent residence status. 

Many New Zealand citizens migrated to Australia, including Pacific Island families migrating 

again, in search of better opportunities (Perkins et al., 2016; Vaughan, Schubert, Mavoa, & 

Fa’avale, 2018). Strong migration from the Pacific Islands via New Zealand has resulted in 

higher numbers of Pacific peoples living in Australia, relative to those residing in their home 

nations (Faleolo, 2019; Lee  & Francis, 2009; McGarvey & Seiden, 2010) . Over time, the open-

door policy encouraged by the TTTA raised concerns for the Australian government. Australian 

politicians have increasingly used the term backdoor migration when referring to Pacific 
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Islanders and people from Asian countries effectively migrating to Australia through New 

Zealand, from which they could officially migrate more easily rather than attempting to migrate 

directly to Australia (Faleolo, 2019; Hamer, 2014). 

Australian governments have introduced legislative changes over the past two decades 

alongside the TTTA, which has had significant consequences for Pacific students who are New 

Zealand citizens (Kearney, Stanley & Blackberry, 2018). From 26 February 2001, New Zealand 

citizens who arrive in Australia are allocated non-protected special category visas (SCVs) and are 

ineligible for various forms of social support. This support includes assistance with applying for 

work through the national Job Services Australia Program (Department of Home Affairs, 2018), 

unemployment benefits (Department of Human Services, 2019), and access to the Higher 

Education Contribution Scheme - Higher Education Loan program (HECS-HELP) (Study Assist, 

2019b). Under the HECS-HELP scheme, Commonwealth-supported students are eligible for 

subsidy of their university fees calculated on the basis of their degree program, and to apply for a 

student loan to pay their student fees. In January 2016, the Australian government introduced 

legislation enabling New Zealand citizens who meet certain criteria, such as having arrived in 

Australia as a dependent minor and residing in Australia for at least ten years, to access HECS-

HELP and to defer university fees (Study Assist, 2019a). However, according to anecdotal 

reports from schools, teachers and families, many students with New Zealand citizenship remain 

ineligible and continue to be excluded from accessing HECS-HELP. 

Skilled migration is the most common pathway to becoming an Australian permanent 

resident and then gaining Australian citizenship (Department of Home Affairs, 2018). This 

pathway is more complex for New Zealanders who are able to migrate to Australia freely in line 

with the TTTA, however many who arrived in Australia after 2001 are not eligible to apply for 

permanent residence as they do not meet the national skills requirements (Horton, 2014). 

Recognising difficulties arising from these circumstances, and responding to the special nature of 

the relationship between Australia and New Zealand, on 1 July 2017 the Australian government 

introduced legislation entitling New Zealand citizens who meet the criteria to permanent 

residence on the Skilled Independent (subclass 189) visa. However, many Pacific heritage New 

Zealand residents of Australia are employed in low-skilled occupations  (Hamer, 2014; Ravulo, 

2015, 2018; Ravulo et al., 2020) therefore do not meet the income requirement for this visa, 

which is at least $53,000 per annum for 5 consecutive years (Department of Home Affairs, 2018). 

Thus, while Pacific families have moved to Australia in search of better opportunities for their 
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families, many students in these families have not achieved the dreams that motivated their 

families’ migration to Australia. This chapter will now provide context for this phenomenon. 

1.2 The Australia Context 

The Australian Census (2016) reported 206,673 people identified as having Pacific 

descent (excluding Maori), an increase of 37.7 percent on the 2011 Census (Batley, 2017). Those 

with Samoan heritage within this group totalled 75,777, making it the largest Pacific Island group 

residing in Australia, with Fijians second at 37,008, followed by Tongans at 32,689 (ABS, 

2016b). The 2016 data identify Queensland as home to the largest Pacific population at 126,446, 

followed by New South Wales at 115,930. Of the Queensland population, most Pacific peoples 

reside in the Logan, Gold Coast and Ipswich regions in Southeast Queensland. In Logan, where 

this study was conducted, Samoan has been the second most spoken language (second to English) 

for the past decade (ABS, 2016a). The Pacific population is evidently “growing strongly, both in 

absolute terms and as a proportion of the total population” (Batley, 2017 p. 1). 

Ravulo (2015) provided a comprehensive report on Pacific Communities in Australia, 

drawing from 2011 Australian census data. Almost 46 percent of Pacific peoples indicated they 

did not hold Australian citizenship. Many were supporting large families on low-skilled, low-

paying employment (ABS, 2016b). Only 33.3 percent reported completing Year 12, in 

comparison with 38.4 percent of the general population. Only 3.8 percent of Pacific peoples held 

a Bachelor’s degree, compared to 10.9 percent of Australians. Low educational attainment rates 

of Pacific heritage students have continued to perpetuate Pacific peoples’ under-representation at 

university and over-representation in unskilled work (Ravulo, 2015, 2018, 2020). 

These circumstances are problematic for Pacific students and their families and 

communities. Low-level educational attainment, without further education through skills training 

and/or university, generally equips school leavers only for unskilled occupations with relatively 

low incomes, and with very limited opportunities for progression and financial stability. Many 

children from Pacific Island families in Australia attend low decile schools (schools with the 

highest rates of disadvantage) in low-SES areas where housing is more affordable. These students 

are particularly vulnerable to exclusion from post-secondary education because of such factors 

including family circumstances (Guthridge et al., 2016). Many of these students say they want to 

pursue university study, but they do not or cannot fulfil these aspirations. Inability to pursue 

university despite desire and ability generally leaves students without the capacity to maximise 
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their own life chances and their potential to contribute to community and nation at large. 

Therefore, it is important to explore the circumstances of these Pacific heritage students to 

understand more clearly why some aspirational students progress successfully into higher 

education – and complete their studies – while others do not.  

The limited literature available suggests Pacific students from low-SES communities who 

aspire to university study face a number of barriers (Cuthill & Scull, 2011; Gale & Parker, 2015a; 

Ravulo, 2018; Stanley & Kearney, 2017; Webb et al., 2017). Financial factors are certainly one of 

the primary barriers, but other factors surely contribute and need to be better understood if the 

current problems that influence these students’ inability to fulfil their aspirations for further 

education beyond high school are to be effectively addressed – for the benefit of students, their 

families, their communities and ultimately the Australian nation at large.  

At the time of the present study, only two key studies had been conducted examining the 

post-school education pathways of Pacific Island students in Australia. A mixed methods study 

by Kearney and Glen (2017) explored the impact of citizenship and ethnicity on educational 

pathways for Pacific youth in Australia. The study, surveying 464 participants aged 18 to 30 in 

the Logan region, identified three core groups: (a) Pacific with New Zealand citizenship, (b) 

Pacific with Australian citizenship, and (c) non-Pacific with Australian citizenship. The 

participants were affiliated with various Christian denominations and were clustered in Southeast 

Queensland which may have limited the scope of data collected; participants’ views may not have 

reflected non-Christian experiences. Notwithstanding, the study provided valuable insights into 

the influence of citizenship status on Pacific young people in Australia.  

 Kearney and Glen’s (2017) study presented two main findings. First, Pacific youth 

citizenship negatively affected survey respondents’ participation in higher education. For 

example, Pacific youth with New Zealand citizenship were less likely to have completed a 

university degree than study participants with Australian citizenship. Second, regardless of their 

citizenship status, Pacific youth were less likely than non-Pacific youth to obtain any kind of 

tertiary qualification. This second finding suggests that factors in addition to HECS-HELP 

ineligibility influence Pacific young peoples’ participation in higher education.  

The second study by Ravulo (2018) aimed to identify specific risk factors that enable or 

inhibit Pacific Island students’ participation in further education and training. Electronic and/or 

paper-based survey questionnaires were completed by 1385 students (Years 5–12), parents, 
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teachers and community members from the Western Sydney area. As expected, students and their 

families demonstrated high aspirations for their students’ futures, with 47 percent nominating 

pursuit of occupations requiring university study. A further 20 percent nominated TAFE or other 

educational training programs. Ravulo found that the roles of peers, family and teachers acted as 

both protective and risk factors for students’ aspirations to attend university, which was 

consistent with earlier research (Cuthill & Scull, 2011; Kearney & Donaghy, 2010; Kearney & 

Glen, 2017; Singh & Dooley, 2001). Ravulo’s study provided a platform to further explore these 

risks and protective factors in terms of how interactions with peers, family and teachers shape 

both student aspirations, and the actualisation of student aspirations for university study. To the 

best of my knowledge, no qualitative study in Australia has explored the experiences of Pacific 

Island students that impact on the students actualising their aspirations for university study. This 

qualitative study of Pacific Island students in Logan will thus provide rich insight into these 

students’ stories as they voice their experiences of forming and seeking to actualise aspiration. 

Such insights make a valuable contribution to understanding comprehensively the experiences 

that influence the aspirations of Pacific Island students and their success or otherwise, in attaining 

their university goals.  

1.1  Statement of Problem 

As noted earlier, Pacific Island students are under-represented at university relative to 

their share of the population, and they are more likely than non-Pacific students to choose post-

school pathways that lead to low-skilled, low-paid employment (Cuthill & Scull, 2011; Kearney 

& Glen, 2017; Liddell, Blake & Singh, 2017; Ravulo, 2015, 2018, 2019). To be sure, incapacity 

to pay university fees up front, as is required of students with New Zealand citizenship who do 

not meet the HECS-HELP criteria, is a deterrent for many Pacific Island students. However, for 

many of these students the difficulty of pursuing university is more complex than simply their 

non-Australian citizenship status. The experiences of Pacific students involving family, friends 

and teachers have been identified as supportive, unhelpful, or even obstructive in shaping the 

students’ aspirations for and capacity to successfully complete university study. 

Here the real challenge is to understand why many Pacific students who aspire to 

university studies fail even to achieve university entry, and why a significant share of those who 

do commence university study discontinue even before completing their first year. Deeper 

understanding of what shapes both Pacific students’ aspirations to university study and their 
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capacity to actualise these aspirations will enhance capacity to address a problem that is still 

disadvantaging these students, their families and their communities, and ultimately is a cost to the 

nation in terms of citizen ability unfulfilled.  

1.3  Research Purpose  

This study sought to investigate the experiences of Pacific Island high school students 

that enhance and/or inhibit their aspirations for university study, and those experiences that 

support and/or inhibit achievement of these aspirations. The study’s findings will be particularly 

useful for informing constructive interventions to help break a cycle of both under-representation 

in university and of employment in low-skilled work, all of which disadvantage many in Pacific 

communities in Australia. With these outcomes in mind, the study aims answers to the following 

questions about Pacific students in Logan City in Southeast Queensland where the study was 

conducted:  

 

1. What experiences encourage student aspirations for university study? 

2. What experiences inhibit student aspirations for university study? 

3. What experiences assist students to achieve these aspirations? 

4. What experiences prevent students from achieving these aspirations? 

5. For those students who commence university study, what experiences supported their 

successful participation? 

6. What experiences prevent their successful participation?  

 

1.4 Positioning Myself in this Study 

For more than 10 years I have worked as an equity practitioner at Griffith University, 

Logan Campus. In this role, I encourage and support the aspirations of Pacific students in local 

high schools to attend university. Having Samoan heritage, I was excited to work with many 

inspiring Pacific Islander high school students with dreams and desires for greatness in various 

fields. However, I observed that many students with aspirations for higher education did not 

proceed from high school to university. Some of these students included school captains, high 

achieving students, those from supportive families, and those who were expected to do well. 

Instead, many found casual work in low-skilled occupations. Furthermore, of the students who 



8 

 

did commence university study, many did not continue past their first semester. These 

developments and the scale at which they were taking place signalled to me that so much 

potential was not being realised, and so many opportunities were being lost, alongside so much 

possible benefit for individuals, families, communities and Australia as a nation. I recognised the 

importance of understanding the experiences of these Pacific Islander students that resulted in 

these outcomes. Only with deeper understanding of the students’ experiences could the 

complexity of the situation be truly appreciated and appropriate remedial responses be identified 

and implemented. My recognition of this problem and the need to address it effectively inspired 

the current study. 

1.5  Significance of the Study 

This study continues to gain significance given the increasing number of Pacific peoples 

coming to live permanently in and/or migrating to Australia and the rapidly growing 

representation of Pacific heritage students entering the Australian education system. It is 

important to understand the experiences of students now influencing post-school educational 

outcomes, since these outcomes have long-term consequences across social, cultural, economic 

and other policies as well as education. Scholars have noted that all students hold aspirations for 

their future in some form (Gale & Parker, 2015a; Sellar, 2013). That observation underscores the 

significance of this study in exploring both students’ experiences that influence their aspirations 

to participate in higher education, and students’ experiences that shape their realisation of these 

aspirations. This focus positions the study to contribute new knowledge in an Australian context 

by deepening understanding of the experiences of students who aspired, and then continued to 

university study, or did not continue to university study despite their aspirations.  

Research on the aspirations of Pacific students from low-SES backgrounds to higher 

education in Australia, and on the factors that shape their aspirations to higher education is 

limited (Cuthill & Scull, 2011; Kearney & Glen 2017; Ravulo, 2018). Findings from this study 

are expected to deepen knowledge in these two related areas by enhancing understanding of the 

experiences and aspirations of students in relation to their access to higher education, while also 

providing a foundation for developing informed and appropriate higher education access and 

transition initiatives. Study findings will contribute to the development of support programs for 

student access and transition to tertiary study post high school, especially to encourage student 

success, attrition and retention. 
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1.6  Methodology 

Understanding the experiences that influence the aspirations of Pacific Island students for 

higher education in an Australian context is limited, and as review of the literature suggests, 

deeper understanding of students’ perspectives is needed to more fully understand these 

influential experiences. This study therefore aims to privilege student voices through its use of an 

interpretative phenomenological methodology (van Manen, 1990). It does so by placing priority 

on the “essences” (van Manen, 1990, p. 36) or essential meanings of students’ lived experiences 

as the students themselves perceive. No matter what issue, to fully understand and appreciate the 

experiences of other people we need first to understand the context in which they live. As Moran 

and Mooney (2002) has observed, reality can be better understood by exploring how individuals 

view it within the context of their environment. That is why this study focuses on personal 

meaning and making sense of participants’ experiences (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009).  

 The use of a double hermeneutic phenomenology as described by van Manen (1990) 

enables researchers to explore students’ experiences with deeper thought and interpretation 

(Ajjawi & Higgs, 2007). It requires the researcher to interpret students’ shared stories to better 

understand the students’ experience. In this way, phenomenology requires the researcher to be 

present such that “he or she stands in the fullness of life, in the midst of the world of living 

relations and shared situations” (van Manen, 1990 p. 32).  

1.7  Organisation of the Thesis 

The thesis is presented in six chapters. This current chapter (Chapter 1) contextualises the 

study, and explains both the problem that focuses the study and how the study addresses this 

problem. Above I have explained both the significance of this study and my motivation for 

undertaking and completing it.  

The literature review in Chapter 2 contextualises the study’s purpose and rationale. I have 

used Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model (Bronfenbrenner 1995, 2005) to construct the 

theoretical framework for the study, and as a map to present the structure for the chapter headings 

and layout. Aspiration formation and self-efficacy as defined by Appaduari (2004) and Bandura 

(2006) are presented in this discussion, alongside Bronfenbrenner’s (1995, 2005) bioecological 

model to further understand the interchanging dynamics influencing Pacific Island students’ 

experiences and aspirations for university study. In this chapter the key roles of self-efficacy, 
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motivation, parents, peers, school, faith and student self-motivation are also discussed, with all 

identified as potentially protective and risk factors for Pacific students in the bioecological 

systems. 

Chapter 3 on Research Design and Methodology outlines the design and methodology of 

the study, and justifies the choice of interpretative phenomenological methodology and associated 

research methods. Two methods are employed in this study, first conducting six year-level and 

cohort-specific focus group interviews, referred to in the study as talanoa circles; and second, 

conducting eight semi-structured interviews with the students who had participated in focus 

groups, and who had either started university study, or sought alternative study/work pathways. 

Ethical considerations are also discussed in this chapter, along with the selected site, participants, 

data collection procedures and data-analysis phases.  

In Chapter 4, the findings from Phase One of the study are presented. The essence of the 

students’ experiences from the talanoa circles as discussed, explaining how students describe 

what they identify as their experiences shaping their aspirations for and against university study. 

An explanation is then provided of students’ accounts of their experiences shaping actualisation 

of their aspirations. I discuss these findings with direct quotations from the manuscripts grouped 

under four major themes: (a) the Migrant Dream, (b) Connection to the Collective, (c) 

Communicating with Others, and (d) Sense of Obligation.  

Chapter 5 presents the findings from the semi-structured interviews conducted in Phase 

Two of the study. Here the data is presented and analysed from the semi-structured interviews 

conducted individually with study participants. The chapter begins with a profile of each of the 

eight students who shared their journeys during, and after high school. These journey’s included 

the experiences moulding their choices and goals as they progressed through senior schooling and 

higher education and/or employment. As in the first section, the data is presented from these 

interviews in line with the following emergent themes: (a) the Migrant Reality, (b) Personal 

Responsibility, and (c) Personal Attributes.  

In Chapter 6 Presenting the Fala (mat) I respond to each of the research questions in 

synthesis. I do this by critically analysing findings presented in Chapters 4 and 5, while 

discussing the insights these findings offer in the light of the literature reviewed in Chapter 2. My 

examination is in the context of the theoretical position of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model 

(1995, 2005) focusing on (a) Mesosystem: Relationships among family, school, church and 
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peer/friendship groups, and (b) Macrosystem: Indirect influences through citizenship status and 

educational programs.  

Chapter 7 concludes the study by discussing the new contributions to knowledge, the 

limitations of the study and recommendations for further study. I close with my personal 

reflections and learning insights to round off the rich learning journey of this research study and 

thesis writing has entailed. 

1.8  Summary 

Pacific Island peoples migrate to Australia in search of opportunities not available in their 

motherlands. These opportunities include education, employment, and increased earning capacity 

to support a better future for their children. While these opportunities are available, the census 

data (2016, 2011) reveal a story of life in Australia quite different from what the original 

expectations envisaged, with a considerable proportion engaged in low-skilled employment, low-

income earning and are under-representation in higher education. Families are often unable to 

access or maximise the opportunities they are seeking, leaving them unfulfilled despite the 

upheaval of moving country. To help address the consequences of education cut short and 

opportunities not taken up, better understanding of how Pacific Island students’ experiences 

shape their aspirations for higher education and actualisation of their aspirations is vital. This 

study pursues that task. 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review  

In this chapter the literature informing this study, both conceptual and empirical, is 

reviewed. Research on the university aspirations of Pacific students living outside their 

homelands is limited, but still provides some place-based insights into this issue. Most studies 

that have investigated the educational outcomes of Pacific Island students, were conducted in 

New Zealand where most expatriate Pacific families now live. These contribute useful 

comparative insights for the present study.  

The chapter begins with background to contextualise its discussion of literature, 

considering first the circumstances of Pacific students in Australia and the concept of student 

aspirations given their central place in this study. The literature informing the study’s theoretical 

framework is next considered drawing extensively from Bronfenbrenner's (1995, 2005) biological 

model, which is an attempt to explain how children grow and develop. This theoretical model 

recognises broadening contexts of influence upon the developing child, presented as four systems 

– micro, meso, exo and macro – overlapped by four primary components – process, person, 

context and time (PPCT). Bronfenbrenner’s model provides a particularly useful framework for 

identifying, contextualising and analysing the complex influences upon Pacific students’ 

aspirations for life after high school.  

Next, the shapers of Pacific students’ high school aspirations for university are critically 

examined. The concept of Pacific values is a crucial source of influence upon the students’ 

understandings and behaviours and are prerequisite to understanding the discussion that follows. 

Bronfenbrenner’s model is applied first to the individual student, at the core of this model, 

considering three significant personal qualities: self-efficacy, motivation, and sense of belonging. 

The four systems of influence centred progressively outward are then explored. At length the 

microsystem, comprising parents and other family members, friendship and peer groups, 

members of church communities, and schools and teachers, because it is most influential for the 

present study. Explored in less detail is the mesosystem of informal interactions between 

elements existing within the microsystem between Pacific students and their family, 

friends/peers, church members and school personnel; the exosystem that reflects elements in a 

student’s social settings that impact upon the student in some way; and the macrosystem in which 

the dominant ideologies, worldviews and values of culture and subcultures become evident. The 

chapter concludes with a summary. 
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2.1  Background: Circumstances of Pacific Students in Australia  

Studies of Pacific students’ experience in Australia have found that their low educational 

attainment continues to contribute to the perpetuation of Pacific peoples’ under-representation at 

university and over-representation in low-skilled work (Cuthill & Scull, 2011; Liddell, Blake, & 

Singh, 2017; Paulsen, 2016, 2018; Shepherd & Ilalio, 2016). High numbers of Pacific Island 

students continue to leave school and commence low-paid, low-skilled employment (Ravulo, 

2015, 2019). This is problematic for Pacific students, many of whom have low socio-economic 

backgrounds (low-SES), since low educational attainment reduces their opportunity to obtain 

more satisfying and higher paying employment that is more available to those with university 

credentials. The unskilled occupations where they find employment result in lower incomes, few 

opportunities for progression, and financial instability, thus helping to entrench relative poverty 

in the community. While some Pacific Island students living in Australia may be motivated to 

pursue higher education, many are restricted in pursuing their motivations by limited resources 

including up-front fee payment, and limited role models (Stanley & Kearney, 2017). The 

challenge of under-representation of Pacific students at university, coupled with restrictive (and 

changing proposed) legislation, presents an opportunity for further study.  

It is important to understand the distinctive landscape that shapes, and indeed often 

obstructs, opportunities for Pacific students and their families in Australia. Only with greater 

understanding of these inhibiting factors, can present circumstances be carefully and 

constructively appraised, and appropriate action taken to promote higher education within this 

community. The families of many Pacific students, due to their migration pathway via New 

Zealand, were not eligible for government support as migrants, nor for English language in 

Queensland schools, as New Zealand is considered an English-speaking country (Creagh, 2014). 

This challenge was identified 15 years ago by classroom teachers in the western districts of 

Ipswich, a city not far from Logan where the Pacific population is now concentrated and where 

this study was undertaken. Those teachers raised concerns for their Pacific Island students, 

claiming this cohort in particular was “severely disadvantaged by the ESL (English as a Second 

Language) guidelines” (Kearney, Fletcher, & Dobrenov-Major, 2008, p. 25). In 2013, the 

Queensland Department of Education (DET) recognised that students of Pacific descent may 

require additional English language-learning support (Creagh, 2014; DET, 2013).   However, 

DET’s centralised database OneSchool had limited capacity to collect information on student 

ethnicity except for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and language spoken at home (Horsley 
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& Walker, 2004), making it problematic to identify schools requiring language support for their 

Pacific student populations.  

The Good Start Program, a Queensland government-funded initiative to work with Pacific 

students in schools, reported in 2016 that it was working in 19 schools, whose Pacific student 

populations ranged between 10 percent and 90 percent (Mihrshahi et al., 2017), revealing the 

large scale of Pacific students in some Queensland schools. However, as ethnicity is not collected 

on the Australian education national OneSchool database, the actual number of Pacific students 

attending Queensland schools is statistically unidentifiable. This perpetuates the concern that 

many students from low-SES backgrounds, including Pacific Island students, are largely invisible 

in the data and are performing below the national average (Creagh, 2014). These concerns that 

Pacific students are generally invisible and underachieving are raised consistently across all three 

levels of the Australian education system (Ravulo, 2015, 2019). 

Like the schooling system, the tertiary sector presents considerable challenges when 

trying to identify Pacific students studying in Queensland universities. Ethnicity data on students 

enrolling in tertiary education in Australia is collected only for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islanders. Without more detailed indication of ethnicity, government has to rely on indicators 

such as citizenship, place of birth and language/s spoken to identify ethnicity of students. 

According to the Department of Education Skills and Employment (2018), 18,290 students who 

enrolled in tertiary institutions across Australia in 2018 were born in New Zealand, and an 

additional 5,240 students were born in Pacific nations including Samoa, Tonga and Fiji. These 

indicators are problematic as place of birth does not reflect ethnicity. For example, such data does 

not reveal the ethnicity of a child born in Australia to Samoan parents, so language and other 

education needs of this child become invisible in the schooling and tertiary systems. Not knowing 

the demographic make-up of the student body, more specifically the ethnicity of students and 

their families, limits the capacity of schools and tertiary institutions to achieve effective student 

and parental engagement, which is essential to supporting and achieving successful student 

outcomes (Fletcher, Parkhill, Fa'afoi, & O'Regan, 2009; Taleni, Macfarlane, Macfarlane, & 

Fletcher, 2017). Scholars have asserted that to create programs and supports that enable 

successful engagement and outcomes for students, schools and tertiary institutions need to know 

first who their students are, and the indigenous knowledges and values of their students when 

entering these learning space (Allen & Robertson, 2009; Nanai, Ponton, Haxell, & Rasheed, 

2017; Ravulo, 2019; Tamasese, Peteru, Waldegrave, & Bush, 2005). 
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2.2  Student Aspirations 

Since this study explores influences upon students’ aspirations for university study, the 

notion of student aspirations has a central place – in conceiving the research question, gathering 

data with participating students, and then analysing this data. This study is pursued with the 

recognition that students’ aspirations for university study are a significant factor in their efforts to 

pursue higher education after high school. Clarifying meaning of student aspirations is therefore 

important. Aspire comes from the Latin word aspirare meaning “to breathe” or “to give life” to 

an idea, and is strongly associated with notions of “desire, longing or ambition” (Harrison & 

Waller, 2018, p. 917). As such, aspiration is not just a dream; it is influenced by inspiration and 

ambition for something greater, both of which are influenced by sources internal and external to 

the self (Best, Beswick, Hodgkins, & Idle, 2016; Hafsyan, 2015). Aspirations are future oriented, 

“never simple, and are formed in the thick of life” (Appadurai, 2004, p. 67).  

Bronfenbrenner’s (1995, 2005) bioecological model (1995, 2005) provided a theoretical 

framework to identify how an individual’s aspirations are shaped within the immediate and 

external environments; they are formed “by conscious and unconscious motivations … and are 

indicative of an individual or group commitment towards a particular trajectory or end point” 

(Hart, 2016, p. 327). The meaning set out by Quaglia and Cobb (1996), specifically concerning 

aspirations of students, is also helpful here: “a student’s ability to identify and set goals for the 

future, while being inspired in the present to work towards those goals” (p. 130). When students 

want to achieve a desired outcome, they become more ambitious as they strive to achieve their 

goals (Kintrea, St Clair, & Houston, 2015). Aspirations are therefore a fundamental part of 

students’ decision-making processes, and ultimately influence the choices they make (Frempong, 

Ma, & Mensah, 2012). This feature is explored further in the current study. 

Regardless of socio-economic background, ethnicity or income, all young people hold 

aspirations for their future, as do their families (Bok, 2010; Fischer, Barnes, & Kilpatrick, 2019; 

Gale & Parker, 2015a). There is consensus in the literature that student aspirations are greatly 

influenced by parental, teacher and peer influences (Gale, Parker, Rodd, Stratton, & Sealey, 

2013). The messages these three groups communicate to students can influence students’ 

development of aspirations towards future educational goals (Leaupepe & Sauni, 2014). Many 

Pacific parents have high aspirations for their children (Taleni et al., 2017). Yet as many Pacific 

students are or would be the first in their family to pursue university study, their parents do not 

have the cultural capital – experience and knowledge of the Australian tertiary education system 
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– and may not have the financial resources to support their offspring on their university journey 

(Cuthill & Scull, 2011; Kearney, Stanley, & Blackberry, 2018), as is discussed later in this 

chapter. It is important to note upfront that Pacific students rely heavily on their family for 

information on post-school study and greatly value the views of family members (Fischer et al., 

2019; Taleni et al., 2017). These factors considerably influence Pacific heritage students’ 

aspirations for tertiary education.  

Appadauri (2004) proposed that the capacity to aspire is shaped by social, cultural and 

economic experiences, including the availability of navigational information that is not equally 

distributed across cohorts. More specifically, those with less social capital have less access to 

information and fewer life experiences that position them to actualise their aspirations (Bourdieu 

& Passeron, 1990). Students with extensive exposure to social and economic experiences that 

embody academic success and achievement become more likely to successfully navigate these 

spaces and actualise their aspirations (Appaduari, 2004; Bok, 2010). Bourdieu’s observation has 

particular relevance for the present study because many Pacific students are typically exposed to 

life experiences having less social capital, less access to information, and fewer experiences that 

may not position them well to actualise the wider scope of their aspirations. The current study 

examines these underpinning features of student aspiration. 

Government policies and university outreach activities targeting students with low-SES 

backgrounds continue to frame their objectives as raising the aspirations of low-SES students to 

pursue higher education. Their unstated but implicit assumption appears to be that students with 

low-SES backgrounds do not have aspirations for education beyond high school, and as a result, 

continue to reinforce a model of deficiency for these students (Gale & Parker, 2015a; Gore, 

Holmes, Smith, Southgate, & Albright, 2015; Prodonovich, Perry, & Taggart, 2014; Sellar, Gale, 

& Parker, 2011). The Australian government is not alone here; such a position is taken, with best 

intentions, by a number of governments globally (Harrison & Waller, 2018; Kintrea et al., 2015). 

The challenge, as Gale and Parker (2015b) identify, is that the government’s discourse tends to be 

“ignorant and/ or dismissive” (p. 84), not only of students’ aspirations to reach university, but 

also of the students’ unequal access to resources to support them in achieving their aspirations. 

Bok (2010) observed: 

The policy rhetoric of ‘raising aspirations’ is inadequate for describing the 

needs of students in disadvantaged contexts and… is offensive in its 
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suggestion that students attending schools categorised as low-SES ‘lack’ 

adequate desires for their future. (p. 176) 

This concept of aspirations, is often framed as an individualist preference or choice, as 

demonstrated in government policy and popular discourses (Smith, 2011). Appadurai (2004) 

challenged the simplicity of this notion, arguing that aspirations should be viewed as a collective 

cultural capacity. This recognises aspirations as also having a cultural basis rather than simply 

reflecting an individual motivational trait. Consistent with the conceptual thinking of 

Bronfenbrenner (1995, 2005), Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) and Appadauri (2004), aspirations 

can be better understood “as socioculturally informed rather than simply the whim of disparate 

individuals” (Gale, Parker, Rodd, Stratton, & Sealey, 2013, p. 7). This means that the forming of 

aspiration is at least to some extent shaped by relationships and exchanges with significant others, 

societal norms, and other factors external to the individual’s control (Appaduari, 2004). 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1995, 2005) bioecological model, as discussed in the next section, provides a 

useful framework for this study to explore these dimensions. 

Student aspirations are influenced by many competing factors that continue to change 

within the student’s environment as the student matures. A quantitative study by Witko, Bernes, 

Magnusson, and Bardick (2008) of close to 3000 Year 10–12 high school students with low-SES 

backgrounds in Alberta, Canada, found that “as young people come to understand themselves 

better, they reject or accept a zone of acceptable alternatives” (p. 23). This suggests aspiration 

formation is an ongoing and refining process for students as circumstances change. Overall, the 

students in that study reported high aspirations to become a lawyer, doctor, nurse or architect as a 

first preference, with trades and apprenticeship consistently rating lower. The study also found 

that student understanding of careers and occupations evolved between the successive year levels. 

For example, a Year 10 student may want to work in the health industry, but labelled this as 

wanting to become a doctor or nurse. A Year 12 student may list other occupations within the 

health industry such as physiotherapy or optometry. The study found that the dominant factors 

that influenced student decision-making were the students’ perception of the dominant gender of 

the occupation, the prestige level associated with the occupation, and the amount of effort 

required to obtain the job (Witko et al., 2008). This unsurprisingly reinforced the notion that 

student aspirations change as students mature and develop awareness of career pathway 

opportunities (Gore et al., 2015; Guo, Marsh, Morin, Parker, & Kaur, 2015).  
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Witko et al. (2008) made several recommendations for further study. These included 

further exploring the development of high school students’ aspirations through qualitative 

research methods to provide greater insight into the phenomenon. Another recommendation was 

for a longitudinal study observing the progression of aspiration development as young people 

evolve. The core challenge that the study identifies is not that students lack aspirations, but that 

they can lack the resources and cultural capital to successfully fulfil their aspirations (Ansong, 

Eisensmith, Okumu, & Chowa, 2019; Bok, 2010). The current study seeks to explore these issues 

further in regard to the Pacific student cohort. 

Several studies conducted in Australia have identified that while some young people with 

low-SES backgrounds aspire to university, they do neither enrol nor achieve success at tertiary 

level education (Bok, 2010; Gale & Parker, 2015b; Parker, Stratton, Gale, Rodd, & Sealey, 2013; 

Sellar & Gale, 2011; Zipin, Sellar, Brennan, & Gale, 2015). The Bradley Review (2008) 

examined the state of the Australian higher education system against international best practice 

and formed an integral part of the Australian government’s Higher Educational Participation and 

Partnerships Program (HEPPP) for funding of universities. It identified unrealised student 

aspiration for higher education (Bradley, Noonan, Nugent, & Scales, 2008) as a focus for students 

with low-SES backgrounds. Almost a decade later, Gore et al. (2017) observed that this 2008 

finding remained largely unchanged. Australia-based scholars sought to understand why this was 

so, given the government’s stated focus on increasing the rates of university participation by 

students with low-SES backgrounds. Gale et al. (2013) claimed the “perceived shortfall in 

aspirations for higher education, particularly by under-represented groups, is seen to be 

frustrating the achievement of government’s targets for university” (p. 5). This suggests the 

government may view students’ lack of aspiration to higher education as responsible for its own 

inability to achieve its targets, which again is problematic. Extensive research to understand this 

phenomenon created tensions for the government, identifying the presence of aspiration to attend 

university among these students, but even so there were low completion rates of these students at 

university (Gale & Parker, 2015a; Gale et al., 2013; Sellar & Gale, 2011; Sellar et al., 2011; 

Walker-Gibbs et al., 2019; Zipin et al., 2015).  

A recent study by Gore, Fray, Harris, and North (2019) aimed to understand why students 

from regional and remote communities in Australia continue to be underrepresented in higher 

education despite the government’s HEPPP funding to support university aspirations of students 

with such backgrounds. These researchers reviewed 65 empirical studies conducted between 

1991 and 2016, which emphasised the enablers and the barriers to student participation in higher 
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education. This review found quantitative research (26 studies) was most common, followed by 

mixed methods (21 studies), and then qualitative studies (16), with the majority of research 

participants being high school students. Collectively, these articles highlighted factors including 

financial difficulties and distance to university, the emotional cost of relocation, the significant 

role of home and community, having a supportive school environment, and teacher/school 

experiences as key influencers upon student aspirations. Other studies have identified that these 

factors also shape urban student aspirations, in both Australia and New Zealand (Stanley & 

Kearney, 2017; Teevale & Teu, 2018; Theodore et al., 2018). However, remote and very remote 

students have the additional complexity of emotional and financial cost because the physical 

distance requires them to relocate (Gore et al., 2019).  

While there are some differences between rural and remote students on the one hand, and 

urban students on the other, many similarities exist across the groups suggesting relevance of 

findings from the Gore et al. (2019) study to the wider population. For example, 

recommendations called for outreach programs and initiatives to deliver targeted approaches that 

focus on pathways to higher education, instead of relying on “generalised location-based” 

differences (p. 11). This applies a strengths-based approach, and actually supports student 

aspiration for university study, instead of focusing on the challenges specific cohorts experience. 

These factors and associated experiences that shape student aspirations can be more fully 

understood through the conceptual framework of Bronfenbrenner’s (1995, 2005) bioecological 

model. Because of this utility, the bioecological framework is embedded strongly in this study 

and will be presented in the next section. 

2.3  Theoretical Framework: Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model 

The conceptual framework of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model (1995, 2005) 

applied to the present study of Pacific high-school students in Logan, provides the opportunity to 

holistically view and understand the experiences of these students as they consider university 

study while developing aspirations for their future. Bronfenbrenner’s earlier ecological model 

(1979), and his revised bioecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 1995, 2005; Bronfenbrenner & 

Evans, 2000; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998, 2006) are widely embraced within the human 

services and education sectors, especially to support and advocate for marginalised individuals, 

families and communities (Branch, Homel, & Freiberg, 2013; Horwath & Basarab-Horwath, 

2010; Houston, 2017; Serbati, Pivetti, & Gioga, 2015). In this section, an overview is presented 
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of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model, the insights it provides, and how its limitations have 

been addressed to maximise its utility for the present study.  

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model (1995, 2005) illustrates a theory that studies 

human development, suggesting how the interactions between an individual and their 

environment, categorised into various systems, shape the development of the individual over 

time. The model provides a useful theoretical framework to identify and explain the 

interchanging dynamics influencing Pacific Island students’ interactional experiences that 

influence their aspirations for university study. As a psychologist, Bronfenbrenner focused on 

“developing scientific tools including theories, research designs, and corresponding empirical 

findings – that are required in order to improve our understanding of the conditions and processes 

that shape human development” (Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000, p. 117). His initial ecology 

approach consisted of micro-, meso-, exo-, and macrosystems, viewed as “a set of nested 

structures, each inside the other like a set of Russian dolls” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 3). He 

continued to develop this approach over four decades through ongoing self-reflection and self-

critique, to sharpen the focus on context. The new framework was termed the bioecological 

model, with Process–Person–Context–Time (PPCT) as core elements (Bronfenbrenner 2005). 

This model provides a deeper understanding than the earlier model does of the factors and 

interactions that influence human development and formation of aspiration (Houston, 2017).  

The bioecological model presented in Figure 2.1 shows the complex layers, also referred 

to as systems, that influence an individual’s environment. One is better able to understand the 

relationships and interconnected interactions that shape the development of an individual when 

categorised within these systems – micro-, meso-, exo-, and macro. In developing the model, 

Bronfenbrenner (2005) claimed that an individual’s life course is impacted by reciprocal 

interactions between the individual and their environment. The model places primary focus on the 

individual, who is positioned in the centre of the model, and their immediate environment, that is 

represented in the layer immediately surrounding the individual in the central circle. Here the 

emphasis is on viewing the reciprocity of these relationships in the context of the environments in 

which the individual lives, with each person being impacted by their environment, while also 

impacting the environment.  
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Figure 2.1 Bronfenbrenner's (1995) Bioecological Model  

(Adapted from Figure 1 in “Young people’s ideas of what it means to be a good citizen: The role of empathy, 

volunteering and parental styles”, by R. Gudjohnsen, 2016, PhD Thesis, p. 44. Copyright 2016 by R. 

Gudjohnsen. Permission Provided 2 January 2020)  

 

 Figure 2.1 also illustrates that key sources of influence such as family, friends, faith 

community and school, shape the development and aspirations of the student given their 

proximity to the student and therefore placement within the microsystem. This model provides 

further insight to understand how a student is socialised within their culture, and how the culture 

impacts the student. It also acknowledges the complexities and broader social structures and 

interactions that are vital to an individual’s development (Hogan, 2017). Bronfenbrenner’s (1995) 

bioecological theory explains human development by combining internal components with 

external environmental influences:  

[H]uman development takes place through a process of progressively more 

complex reciprocal interaction between an active, evolving biopsychological 

human organism and the persons, objects, and symbols in its immediate 

external environment. To be effective, the interaction must occur on a fairly 

regular basis over extended periods of time. Such enduring forms of 

interactions in the immediate environment are referred to as proximal 

processes. (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998 p. 996)  

Individual 
Primary importance is 

placed upon the 
individual. 
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The four systems illustrated in the bioecological model, which surround the Individual at 

the centre, are the Microsystem, the Mesosystem, the Exosystem, and on the outermost layer the 

Macrosystem. All four systems represent different contexts and/or interconnecting relationships 

that influence an individual’s development, as discussed below. A fifth system, the 

Chronosystem, is outside these four systems and therefore represented below them as an arrow. 

Four primary components – process, person, context and time (PPCT) – overlap these systems 

(Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). The PPCT model outlines the 

layers of influence within the individual’s environment, as well as the interconnected factors 

shaping the development of the individual. Each is now considered in turn.  

2.3.1 Process 

Process, also referred to as proximal process, refers to the interactions between children 

and their caregivers, such as parents and teachers, or the children’s interactions with objects, such 

as games and toys. The makeup of proximal processes varies according to aspects of the 

individual and of the context – both spatial and temporal. This construct encompasses forms of 

interactions such as feeding a baby or reading to a child that occur over a period of time, and 

these are considered to be the primary mechanisms influencing human development 

(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Understanding and acknowledging process was a new 

development expanding on the original ecological model (1979) allowing greater understanding 

of the biopsychological characteristics of the person. These interactions that are seen as process 

are, however, subject to the limitations that the context of these interactions imposes (Grabs, 

2018). Bronfenbrenner later acknowledged that he was conscious of the gaps in his original 

ecological model, which focussed on the nature of “relevant environments” instead of “the 

characteristics of developing individuals” (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006, p. 795).  

2.3.2 Person 

While the individual was represented in the original ecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979), the personal characteristics influencing the individual’s development were not. The 

revised model, now recognised as the bioecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 1995, 2005) placed 

emphasis on the person, so that individual characteristics such as physical appearance, gender, 

and age are key determinants of how the individual responds to others, and in turn, how others 

respond to the individual. These characteristics affect how children develop as they experience 
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social interactions (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998, 2006). Other characteristics factored into the 

revised model include the individual’s intelligence, physical characteristics, ability to manage 

stress and/or emotions, and personality. Three key personal characteristics from that model that 

have particular relevance for the present study are described: demand, resource, force.  

Demand characteristics were included in the earlier ecological model, recognising that the 

child’s traits evoke response from the world, both positive and negative. These characteristics 

include ethnic background, skin colour, age, gender and physical appearance (Tudge, Mokrova, 

Hatfield, & Karnik, 2009; Tudge et al., 2016). For example, how a person choses to engage with 

a young Pacific male in the public library may differ if that person is an elderly European 

gentleman, a young Aboriginal mother with her baby, a refugee child from Sudan, or a middle-

aged female library attendant. 

Resource refers to the resources that a child brings into the interaction, including their 

socio-economic status, their education and that of their family, and lessons they learn at home and 

in the world at large about how to deal with the world around them (e.g., through past 

experiences, skills, parental care, educational opportunities). These characteristics, in contrast to 

demand characteristics, are not always evident, and they are sometimes induced as a result of 

demand characteristics (Tudge et al., 2016). For example, a Pacific child who is encouraged to 

ask questions within the home setting may be more confident asking questions at school, 

regardless of the dominant cultural perceptions associated with students asking questions. 

Force refers to the temperament of the individual, such as a child’s characteristics 

including personality type, and levels of motivation and persistence. Force also takes into account 

factors such as how much physical energy the child has overall, how well they are able to focus 

attention, and how inclined they are towards routine (Bronfenbrenner, 1995; Bronfenbrenner & 

Ceci, 1994). Bronfenbrenner (1995) suggested that for children, even when they have the same 

access to resources, their development may differ given their personality traits such as persistence 

in difficult times and desire to succeed. As a result, the interactions of the child with their 

environment vary according to the child’s temperament. 

2.3.3 Context 

Context is the environment in which the individual develops. Bronfenbrenner identified 

context as a composite of the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem and macrosystem, as 
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illustrated in Figure 2.1, where these four systems encircle each other outward from the innermost 

circle representing the Individual. These four systems are introduced conceptually below – their 

inter-relationships and their impact on human development – again illustrating with reference to 

the present study of Pacific students.  

The microsystem encompasses the activities and interaction patterns in an individual 

child’s environment, including family, extended family, home and close. It is the setting in which 

the individual spends considerable time in direct interaction with people and objects. This is the 

most influential level of ecological system theory, encompassing gender, cultural background, 

physical health and the individual’s personality, with all relationships in this system being bi-

directional and reciprocal (Tissington, 2008). In the microsystem of a Pacific student, the role of 

family including extended family, church/faith, friends/peers and school is most evident, and 

members of family play dominant roles in shaping student aspirations for life post-school (Taleni 

et al., 2017; Thomsen, Tavita, & Levi-Teu, 2018). 

The mesosystem is the set of interrelations between two or more settings where the 

person is an active participant (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). In this study the mesosystem is the space 

of interactions between and among the immediate environments of the student’s microsystem – 

the informal networks of church, neighbours, peers and community services – and the indirect 

environments of the broader socio-political, cultural and economic context, e.g., the Exosystem. 

It is thus the space of interconnection between these two systems (Mischo, 2014). The 

individual’s microsystem is embedded within the mesosystem, which reflects the interactions 

between roles, relations and activities, e.g., the relationship between the students’ parents and 

their teacher at school. How contexts and relationships develop and change is determined in this 

system. As Bronfenbrenner (1979) argued, for individuals to develop and grow, supports must 

exist in a wider environment, which is shaped by the Mesosystem. 

The exosystem comprises factors in the individual’s social settings that do not involve the 

individual directly as an active participant, but still impact upon that person in some way. 

Bronfenbrenner (2005) explains these as “the linkages and processes taking place between two or 

more settings, at least one of which does not ordinarily contain the development person” (p.80). 

For example, given the economic circumstances of most Pacific families in low-SES 

communities in Australia, a parent losing a job will impact upon a student due to the decreased 

family income and therefore financial capacity to meet student needs. A death within the family 

or community (also referred to a fa’alavelave) will also impact the student due to the financial 
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and time obligations upon parents/carers to support and contribute to the family suffering the loss 

(Teevale et al., 2016; Tiatia, 2012). 

The macrosystem is the outermost layer, which links all systems together. It is not a 

specific or tangible context, referring rather to norms, values, laws and customs of a particular 

culture. Here are broader societal issues, including governance, legislation and environmental 

influences (Tudge et al., 2016). In the Australian context, national legislation restricting – and 

recently (2016), in a limited way, enabling – access to HECS-HELP, is an example of how the 

macrosystem impacts the aspirations of Pacific students aspiring to university study.  

2.3.4 Time 

The concept of Time is captured in the Chronosystem, which refers to the socio-historical 

conditions affecting an individual’s development, and comprises the environmental events and 

transitions throughout an individual’s life. Time is therefore both relative constancy and change. 

Bronfenbrenner and Morris (1998) explained Time as comprising three layers: (a) micro-time – 

occurring during the course of a specific activity or interaction; (b) meso-time – the frequency 

and period of occurrence of such activity or interaction, which influence the individual’s 

environment; and (c) macro-time – the chronosystem in Bronfenbrenner’s revised model. For the 

present study, examples of time within these three layers include the changes in Australian 

legislation over the past two decades, which directly impact Pacific Islanders who are New 

Zealand citizens living in Australia; the pervasiveness of technology and its capacity for enabling 

communication through, for example, messaging in social media; and the impact of city dwelling 

that has consequences such as breakdown of the traditional extended family residing together into 

nuclear family residences. Understanding time and timing, as reflected in the chronosystem, 

provides a useful lens for recognising how time and historic events influence human 

development.  

As a conceptual and analytical framework, the layered bioecological model helps to 

explain the environments and interchanging dynamics that impact upon a student, as well as the 

more general, overarching impact of cultural and political systems upon the student’s life, 

particularly as this impact relates to inequality (Houston, 2017). This disposition is to be 

expected; Bronfenbrenner was very much concerned with structural injustices and campaigned 

actively against them. One might therefore expect that a critical issue here, particularly in terms 
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of identifying and addressing social injustice, concerns the nature, place and role of power within 

this landscape.   

2.4  The Shapers of Pacific Students’ Aspirations for University  

Consideration now turns to addressing the question of what shapes Logan City resident 

Pacific students’ aspirations for university study and their desire to actualise these aspirations 

after high school. This section begins by discussing dominant Pacific values, which as noted 

above are part of the macrosystem, and fundamentally influence the lives of Pacific and Pacific 

heritage peoples, regardless of the national context in which they live. It then follows with 

analysis of the literature concerning Pacific students’ aspirations, using Bronfenbrenner’s (1995, 

2005) bioecological model with its four systems for explanatory purposes. In the context of this 

study, the microsystem entails the role of parents and family, friendship and peer groups, faith 

and church, and school and teachers. The mesosystem entails the informal networks of which the 

students are part and the interactions students have with these networks. The exosystem interlinks 

the students’ informal networks and interactions. The macrosystem entails the ideologies and 

values of the dominant culture at large and of the students’ subcultures in particular, as these 

ideologies and values underlay and shape what happens in the other three systems and to the 

individual student around whom these systems are formed. In this chapter, the primary focus is 

the microsystem since, comprising the people and practices closest to the students, it is the most 

influential of the four systems shaping students’ formation of aspirations and actualising of these 

aspirations. As the chronosystem is intertwined in the above four systems given the emphasis on 

time, place and change, it will not be discussed separately in the next section. 

2.4.1 Pacific Values  

Discussion of Pacific values up front enables us to better understand the actors, actions 

and interactions within and across the four systems discussed below, which is why this discussion 

of values here rather than in discussion below of macrosystem, where Bronfenbrenner’s model 

places values. Understanding Pacific values and frameworks is fundamental to understanding 

Pacific young people’s motivations and aspirations to pursue study after completing high school. 

Pacific peoples are not a homogenous group, but the core values held across the South Pacific 

nations share many similarities. These core values for Samoan people in particular, include aiga 

(primacy of family), fa’aaloalo (humility and respect, particularly within the Pacific hierarchical 
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structures), tautau ma finau (service), and fa’atuatua le Atua (trust in God). These values are 

dominant across all Pacific nations, and continue to influence the identity of second and third 

generation Pacific Island young people in Australia and in New Zealand (Faleolo, 2019; 

Macfarlane, Macfarlane, & Fletcher, 2018; Seiuli, 2015).  

The hierarchical structure of Pacific peoples acknowledges the divine wisdom of God, the 

elders and those in positions of authority, including au faifeau (ministers), district, village and 

family matai (chiefs), failaoga (educators) and parents (Besnier, 2014; Manuela & Sibley, 2014). 

This structure provides a sense of belonging, connection and security for all. There is a collective 

responsibility to care and provide for all members of the group, especially the elders, because 

they carry within them the wisdom and knowledge of ancestors that ground members of the group 

in their cultural identity, values and responsibilities (Rumbach & Foley, 2014). Historically, in 

Pacific cultures knowledge is transferred from elders by way of mentoring and training children 

and most importantly embedding the value of service for the benefit of all within the village, 

through storytelling and cultural practices such as weaving and caring for the land (Ravulo, 2019; 

Siu-Maliko, 2016). The authority of this hierarchical structure remains today even in diasporic 

communities and has great capacity to influence the aspirations of Pacific students for higher 

education wherever they are living (Faleolo, 2019). Tamasese Efi (2002), Samoa’s Head of State 

2007–2017, explained: 

I am not an Individual; I am an integral part of the cosmos.  

I share divinity with my ancestors, the land, the seas and the skies.  

I am not an individual, because I share a tofi (inheritance, birthright) with my 

family, my village, and my nation.  

I belong to my family and my family belongs to me.  

I belong to a village and my village belongs to me.  

I belong to my nation and my nation belongs to me.  

This is the essence of my sense of belonging. (p. 6) 

The value of service and responsibility to the collective promotes a sense of identity, 

connection and belonging that is greater than the individual self. The power of this value means 

that the collective group supports and carries the individual during times of need, including 

celebrations (e.g., weddings and birthdays), or loss and grief (e.g., passing away of loved ones) 

(Suaalii-Sauni, Samu, Dunbar, Pulford, & Wheeler, 2012). Within this hierarchical structure is 

the family unit that encompasses the extended family, whose members are in many cases not 
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blood related. The extended family includes church communities, villages, and having the same 

ethnic origins and island nation. The power of this value is seen especially in times of celebration, 

need and grief, where the group works collectively to carry and support the others (Siu-Maliko, 

2016).  

As discussed, Pacific peoples belong to collective cultures where the need of the 

individual is secondary to the need of the collective group (Teevale et al., 2016; Tiatia, 2012). 

Typically, family (immediate and extended) and cultural bonds are strong, influencing behaviours 

and choices that benefit and progress the collective group. Positive relationships and interactions 

between members of the collective promote positive outcomes for the individual and may affect 

the whole group; less positive relationships and interactions among collective members result in 

less positive outcomes for the individual, the family unit, and any others who identify with the 

collective (Teevale et al., 2016). Regardless of the relationships and dynamics within these 

groups, the choices and actions of the individual, both positive and negative, are seen as a 

reflection of the family or larger collective as a whole (Mulder et al., 2016). 

These collective-focussed values of Pacific cultures contrast with what are typically 

recognised as western values, favouring independence, self-reliance, assertiveness, initiative and 

directness, as summarised in Table 2.1 (Guy, 2016; Owens, 2008). However, asserting 

differences between Pacific culture/values and Western culture/values can be problematic; in 

nations of the Pacific and of the so-called West, there is a vast array of cultures with distinctive 

qualities, and people may identify and live true to the values and practices of a mix of cultures. In 

the present discussion I therefore describe the dominant values, worldviews and lived experiences 

in these contexts when I speak of Pacific and western cultures. 
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Table 2.1  

Pacific values in contrast with Western values 

Pacific values 

Family cohesion 

Subjugation of needs of individual 

Reciprocity 

Religious authority 

Communalism 

Respect, obedience 

Fa’a Samoa/ Faka Tonga 

Western values 

Personal freedom 

Autonomy 

Individuality 

Secular authority 

Individualism 

Critique, question 

The Australian Way 

Source: Adapted from Table 1.in “Polycultural Capital and the Pasifika Second Generation: 

Negotiating Identities in Diasporic Spaces” by K. Mila-Schaaf. 2010, PhD Thesis, p, 120. Mila-Schaaf and 

Robinson (2010) (p. 120). 

 

Many Pacific students living outside Pacific nations such as Australia, New Zealand and 

the United States face conflict between the Pacific values dominant in their home and community 

life, such as honouring the collective family, humility and service (Suaalii-Sauni & Fulu-

Aiolupotea, 2014), and the western values dominant in their school life (Reynolds, 2019). 

However, in daily life most Pacific students inevitably move between spaces of home, school, 

church and perhaps employment, where the values of the two cultures conflict (Fletcher & 

Nicholas, 2018; Macfarlane et al., 2018). This tension for young Pacific people is evident in New 

Zealand, where “many New Zealand born Samoan youth are forced to grow up in an environment 

that produces cultural and identity conflicts (Nanai et al., 2017). Life presents similar cultural 

tension for Pacific youth growing up in Australia. Mila-Schaaf and Robinson (2010) described 

the position of these Pacific youth as caught between two cultures, where Pacific young people 

need to contextualise different parts of their lives in accordance with the conflicting values and 

practices of the Pacific and mainstream cultures. Research has explored these tensions in 

particular aspects of life in Australian and New Zealand contexts (Ali & Narayan, 2019; Brown, 

Power, Bowmar, & Foster, 2018; Durham et al., 2019; Paulsen, 2018; Reynolds, 2019; Teevale & 

Teu, 2018; Theodore et al., 2018). These tensions are also amply evident for Pacific Island youth 

growing up in Logan City where this study was conducted. 
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Whereas the collective culture of Pacific peoples places extremely high value on family 

(including extended family) and community cohesion, western culture prioritises personal 

freedom and the individual’s own development and needs. Competition between these values 

perhaps inevitably affects the aspirations that Pacific students form as they grow up in Australia. 

In a Pacific cultural context, school students are to accept information that teachers provide, 

without analysis and question. Students are expected to honour their parents and others in 

positions of authority such as pastors, elders and teachers, through humility, obedience and 

service. Questioning the instruction of parents, pastors, elders and teachers can be viewed as 

disrespectful and is not encouraged (Teevale et al., 2016; Tiatia, 2012). By contrast, in the 

Australian context, within the classroom the student is expected to analyse information critically, 

ask questions, and generally pursue their personal goals and aspirations (Nanai et al., 2017). 

Navigating between collectivist Pacific values that dominate home life and individualist Western 

values that dominate school life therefore presents challenges for Pacific students living in 

Australia. It requires these students to develop positive resource and force characteristics 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1995) to successfully navigate these worlds; resource referring to in this case, 

the interactions within the home that encourage and promote asking questions, and force to the 

personality traits (i.e., motivation and persistence) to engage successfully in these learning 

spaces. As Ravulo (2018) explains:  

Learning takes place around concepts such as hierarchy, humility and the 

importance of respect for elders in attending to family gatherings and serving 

others. In Pacific culture these concepts are considered more virtuous than the 

individualism that is often a pertinent aspect of western notions of education. 

The concepts of collective consciousness and learnings one’s place in a 

hierarchy are considered important and virtuous in Pacific epistemology and 

ontology, whereas this type of learning may not be as highly emphasised in 

western pedagogy. (p. 32) 

2.4.2 The Individual 

Understanding Pacific values and socio-cultural frameworks, particularly the nature and 

function of hierarchy in society, is essential to understanding the experiences that shape the 

formation of Pacific students’ aspirations. Certainly, the influence of these Pacific values 

becomes clear in the literature for discussion. Before exploring the literature concerning external 



31 

 

influences upon students’ aspirations through Bronfenbrenner’s four systems, discussion first 

addresses Bronfenbrenner’s model which the four systems progressively encircle. As noted 

above, the core, is the individual, who in this study is the individual student. Here the general 

literature is discussed on key shapers of aspiration that derive from internal rather than external 

sources of influence, i.e., a student’s personal qualities. This literature makes clear that three 

personal qualities that are key shapers of a student’s aspirations are self-efficacy, motivation and 

a sense of belonging. 

2.4.2.1 Self-Efficacy and Motivation 

Key determinants of an individual’s aspirations include personality traits, past academic 

achievements, acceptance of gender and cultural stereotypes, and psychological factors such as 

academic self-efficacy (Ansong et al., 2019). Self-efficacy concerns how an individual’s beliefs 

influence how they think, feel, become motivated and behave (Bandura, 1993; Bandura, 

Barbaranelli, Caprara, & Pastorelli, 2001). Bandura (1993) provided a lens to better understand 

how a student’s self-efficacy influences their educational aspirations and achievements through 

social cognitive theory (SCT). SCT suggests that an individual’s belief in their ability to achieve 

tasks will impact their personal goals and aspirations for the future. Therefore, an individual’s 

personal agency enables them to change their circumstances through “acting with intentionality, 

self-reflection and forethought” (Ansong et al., 2019, p. 14) to actively pursue academic goals, 

for example, being the first in their family to pursue university study. Application of SCT enables 

an observer/analyst to consider an individual’s internal traits including self-efficacy and 

motivation that are both important in determining a person’s course of action (Bandura, 2010).  

Bandura (1989) developed a multidimensional scale to better understand these predictors, 

and to measure efficacy for academic achievement. This scale helps enable understanding of a 

student’s ability to plan and organise academic activities, to understand and remember what they 

are being taught, their self-motivation to complete school work and to participate in class, and the 

impact of structuring environments conducive to study. In short, the scale’s predictors could be 

used to identify a student’s belief in their ability to accomplish tasks, and enact agency, and so 

directly impact upon their educational goals and aspirations. Human agency, where a person 

exercises control over the outcomes of their choices and actions, shapes how people plan and act 

intentionally. “The stronger the perceived self-efficacy, the higher the goal challenges people set 

for themselves and the firmer is their commitment to them” (Bandura, 1993, p. 118). Therefore, 
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an individual’s belief about their ability to perform enables them to actively choose and pursue 

academic possibilities instead of passively responding to circumstances as they arise  (Riggio, 

2012). Further, a student’s self-efficacy is likely to increase when they believe their academic 

efforts are successful, and is likely to decrease when they feel their efforts are inadequate. In 

western cultures where the notion of the individual is dominant, there is a relationship between 

students’ self-efficacy, effort, persistence and goal setting to achieve personal academic success 

(Bandura, 2006; Carroll et al., 2009; Zimmerman, Bandura, & Martinez-Pons, 1992). In the 

present study of Pacific Islander students, taking action for themselves as individuals is not their 

exclusive concern, as they navigate between individualist Western values dominant in school life 

and collectivist Pacific values dominant in home life. It is therefore important in this study to 

understand the implications of collectivism for individual self-efficacy.  

Ansong et al. (2019) conducted a study in Ghana in 2019 with almost 4300 Year 8–10 

high school students, seeking to understand the influence of academic self-efficacy and 

educational aspirations on academic performance. The people of Ghana, a resource-limited 

country, presented similar cultural characteristics to those of Pacific peoples, in particular the 

importance of collective culture, in comparison to the individualist focus of Western countries. 

This study by Ansong et al. replicated and extended the external validity of two prior studies by 

Carroll et al. (2009) and Zimmerman et al. (1992), and supported findings of both studies, “with 

the assertion of the SCT that both socio-environmental influences and personal dispositions are 

important determinants of an individual’s plan and action” (p. 20). The important role of parents’ 

educational aspirations influencing children’s self-efficacy was also reinforced, but with caution. 

Ansong et al. (2019) warned that “extreme, overly ambitious” parental aspirations could have a 

detrimental impact on their child’s self-efficacy and motivation, suggesting need for further 

research to explore a “healthy threshold of parental aspirations” (p. 21). While the impact of 

parents’ overly ambitious aspirations is outside the scope of this study, it is useful to 

acknowledge it here.  

Motivation has been defined in SCT as an “internal state that arouses, directs and sustains 

goal-oriented behaviour” (Bryan, Glynn, & Kittleson, 2011, p. 1050). It is also described as an 

emotion, desire, need or similar impulse that causes one to act in a particular way (Prinstein, 

Brechwald, & Cohen, 2011). Unsurprisingly, motivation and self-determination are intrinsically 

linked to students’ aspirations and achievement (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002). Understanding the 

different types of motivation and how they shape a student’s sense of self-efficacy, aspirations 

and achievement is thus important. Learning stimulated by extrinsic motivation is often described 
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as “superficial and narrowly focused on assessment” (Radmehr, Laban, Overton, & Bakker, 2018, 

p. 245), in comparison with intrinsically motivated learning, which is focused on becoming 

proficient with the learning, and developing an innate understanding of the content 

(Vansteenkiste, Lens, & Deci, 2006).  

A recent mixed-method study in New Zealand (Radmehr et al., 2018) investigated the 

motivational strategies of university students with Pacific, Maori, Asian, European and other non-

European backgrounds. All university students studying in New Zealand were invited via email 

to participate in the study; 1854 completed the survey. The study found significant differences 

between ethnic groups in their motivational strategies, observing “culture does indeed affect the 

motivation and performance of students in educational institutions” (p. 246). Previous studies in 

New Zealand had explored the motivations of Pacific and Maori students, but comparisons across 

ethnic groups and efforts to understand the role of ethnicity on student motivation were limited. 

Radmehr et al. (2018) presented seven components of motivational strategies from the study 

findings, five positively influencing outcomes and two negatively impacting student motivation. 

The five positive strategies were intrinsic motivation, task value beliefs, internal attribution, self-

efficacy and expectation, and the concept of intelligence as being modifiable. The two negative 

motivational traits were extrinsic motivation and external attribution. 

Radmehr et al. (2018) found that Pacific students scored the highest in (a) task value 

beliefs that directly influence performance; (b) internal attribution where success is attributed to 

internal factors, and failure attributed to external factors; and (c) the understanding that people 

can modify their intelligence. Students who believe intelligence can be modified are more likely 

to modify their behaviour and increase their effort to achieve results. These findings are positive 

given Pacific students are consistently represented as underachieving at both the high school and 

university levels (Ministry of Education, 2019); they reveal among these Pacific students the 

beliefs underpinning motivation to succeed academically. However, Pacific students compared to 

their Maori, New Zealand European and non-New Zealand European counterparts were 

significantly more extrinsically motivated, and more likely to engage “surface learning and 

achieve lower academic results” (p. 251). Radmehr et al. (2018) suggested this could be attributed 

in part to Pacific students’ collective culture, with Pacific students more extrinsically motivated 

by a greater concern to obtain employment after graduation to help financially support their wider 

family. According to Radmehr et al., (2018), the pressure from family and church to succeed 

individually and to help provide for the wider family appeared absent for other ethnic groups.  



34 

 

These findings highlight the importance for teachers and academics working with Pacific 

students to understand the differences between intrinsic and extrinsic motivations and to try to 

ensure that Pacific students are able to experience meaningful learning. Understanding the role of 

the collective group in shaping  individual students’ motivation and self-efficacy becomes 

fundamental to supporting student learning and achievement (Brown et al., 2018). Here it is vital 

to appreciate that Pacific cultures are collective, so for Pacific students their sense of self 

determination and self-efficacy are “relational to the dominant group” (Stanley & Kearney, 

2017). Also vital is appreciation that integration, acknowledgment and appreciation of western 

societies and Pacific values will enhance the educational outcomes of Pacific students (Fletcher & 

Nicholas, 2018).  

Various studies have identified the influence of cultural differences on how individuals 

perceive their abilities. Scholz, Doña, Sud, and Schwarzer (2002) found a number of cross-

cultural differences that required further investigation in their study across 25 countries, with 

almost 19,120 participants. In particular, when comparing Western individual-oriented cultures 

(e.g., American and Australian) with collective cultures including those from the Pacific Islands, 

participants from collective cultural groups reported lower self-efficacy beliefs attributed to their 

focus on the group’s ability rather than on one’s individual capabilities (Woodward & Denton Jr, 

2013). Studies have also identified a correlation between students from collective cultures who 

reported high confidence and strong positive relationships, and their academic success (Ansong et 

al., 2019; Wu, Tsang, & Ming, 2012). The challenge now is to translate high confidence and 

academic success into completion rates in higher education. The next section will now explore 

how a student’s sense of belonging shapes their ability to connect, navigate and successfully 

participate in their learning spaces. 

2.4.3 Sense of Belonging  

A sense of belonging is important for all students. For Pacific peoples, a sense of 

belonging and connection is found in their relationships and interactions with family, community, 

peers and church (Ravulo, 2019). Each of these interchanging relationships plays an important 

role in developing an individual’s sense of belonging and self-efficacy, while also shaping and 

supporting their aspirations (Teevale et al., 2016). The innate desire to belong is seen by many to 

be universal (Strayhorn, 2018), and for Pacific students, as perhaps many others, they tend to 

“congregate to where they feel accepted, connected and needed” (Siope, 2011, p. 15). Since this 
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desire to belong is true for Pacific students in schooling and tertiary spaces (Leach, 2013), how 

Pacific students experience belonging as they move through the education sector becomes 

important for student success. 

Leach (2013) conducted a mixed-method study of first-year university students in New 

Zealand to better understand the impact of belonging and feedback on student success. The study 

identified six main aspects of successful student engagement: (a) student motivation and agency; 

(b) teacher/student interaction; (c) student/student interaction; (d) institutional support; (e) 

students’ active citizenship; and (f) non-institutional support. First-year students from nine 

tertiary institutions were invited to participate in an online survey. While 1246 students 

completed the survey, 72 of them also participated in follow-up semi-structured interviews, 

providing greater insight into their survey responses. The study focused on two key questions: 

one about feedback by teaching staff, the other about students’ sense of belonging within their 

higher education institution. Similar to the study of Radmehr et al. (2018), responses were 

compared for four ethnic groups of students – Maori, Pasifika, Pakeha (white New Zealanders 

primarily of European descent) and Asian. Leach’s findings revealed that a sense of belonging 

within tertiary institutions is not as important to students overall as the mainstream literature 

suggests (Harris III & Wood, 2013; Ma, 2003; O'Keeffe, 2013; Perrakis, 2008; Strayhorn, 2018). 

However, this was not true when considering student responses by ethnicity, especially for 

Pacific students as outlined in Table 2.2.  

Table 2.2  

The importance of belonging for university students 

Importance of belonging (Response over very important %) 

Item 
All students 

n=1246* 
Pakeha 
n=612 

Maori 
n=218 

Pasifika 
n=100 

Asian 
n=179 

Feeling I belong here 35** 29 45 58 37 

Feeling comfortable with other students 33 27 42 45 34 

Feeling accepted by teachers 39 33 47 58 41 

Feeling accepted by other students 21 16 25 25 27 

Feeling I am valued as a person 36 30 41 43 44 

Joining in social occasions 13 10 16 18 15 

Wanting to learn alongside other students 20 15 28 31 23 

Talking to students with views different from my own 20 14 31 33 16 
Notes 

* 100 students identified as 'other' and 37 did not respond. These 137 students are not included in the ethnic group data 

** 35% of all students responded very important to this item 

Source: Leach (2013, p. 119) 

Students in Leach’s (2013) study were asked to rate how they felt about the importance of 

belonging on eight aspects, as listed in Table 2.2. Pakeha students were less likely than other 
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groups of students to rate as very important on all eight items. The Pasifika group was most likely 

to report a feeling of belonging at university is very important to them. Further, 58 percent of 

Pasifika students identified ‘feeling accepted by teachers’ as very important to them, in 

comparison to 33 percent of Pakeha students. As to ‘feeling comfortable with others’, 45 percent 

of Pasifika students ranked this as very important to them, while for Pakeha students it was only 

27 percent. Leach (2013) provided explanation for differences among ethnic groups: 

the habitus of the institutions is a better fit for Pakeha students. They are a 

“fish in the water”. Consequently, they don’t “see” the water and take their 

surroundings for granted. In contrast, belonging is much more important for 

Pasifika students, perhaps because the institutional social and academic world 

is unfamiliar, and they feel like fish out of water. (p. 122) 

Leach’s (2013) study suggests that importance of belonging is different for ethnic groups 

and that for Pasifika (Pacific) students, a sense of belonging within the institution is important. 

Many Pasifika students feel they are like “fish out of water” (Leach, 2013, p. 122) in the tertiary 

sector, swimming in unfamiliar territories. Being first in family, speaking English as an additional 

language, and coming from lower socio-economic backgrounds (Ravulo, 2015, 2019; Kearney, 

Stanley, & Blackberry, 2018) perpetuate the need and desire to belong in these new spaces. The 

concept “flying fish” becomes fitting, where regardless of ethnicity, students will at times feel 

like a “fish out of water”, as they struggle with navigating new spaces and ways of learning, and 

feel like a “flying fish” (Leach, 2013, p. 123) at other times as they attempt to excel in their new 

learning environments. 

Leach’s (2013) study also suggests that a sense of belonging and connection for Pacific 

students is important in places such as university. In Australia, Durham et al. (2019) conducted a 

qualitative study with 31 Pacific young people aged 16 to 24 years, aiming to understand social 

influences upon health, and to create health–equity indicators for practitioners. While the study 

focused on the importance of place for the health of Pacific young people, themes emerged within 

the narratives of these young people about how spaces influence their sense of self and their 

academic aspirations. As one Pacific student in Durham et al.’s, (2019) study explained: 

So, ways of being and ways of doing things at home is still more close to the 

culture. And yet, a majority of my time is spent in school in a different world 

again. But if it comes close to home, it’s the culture. But there is that mix here 
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in the education system or in mainstream system, where it’s a whole different 

philosophy or ways of thinking and being. But for us, that connection is, 

because we draw from what is really close down, because, I guess, that’s 

closer to our very existence is the cultural elements. So, even though we come 

in to the space, we still look different, we feel different and we are different, in 

a sense. There is always that battle. (p. 7) 

The literature supports findings from Durham et al. (2019) that Pacific students living in 

Australia continually navigate non-aligned worlds associated with home, school and community 

(Fletcher, Grimley, Greenwood, & Parkhill, 2013; Fletcher & Nicholas, 2018; Manuela & Sibley, 

2015; Taleni et al., 2017). These researchers offer explanations in terms of cultural discontinuity 

theories and structural inequality theories. Both (Kearney, Fletcher, & Dobrenov-Major, 2011) 

and Durham et al., (2019) offer strategies to support Pacific students in transitioning more 

seamlessly between spaces such as home and school, which encourage both the educational and 

emotional wellbeing of the students. These multifaceted strategies, which include learnings for 

students, parents, teachers and peers, are discussed later in this chapter.  

The next section turns from the main internal influences upon an individual Pacific 

student’s formation and actualisation of aspirations – self-efficacy, motivation and belonging – to 

the literature concerning external influences upon these students’ aspirations, in the context of 

socio-cultural and other sources. The theoretical framework of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological 

model with its four systems, as introduced above is applied to discuss this literature. Consistent 

with this model, the individual student is recognised at the centre, and the influences upon the 

student’s formation of aspirations from the micro-, meso-, exo-, and macro systems are 

considered.  

2.4.4 Microsystem  

The microsystem is the most proximal sphere of influence to the student. Those who are 

in the microsystem of the Pacific high school students who participated in the present study are 

predominantly their family members, friends/peers, members of their church communities, and 

teachers. The literature discussed here reveals that interactions between the Pacific student and 

these significant others in the student’s microsystem provide the most direct influence on the 

student’s formation of aspirations. Indeed, what becomes a reciprocal learning process through 
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these interactions is a key element of the student’s microsystem. It begins with parents and other 

family members, then turns to friendship and peer groups, members of church communities, and 

schools and teachers. 

2.4.4.1 Parents and Other Family Members 

Interactions with parents, other family members and caregivers are key influences in a 

child’s early development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Pacific families place great value and 

importance on the role of parents, grandparents, and other older family members. The family 

structure is hierarchical, with elders including elderly parents and grandparents at the head of the 

family, followed by parents before they become elderly, followed by children and grandchildren 

(Teevale et al., 2016; Tunufa'i, 2013). It is common for grandparents and extended family to be 

living with, or in close proximity to, their children and grandchildren, reinforcing the strong ties 

within the family unit. Unsurprisingly, Pacific parents, grandparents and extended family play a 

major role in their children’s lives and are an important source of influence, support and 

motivation (Chu, Abella, & Paurini, 2013; Toumu’a & Laban, 2014).  

Pacific Island families who migrate to Australia, including the large share who come via 

migration first to New Zealand and move to Australia, do so in search of better employment and 

educational opportunities for their children, including higher education (Benseman et al., 2006; 

Cahill, 2006; Cuthill & Scull, 2011; Horton, 2014; Stanley & Kearney, 2017). These are 

opportunities they did not have within their homelands. Tongan academic Epeli Hau’Ofa (1998) 

explained this migration from the “Sea of Islands” in the Pacific as people continuing the voyage 

journey of their ancestors to “strike roots in new resource areas, securing employment, expanding 

kinship networks through which they circulate themselves, their relatives, their material goods 

and their stories all across their ocean” (p. 11). The connection to their island nation roots, 

extended family and stories remains strong today for Pacific peoples as they strike root in 

Australia in search of new resources and opportunities for their children (Hau'Ofa, 1998). 

However, for many Pacific peoples, including young people, the shift from Pacific Island culture 

to big city culture in Australia raises the challenge of existing in non-aligned worlds – an 

individualist world versus a collective world, with implications for their values, relationships and 

sense of belonging (Teevale et al., 2016).  

Unfortunately, many Pacific young people have not experienced the fulfilment of 

educational or employment opportunities that prompted their parents’ journey from New Zealand 
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to Australia, or directly to Australia from their island homes (Faleolo, 2019; Fletcher & Nicholas, 

2018; Mayeda, Keil, Dutton, & Ofamo'Oni, 2014; Ravulo, 2015). According to Australia’s 2016 

Census, Pacific peoples residing in Australia continue to report low levels of education and 

training (Ravulo, 2018), many of them lacking confidence and understanding to engage in the 

Australian schooling system (Paulsen, 2016, 2018). Many Pacific parents who speak English as 

an additional rather than first language, do not feel comfortable engaging in conversations with 

their children’s teachers and school administration. Many parents hold the view from their own 

upbringing in the Pacific that teachers are responsible for formal education and parents are 

responsible for transmitting culture, including language and faith beliefs (Kearney & Donaghy, 

2010). This makes children, once dropped off at the school gate, the responsibility solely of the 

school, with parents resuming responsibility after the school day.  

As the role of the school educator is held in high respect in many Pacific nations 

(Leaupepe & Sauni, 2014), this makes engaging in conversations about children’s behaviours and 

grades, completing forms and questioning decisions, uncomfortable for some parents (Ioane, 

2017). Yet these problematic experiences have informed parents’ engagement with their 

children’s schools. Teachers in Australian schools, on the other hand, assume that Pacific parents 

are not supportive of their children due to their lack of engagement (Taleni et al., 2017). Here it 

can be seen how tension emerges between parents’ home nation schooling experiences, and the 

experiences of their children in the Australian context, and the expectations that teachers and 

parents have of each other. 

Cuthill and Scull (2011) found that Pacific parents in Australia acknowledged their own 

important role in the education of their children and indicated high expectations for their child’s 

performance at school. Their study collected data through 25 semi-structured interviews with 

parents, and a further 11 interviews with young people aged 13–18 years. A large proportion of 

the parents said they were educated in the Pacific Islands and felt limited in the support they were 

able to provide their children in Queensland schools. They attributed this to their general lack of 

understanding about how the local education system operates, and more specifically about what 

their children were learning (Cuthill & Scull, 2011). This general lack of knowledge stems from 

parents’ experiences and expectations of schooling in their homeland, which as noted above were 

quite different from those of their children in 21st century Australia.  

In Samoa, for example, parents’ participation in their children’s formal education was 

neither encouraged nor expected (Onikama, Hammond, & Koki, 1998), which helps explain the 
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limited level of engagement some Pacific parents have with their children’s schools in 

Queensland. Findings from Mafi’s (2005) study on achieving better educational outcomes for 

Pacific young people in Ipswich (Queensland) are consistent with findings of Cuthill and Scull 

(2011) that many of the beliefs Pacific parents espoused conflicted with enacted practices in the 

Australian school system. Cuthill and Scull (2011) emphasised that while educational 

opportunities are often cited as the reason for migration to Australia, parents do not always 

prioritise this goal since encouraging their children’s pathway to higher education often competes 

with obligations to extended family and church. This challenge is still evident for some students 

and their families today (Stanley & Kearney, 2018). The present study provides opportunity to 

expand on the findings discussed above, and to explore further the experiences shaping Pacific 

Island young people in Logan Australia, given the migrant dream that many of their parents 

espoused when they left their homeland seeking better life for their families abroad (Ravulo, 

2019).  

Understanding the Western education system and norms associated with it is an issue for 

most Pacific parents. English is an additional language for them, they lack exposure to schooling 

outside of Island nations, and they have limited resources (financial and physical) to support their 

child’s learning at school. In response to these challenges, the New Zealand government initiated 

the Pasifika Education Plan 2013–2017 (extended to December 2019) conceptualised in Figure 

2.2. The New Zealand government’s first priority in this plan was to improve educational 

outcomes for Maori and Pasifika learners, those with special education needs, and those with 

low-SES backgrounds. The second priority was to maximise the contribution of education to the 

New Zealand economy (Ministry of Education, 2013). The Plan identified parents and families at 

large as key to improving the educational outcomes for their children, and therefore placed 

parents/families at the centre of the education system, enabling them to demand and participate in 

achieving better outcomes (Parata, 2013). By incorporating Pacific knowledges and cultures into 

this education strategy as Figure 2.2 illustrates, the New Zealand government demonstrated its 

commitment to valuing the knowledge and values of Pacific students and families. The 

publication setting out the plan explains on its first page: 
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Pasifika Success will be characterised by demanding, vibrant, dynamic 

successful Pasifika learners, secure and confident in their identities, languages, 

and cultures, navigating through all curriculum areas such as the arts, sciences, 

technology, social sciences and mathematics. (Ministry of Education, 2013, p. 

1) 

 

Figure 2.2 New Zealand Ministry of Education Pasifika Education Plan 2013–2017 

Source: https://www.education.govt.nz/assets/Documents/Ministry/Strategies-and-

policies/PasifikaEdPlan2013To2017V2.pdf. Retrieved July 2019. 

 

The Pasifika Plan 2013–2017 incorporated early-years learning, schooling and higher 

education, with the student, families and communities at the centre. It set targets for schools and 

government agencies to achieve, including meeting and/or exceeding national standard testing, 

increasing the number of university entrance students from high school, and decreasing rates of 

expulsion and exclusion. This strategy provided opportunity, permission and encouragement for 

parents to engage in the education system, although it appears to be still failing Pacific students. 

Taleni et al., (2017) explain:  

https://www.education.govt.nz/assets/Documents/Ministry/Strategies-and-policies/PasifikaEdPlan2013To2017V2.pdf
https://www.education.govt.nz/assets/Documents/Ministry/Strategies-and-policies/PasifikaEdPlan2013To2017V2.pdf
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one in six Pacific students will not achieve basic literacy and numeracy skills 

by the age of ten. Almost one in five will leave school without any 

qualification; another one in five will leave with National Certificate of 

Educational Achievement (NCEA) Level 1 only; and around one in five with 

NCEA Level 2. One in ten will become disengaged from education, 

employment, or training by the age of seventeen … This is the ‘crisis’ we all 

face as citizens of Aotearoa New Zealand. (p. 180)  

The New Zealand government recognises that addressing the disparity in achievement for 

Pacific students is essential as only 20 percent of Pacific students are completing high school with 

NCEA 2 level - the minimum entrance requirement for tertiary programs (Taleni et al., 2017) . 

The New Zealand Ministry of Education consulted Pasifika parents and relevant stakeholders on 

how schools could better engage with parents and families (Ministry of Education, 2013). The 

core problem respondents identified was challenges through language barriers, a theme mirrored 

in studies with Pacific parents in Australia (Cuthill & Scull, 2011; Kearney, 2015). The New 

Zealand government’s response was to place priority on Pacific students by developing an 

ongoing strategy or compass to address the inequities in their educational attainment (Ministry for 

Pacific Peoples, 2017). This included focus and benchmarks on valuing and embedding 

bilingualism, and the cultural knowledges students and their families bring to the classroom. The 

Ministry of Education invested resources in developing an inclusive learning community where 

Pacific parents and families feel welcome in schools. Cultural liaison officers, bilingual teacher 

aides and culturally diverse and bilingual teachers have helped with this process (Tait, Horsley, & 

Tait, 2018).  

In Australia, Pacific parents have often had to rely on extended family and community 

members to help with navigating the education system. While a more recent yet still limited 

initiative, some schools in low-SES areas with high Pacific student populations have allocated 

additional resources to better support Pacific students and families through employing Pacific 

Island cultural liaison officers, community support coordinators, bilingual teacher aides and 

teaching staff who are more culturally diverse to better reflect the student population. These roles 

are limited especially in the primary schools, but some of the people working in these positions, 

have taken on lead engagement and support roles for Pacific students and their families (Cuthill 

& Scull, 2011; Kearney et al., 2008; Paulsen, 2016; Singh & Dooley, 2001). This move reflects 
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school administrations giving attention to a fast-growing student cohort who are invisible in the 

data, yet clearly visible in the classroom and school grounds.  

Parental advice on career choices and aspirations influences their children’s overall 

development. Parents act as career role models who influence their children’s occupational 

interest and choices (Schmitt-Rodermund & Vondracek, 2002). The over-representation of 

parents in unskilled, low-paid employment limits the broader scope of enhanced career role-

modelling for their children (Fynes-Clinton, 2011; Ravulo, 2019). According to Aronson (2008), 

children with low-SES backgrounds, whose parents did not attend university, are 

disproportionately likely to drop out of high school and end their education at high-school level. 

Since children tend to relate to their parents’ occupation, providing exposure to alternative career 

and study pathways outside their immediate environment is desirable for students to experience 

other possibilities (Amarnani, Garcia, Restubog, Bordia, & Bordia, 2018). This makes the role of 

parents, especially that of the mother, a key factor in shaping their childrens’ career and study 

aspirations (Simpkins, Fredricks, & Eccles, 2012). 

One of the major challenges faced by Pacific parents in low-SES areas is limited financial 

resources. Access to government welfare benefits are restricted for Pacific families with New 

Zealand citizenship who arrived in Australia after 20 February 2001, with many parents now 

employed in unskilled, low-paying employment (Hamer, 2014; Ravulo, 2015). As Pacific 

families often comprise parents, children, grandparents, aunties, uncles and cousins within the 

one household, allocating already limited finances for educational purposes is not always an 

option. Conflicting messages emerge for the children. Parents tell them about the importance of 

education and have high aspirations for their children to pursue tertiary education. Many students 

speak of the collective pride a family experiences when a child graduates from university as a 

motivating factor to continue study after high school (Kearney, Stanley & Blackberry, 2018). 

However, parents also share openly about the need for children to seek employment and help 

support the family when they complete high school (Paulsen, 2018). The collective family’s 

immediate need for financial support becomes more important than the child’s aspiration for 

university study (Stanley & Kearney, 2017; Tait et al., 2018). This challenge raised by short-term 

priority for income over longer-term investment in education continues to emerge throughout the 

literature on Pacific families in Australia and New Zealand (Durham et al., 2019; Teevale et al., 

2016; Theodore et al., 2018).  
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The qualitative study of Durham et al. (2019) explored the impact and importance of 

place on the health of Pacific young people residing in Logan, south of Brisbane, where the 

present study was conducted. Peer researchers undertook 31 place-based interviews with 

participants 16–24 years old. The study revealed six themes that the Pacific young people 

identified were impacting their health outcomes: (a) spiritual and socio-cultural dimensions, (b) 

where they live, (c) access to culturally response services, (d) economic dimensions, (e) material 

dimensions, and (f) political dimensions. Unsurprisingly, the themes impacting the wellbeing and 

health outcomes for Pacific young people also impact their educational aspirations (Paulsen, 

2018, 2019). Several participants in the study of Durham et al. (2019) “noted how aspirations 

were constrained” (p. 11) due to lack of resources to support further education post high school. 

The economic, material and political dimensions of their health concerns and future aspirations 

were intertwined, especially for the participants who held New Zealand citizenship. These New 

Zealand citizens recognised they are responsible to provide financially and culturally for their 

families, since without Australian citizenship, members of their families are not eligible for 

welfare and other support from the Australian government as Australian citizens are. 

Durham et al. (2019) suggested that Pacific young people’s understanding of health and 

wellbeing reflected Pacific models of health that include family, beliefs, cultural values, and the 

spiritual, physical, mental and other aspects of life that form the connections between family and 

culture (Pulotu-Endemann & Faleafa, 2017). The study suggested that young people expressed 

positive views towards their community memberships and other associations with the Pacific 

group in Australia, and were proud of their cultural heritage. However, the study participants who 

were attending university had “richer social networks” within the Pacific community and outside 

the Pacific community. Several participants also reported their families practice “social 

reciprocity” (p. 7), including providing financially to the church, which created financial stress 

within the home. Providing financially for family and church created overwhelming stressors for 

young people, as they tried to balance study, their own financial goals, and knowing they will 

disappoint their families if they stop their financial giving.  

In many empirical studies, students reported that the pressure to help financially support 

their parents and extended family often competed with allocating time for study, but this was not 

true for all students (Theodore et al., 2018). Most students identified family as the dominant 

factor supporting their aspirations for university studies. In 2010, Kearney & Donaghy sought to 

understand the factors that supported the success of Pacific students from low-SES backgrounds 

at an Australia university. Family consistently ranked as most important: 
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My parents were really like, if you want to be someone you’ve got to work 

hard. Education! Education! I swear my parents talked about it all the time, 

especially my mum. She’d like nail it down… They [parents] give me the time, 

like if I tell them that I have really important assessment that I have to do, my 

mum especially, she’ll be like “No, she has to study”. I’ve seen them sacrifice 

a lot for us. They paved the way for us, and with nothing. They had nothing. 

Their English was limited. They had no skills. You know, my mum was 

working two jobs and looking after six kids, and my dad. So there was a lot of 

things … so they’re inspiring. (Kearney & Donaghy, 2010, p. 5) 

Students also reported their desire to make parents proud of their academic achievements 

as first-in-family to attend university, especially given the limited opportunities many of their 

parents had. These sentiments were echoed by Pacific students almost a decade after the 2010 

study (Teevale & Teu, 2018; Theodore et al., 2018). Governments, families and others recognise 

that increasing the number of Pacific students progressing to university is important for the lives 

of the student, their families and communities. Theodore et al. (2018) sought to understand what 

enabled and what inhibited Pacific university students’ success in tertiary institutions in New 

Zealand. Their longitudinal quantitative study, involving 365 Pacific participants (8,719 

participants in total) over a 10 year period, expanded on the work of Kearney and Donaghy 

(2010), with findings that enable insights beyond those from the earlier case study. The earlier 

small qualitative study in Australia found that limited aspirations on the part of the student, and 

lack of expectations on the part of the teachers, resulted from a lack of intercultural understanding 

on the part of both the students and the teachers. Theodore et al., (2018) explored further the 

interplay of factors impacting on aspirations of Pacific university students in New Zealand, as 

outlined in Table 2.3. 
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Table 2.3  

Enablers and Inhibitors of Students’ Capacity to Complete University Study 

Factors that helped Pacific university 

graduates (n=245 participants) to 

complete their qualifications 
% of 

Participants   

Factors that hindered Pacific 

university graduates (n=160) 

completing their qualifications 
% of 

Participants 

Family 46.5   Family responsibilities 33.8 

University-Academic 30.6  Student or personal factors 31.9 

Student or personal factors 22.9  Financial 21.3 

Friends 22.0  Health 12.5 

University-Other 13.9  Employment 12.5 

Religion  9.8  University-Academic 8.8 

Financial 8.2  Time pressure 8.1 

Partner 7.3  University-Other 7.5 

Other Support 7.3  Bereavement 6.9 

Peer Support 6.5  Lack of support 5.0 

Employment 5.3  Interpersonal relationships 4.4 

Therapy 2.0  Residence 2.5 

Child Care 0.0  Pregnancy or birth 1.3 

Miscellaneous 3.4  Miscellaneous 6.9 

Unclear 2.0  Unclear 1.9 

          
Participants could provide multiple responses which could be categorised into more than one factor; hence, percentages 

do not sum to 100% 

Source: Theodore et al. (2018, p. 141) 

As reflected in Table 2.3, students participating in the study of Theodore et al. (2018) 

identified family as the key factor enhancing their capacity to complete university study, with 46 

percent of participants indicating that their family helped them with university completion. These 

students spoke of the “continuous support from my family”, wanting to “be a role model”, and 

that experience of “being poor keeps me going… to make my family proud. Lift us to another 

stage” (p. 141). While the majority of Pacific parents were unable to assist their children with 

university course content, they gave support through home life such as cooking and cleaning, and 

by encouraging and praying for the children. From the families’ perspectives, this was just as 

important and valued. Significantly, however, while family was the most frequently nominated 

enabler of student success, family responsibility was identified as the major inhibitor – by one 

third of student participants. Students’ family responsibilities include attending events such as 

funerals, looking after young children, attending to family relationships, and other family 

commitments (Seiuli, 2015). There is a notable difference between the students who identified 

factors that supported their completion of a degree program (245), and those factors that hindered 
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completion of their degree (160). This may be due to students feeling uneasy with disclosing 

personal circumstances that may reflect negatively on their family and community and provides 

opportunity for further exploration.  

This study also highlighted the importance of others within the student’s microsystem. 

For example, after family, the second most highly ranked influence were university academics, 

identified by just over 30 percent of student participants. Other significant microsystem sources 

of influence were friends at 22 percent (fourth in the ranking) and religion at almost 10 percent 

(sixth in the ranking). Both these sources are discussed in the following sub-sections. 

2.4.4.2 Friends and peers 

Friends and peers are an important support for any age group, and in particular for young 

adolescents (Ravulo, 2019). For students generally, their peer group at school is usually also their 

main source of friendship. People form a sense of belonging, connection and identity within their 

friendship and peer groups, which the similar interests, values and aspirations of group members 

help to develop and nurture (Paulsen, 2018). Friends and peers can play a positive or negative 

role in shaping and supporting aspirations of others within groups. In this section we therefore 

explore the role of friends and peers in shaping Pacific students’ aspirations and supporting their 

educational goals and attainment. 

Friends, many of whom are also peers, are highly important in supporting Pacific 

students’ academic aspirations and success. Pacific students commonly report two types of 

friendship groups: the Islander friends and the Palagi/Pakeha friends (Durham et al., 2019; 

Hamshire et al., 2017). A qualitative study by Stanley and Kearney (2017), seeking to understand 

the experiences of second generation Samoan students in Australia, helps to clarify this 

distinction. As one participant student stated, “I automatically have a connection with other 

Samoans…. If I see a new face and they are Samoan, I instantly have a connection with that 

person whereas it would be harder for me creating relationships with a non-Samoan person” 

(Stanley & Kearney, 2017, p. 58). Such an inherent sense of cultural connection and cultural 

familiarity is very much evident in Pacific students’ forming of friendships and peer 

relationships. 

As reflected in Stanley and Kearney (2017), Teevale and Teu (2018), Theodore et al. 

(2018) and Ravulo (2019), friendship and peer groups play a role in both enabling and inhibiting 
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academic aspirations. The impact of friendships and peers upon participants in these studies 

varied according to the participant’s age, education level, and employment type. Participants in 

Stanley and Kearney’s (2017) study varied in age from 16 to 27 years and represented a range of 

education levels (high school, TAFE, Uni) and employment status – unemployed, or employed in 

skilled or low-skilled occupations. Participants reported that friends were important for finding 

connections and support; a typical response was “when you’re a minority, then you bond with 

people like you”. One female participant, sharing about parent discipline practices, provided 

useful insight into the value of a culturally similar friend for understanding and support during 

family difficulties: 

having a friend – a Samoan friend, and [them] understanding exactly what 

you’re going through. We all knew what was going on. No one else knew, you 

know. It was just no one was allowed to say anything, but we all knew. There 

were always unspoken words in the silence. (Stanley & Kearney, 2017, p. 59) 

Many Pacific students form friendship groups within their families, community or church 

groups (Paulsen, 2016). Siblings and cousins (immediate and extended) play dual roles as close 

family members and friends, minimising the need to make connections and establish friendship 

groups outside family and community networks. This dual role arrangement reinforces the role, 

values and practices of the collective group, helping to ensure that all members are aware of their 

role, their connection to others, and their responsibility to protect and nurture the group 

(Reynolds, 2017). 

Non-Pacific friends exposed their Pacific peers to other ways of being, especially through 

their relationships with their parents. Non-Pacific friends were more likely to engage in dialogue 

with parents and other adults that did not require the high level of respect that Pacific parents 

expect (Stanley & Kearney, 2017). Open and robust dialogue was encouraged in western settings, 

normalising critical analysis of information and opinion. This method of communication presents 

conflict for many Pacific families, who see fa’aloalo (respect) as paramount. To demonstrate 

respect, children must obey and listen to their parents, and accept without question what their 

parents say. (Durham et al., 2019). As a result, Pacific students can find it uncomfortable 

witnessing non-Pacific friends/peers engage in conversations with parents and other adults, where 

conversants respect each other as individuals with their own perspectives, and the ideals of 

individualism are more highly valued than those of the collective. Yet these same Pacific students 
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can also find it exciting to be able to engage openly in such conversations, which may not be the 

norm within their home setting (Stanley & Kearney, 2017). 

Having friends with similar Pacific backgrounds enabled students to practise their culture 

and language, but also presented associated challenges (Hamshire et al., 2017). Supporting each 

other to succeed is important, but the notion of fiapoto (trying to or wanting to be smart, or 

showing-off one’s knowledge) (Gershon, 2007, 2012; Hardin, 2015) is familiar to most Pacific 

students, especially those of Samoan and Tongan decent. The term’s connotations are negative on 

wanting to be smart, not to actually being smart. Being called fiapoto, coupled with mocking, 

often referred to as Island humour, has adverse effects on young Pacific people. These adverse 

effects became evident when students shared their experiences of not wanting to seek assistance 

with their learning for fear of appearing dumb, and so, losing face (Fletcher et al., 2009; Kearney, 

Stanley, & Blackberry, 2018). Yet whatever its cost to the students, labelling others as fiapoto, 

and/or mocking peers (often by family) serves to sustain the collective norms and values of the 

group. Mocking can therefore be problematic for young people if they challenge Pacific Island 

collective norms and seek knowledge and experiences outside their group. 

 The notion of not wanting to be fiapoto impacts Samoans regardless of their age or 

standing. Ofe-Grant (2018) explored this phenomenon in her thesis, “Smashing through the 

Brown Glass Ceiling: Exploring Perceived Barriers and Facilitators to Career Advancement for 

Samoans in Aotearoa”. The study found that some participants who held senior positions in the 

corporate sector – who may not have held a matai (chief title), or perhaps were female – acted 

“dumb” to appease the collective, more specifically the chiefs and elders. Tupu, a politician who 

participated in the study, stated, “We’re at a time when people say to us that you have to be open 

and honest and show the best of our skills…. But sometimes in our culture it’s tough… because 

of having ‘no voice’ from knowing your place” (p. 135). As elders and chiefs are treated as the 

knowledge keepers, other individuals outwardly showing their intelligence can be perceived as 

disrespectful and challenging power (Ofe-Grant, 2018). 

2.4.4.3 Faith and Church 

Faith has played an important role in the lives of many Pacific peoples since Christianity 

was introduced in the Pacific region in the early to mid-1800s (Keesing, 1989). Most Pacific 

families, together with extended family, belong to a church or community group. Extended 

family membership of the same denominational faith is common. The strong connection of 
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Pacific nations to Christianity is demonstrated in their national mottos. For example, the Samoan 

motto is ‘Faavae i Le Atua Samoa’ meaning ‘God be the Foundation of (Cassel, Braun, Ka’opua, 

Soa, & Nigg, 2014) and Tonga’s motto is ‘Ko e Otua more Tonga ko hoku tofi’a’ meaning ‘God 

and Tonga are my inheritance’ (Mavoa, Kumanyika, & Renzaho, 2010). But while many Pacific 

peoples proudly acknowledge their Christian faith, this is not true for all Pacific peoples. Some, 

particularly of second and third generation, do not associate with Christian and other faith-based 

groups in the same way as their forefathers (Tiatia, 2012).  

The strong connection between most Pacific peoples and Christianity is evident today in 

Australia and New Zealand (Cahill, 2006; Cuthill & Scull, 2011; Fletcher, Parkhill, Fa'afoi, & 

O'Regan, 2009; Teevale et al., 2016; Ravulo, 2019; Tamasese, Peteru, Waldegrave, & Bush, 

2005; Tiaitia, 2012). Green and Kearney (2011) suggested that approximately 95 percent of 

Samoan migrants in Logan have church affliations, with over 40 Samoan churches in the region 

(p. 52). Similar numbers of faith-based memberships are reported in other Pacific community 

groups in Australia (Ravulo, 2015, 2018).  

Vaʻa (2001) described the church as the “new village” in the diasporic context. Church 

ministers and elders are highly respected in diasporic Pacific community groups, especially 

within the Samoan communities (Anae, 2016; Green & Kearney, 2011). Churches become a 

place where Pacific peoples practice their faith, language, and cultural beliefs and values; it is a 

space where cultural beliefs are modelled for the younger generations living in New Zealand and 

Australian settings. However, some Pacific people regard church and church-based activities as 

higher priority or more important than education, to the detriment of the child’s learning (Cuthill 

& Scull, 2011; Durham et al., 2019). This becomes problematic for young people wanting to 

commit and perform well academically at school, yet feeling obligated to support church 

activities and initiatives in accordance with their parents’ beliefs and practices (Tiatia, 2012).  

Kearney and Glen (2017) acknowledged the influence of the church in Pacific 

communities when piloting a post-destination study within various Christian denominations in 

Southeast Queensland. The research was initiated by community leaders, ministers and pastors 

concerned about the educational attainment and employability of the young people in their 

congregations. It aimed to identify the post-secondary destinations of 500 young people aged 18–

30 years. This mixed-method study compared the post-secondary destination outcomes of (a) 

Pacific students with New Zealand citizenship, (b) Pacific students with Australian citizenship, 

and (c) a non-Pacific cohort. The study found that the non-Pacific cohort held higher levels of 
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qualifications in comparison to the Pacific cohort with New Zealand or Australian citizenship and 

were five times more likely to be enrolled in university than Pacific students generally. The study 

also highlighted the need for culturally and linguistically appropriate resources for parents and 

church leaders to inform young people of educational pathways and opportunities. This is 

important as parents and church play a significant role in shaping the aspirations of students given 

their proximity to the student within the microsystem. 

Faith and the church play an instrumental role in the life, culture and identity of many 

Pacific peoples (Agnew et al., 2004; Suaalii-Sauni et al., 2009). Church leaders including 

ministers, bishops and reverends are held in high regard within and beyond the church 

community, often seen by parishioners as God’s spokesperson, and drawing great respect (Anae, 

Anderson, Benseman, & Coxon, 2002; Ioane, 2017). Messages delivered by church leaders often 

have great impact on the lives of Pacific peoples due to the trust and respect that community 

members hold for these roles (Agnew et al., 2004). Such trust and respect for the church are 

developed over time, not only with the minister personally, but also through the practices and 

rituals of the institutions. The churches therefore may play a major role in shaping students’ 

attitudes and aspirations for higher education. However, the conflicting responsibilities parents at 

times place upon their children as students hinder positive or supportive experiences with sources 

of influence such as the church that support student aspirations for university study (Thornton, 

Binns, & Kerslake, 2013; Thornton, Kerslake, & Binns, 2010).  

Importantly, religious faith and church are still highly valued within Pacific cultures, but 

denominational membership has changed noticeably. Some in low-SES diaspora communities 

have responded to the impacts of church obligations – including the need to speak in unfamiliar 

language such as English and the financial and time cost of engaging in church cultural practices. 

Some have moved away from traditional churches such as the Congregational Christian Church 

(also known as EFKS [Ekalesia Faapotopotoga Kerisiano Samoa] or LMS [London Missionary 

Society]) to more contemporary churches such as the Seventh Day Adventist Church and The 

Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-day Saints (LDS) (Thornton et al., 2013). These less 

traditional churches generally do not promote the cultural practice of fa’alavelave (giving money 

and gifts for funerals, weddings or community celebrations)  (Macpherson, 2013), resulting in 

fewer financial demands on individual members and their families.  
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2.4.4.4 Schools and Teachers 

Schools are a cornerstone of society. They provide places for children to learn, mostly 

about values, norms and information that students will find useful as they progress along their life 

pathways. Numerous changes across curriculum areas, pedagogy, and government priorities 

including focus on the National Assessment Program-Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) have 

made the teaching environment within Australian schools ever more complex (Batley, 2017; 

James, 2017; Rogers, Barblett, & Robinson, 2016). Competing pressures have emerged, such as 

teaching to the NAPLAN tests or teaching the curriculum (James, 2017). The focus some 

educators place on ranking systems, which some academics argue are contentious measures of 

academic performance and school success (Creagh, 2014), shifts the focus away from student-

centred learning. Schools are ranked based on their student NAPLAN results, enabling parents to 

see an indication of the overall academic performance of each school in comparison to the 

national standard. NAPLAN may be a helpful resource for parents trying to decide upon high-

performing schools for their children, but it does not take into account diversity within the school 

population and other factors that impact on student learning and testing abilities. These include 

length of time students have studied in Australia, previous schooling experiences, English 

language proficiency, and socio economic status family background. As a result, many schools in 

Logan rank poorly when compared to other high schools using NAPLAN data. 

The Australian government has placed priority on increasing the attainment levels and 

university entry numbers of low-SES schools and their students, aiming to improve the education 

and health outcomes for this cohort (Gale et al., 2013). Schools in low-SES communities, given 

the complexities of their student needs and experiences, face a number of challenges that do not 

present to more privileged schools. Tranter (2011) highlighted the gap between the school 

curriculum and the lived experiences of low-SES students, referring to the traditional curriculum 

involving a “deep-seated hierarchy with its roots embedded in nineteenth-century Europe” (p. 

903) that further disadvantages low-SES students.  

Fletcher et al.’s (2009) study, examined a low-SES school in New Zealand with Pacific 

parents and teachers and discussed several challenges that impact upon the learning of Pacific 

students in the classroom. Pacific parents identified issues their children encountered with 

comprehending text and their own personal tensions in trying to meet work commitments and 

support their children with homework. Teachers also identified the challenges students 

experienced with text comprehension, but assessed Pacific students as “very capable at decoding 
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words” (p. 33). Findings of this study suggested that Pacific students’ learning and overall 

academic achievement could be enhanced when “Pacific values, languages and cultural 

knowledge”, including faith, “are acknowledged within the classrooms” (p. 33). Here was 

recognition that acknowledging language through correct pronunciation of names and simple 

greetings places value on the cultural capital of students, while also helping to bridge their first 

language with English. Fletcher et al. (2009) also suggested that acknowledging the Pacific 

students’ cultural capital will help to increase the achievement levels of Pacific students within 

the school setting. This understanding of the need to promote Pacific students’ cultural capital 

was embedded, in principle, in the Pasifika Education Plan 2013–2017 (Ministry of Education, 

2013), but a few years after the plan was implemented, progress in Pacific student higher 

education attainment at national levels was still minimal (Taleni et al., 2017). 

Low-SES can negatively affect student aspirations and access to university study. 

Frempong et al. (2012) discuss how early school experiences, whether positive or negative, have 

been found to influence students’ occupational aspirations and achievements. They noted that 

academic pressure and student/teacher variables are important even in these early years of school. 

Students who attended schools with positive student-teacher relationships and where academic 

achievement was highly emphasised were more likely than other students to continue to 

university after high school. Consistent with those findings, Frempong et al. (2012) suggested 

that students with higher grades were more likely to access post-secondary education. In addition, 

(Gore et al., 2017) found that students from low-SES backgrounds who attended schools with 

high concentrations of low-SES students were less likely to continue into post-secondary 

education.  

The relationship between student and teacher is a key factor in shaping student aspiration. 

The different cultural contexts in which many Pacific students operate across different settings is 

therefore significant (Fletcher & Nicholas, 2018; Siope, 2011). As discussed above, respect is 

important in Pacific cultures, and there is expectation that community members extend respect to 

those who are in roles of authority, including teachers as well as church ministers and elders 

(Fletcher & Nicholas, 2018; Siope, 2011). Especially in Samoan culture, the act of respect in 

practice requires that a young person does not speak back to, or question the instruction or 

authority of, a teacher (Siope, 2011). Singh and Dooley (2001) highlighted this tension almost 

two decades ago in their qualitative study of Samoan teacher aides working in disadvantaged 

schools in Queensland, Australia. The self-questioning of one study participant revealed concerns 

typical among the group, “Am I being impolite by asking the teacher that, or challenging the 
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teacher that I don’t agree with [them]…Unless the teacher comes to know the pupil… the pupil 

will not be free to express how much they know” (p. 354). This understanding of need for self-

restraint is also the case for many Pacific students, who as noted earlier do not feel comfortable 

questioning individuals in authority (Mutch & Collins, 2012; Tait et al., 2018; Walkey, McClure, 

Meyer, & Weir, 2013). Evidence in the literature discussed here suggests that in Australia and 

New Zealand, teachers’ improved understanding of equal opportunity, different approaches to 

learning, and cultural nuances of both teachers and students can enhance student learning and 

achievement, along with teacher effectiveness within the classroom setting.  

Many young people do not perform well in schools located in low-SES areas (Frempong, 

Xin, & Joseph, 2012, p. 21). The significance of low-SES is largely associated with restricted 

access to cultural capital, for example, how individuals subconsciously recognise value in family 

income rather than in family capacity to provide learning opportunities that usually lead later to 

sources of income (Finnie, 2012). The financial circumstances of a student’s family unit, 

alongside their place of residence, and school attended have a substantial impact on opportunities 

that present to a student. However, other factors also influence student success. 

Bowden and Doughney (2009) found an important element in addressing inequities at 

university was examining the aspirations of these university students when they were secondary 

school students. These researchers focused their study on the aspirations of students from low-

SES areas and diverse cultural backgrounds. Like the study by Gale et al. (2013), Bowden and 

Doughney (2010) collected survey data in 36 schools in the west Melbourne corridor from almost 

2200 Year 9 - 12 students. These data highlighted that preference for higher education was 

weakest among students who were, or whose parents were, born in Oceania (principally New 

Zealand and the Pacific Islands) (p. 13). However, the study did not explore the factors 

contributing to such findings about students of New Zealand and Pacific Island-born parents, 

again providing opportunity for further research. Importantly, understanding the experiences that 

shape Pacific students’ preferences for higher education in Australia will likely start to turn the 

tide of Pacific student under-achievement, and under-representation in higher education.  

Reynolds (2017) recognised the cultural importance of teu le va as a factor influencing 

the academic success of Pacific Island students in New Zealand. Teu le va has been described as 

“valuing, nurturing, looking after, and if necessary tidying up the va” (Anae, 2016, p.12) between 

the spiritual, cultural, physical and environmental elements valued in Pacific cultures (Fairbairn-

Dunlop, 2014). It is a Samoan expression of ideology common throughout the Pacific (Nanai et 
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al., 2017), which focuses on caring and valuing the spaces in which interactions such as learning 

occur. The space is not a void. It is “an always-existing relational space between people and 

things which is founded on a common spiritual origin. The va is a site of flux between 

closeness/connection and distance/separation in which the spiritual, social and physical are 

interrelated” (Reynolds, 2019, p. 73). Teu le va within schools promotes understanding and 

relationships between students and their teachers. It describes the connections that occur when 

teachers make the time to genuinely get to know their students, and their students’ values and 

beliefs, to support and nurture their individual learning styles. 

 Hawk, Cowley, Hill, and Sutherland (2002) suggested there was no correlation between 

teacher effectiveness and their ethnicity, age, gender, or place of training. Instead, factors such as 

attitudes, values, behaviours, effort and skills had a greater influence on the forming of positive 

relationships that would help Pacific students learn (Taleni et al., 2017; Theodore et al., 2018). 

Reynolds (2019) suggested that while taxonomies are a useful guide to effective student/teacher 

engagement, “successful teachers of Pasifika students are those able to meet or to learn to meet, 

cultural expectations” (p. 71), rather than simply those gifted with a certain personality type. On 

this basis, Reynolds (2017, 2019) asserted that seeking to genuinely learn and understand Pacific 

ways of being becomes essential for Pacific students’ success, starting with the va between 

teacher and student in both the high school and teriarty settings. It is by understanding these 

cultural expectations that educators are able to create positive learning experiences, which in turn 

encourage student aspirations for ongoing learning (Theodore et al., 2018). 

2.4.5 Mesosystem  

The informal interconnected networks and interactions between Pacific students and their 

family, friends/peers, church members and school personnel shape the development, sense of self 

and aspirations of these students. The collective nature of these groups allows multiple 

connections between the systems and microsystems (family, church, school and peers), 

supporting the development and overall wellbeing of the student. These connections reinforce the 

student’s sense of belonging and self within the collective. A common theme in New Zealand 

studies is the communication practices of Pacific parents and their children (Macfarlane et al., 

2018; Siope, 2011; Spiller, 2012). 

 Nurturing relationships where communication is transparent and encouraged is important 

to a child’s development in any cultural context. While Pacific students report valuing their 
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relationships with their parents, concerns have been raised about the ability of these students to 

talk openly with their parents and elders (Durham et al., 2019; Kearney, Stanley & Blackberry, 

2018; Theodore et al., 2018). This is because communication between Pacific students and their 

parents is guided by cultural protocols and values of faa’aloalo (respect), which at times limit the 

opportunity for a child to question or disagree with their parents or elders. Such an approach can 

become problematic when lines of communication between parents and young people are shut 

down by either or both sides. Young people then feel they are unable to express their aspirations 

or thoughts to their elders, which in turn impacts upon the mental health and wellbeing of these 

young people (Teevale et al., 2016; Tiatia, 2012). As Durham et al. (2019) observed: 

While relationships with parents, family and the wider Pasifika community 

was particularly important for young people, they often also described feeling 

silenced by their elders. Young people also recognized that their families 

wanted them to do well but did not always know how to support them as they 

navigated different worldviews (p. 7) 

Understanding ways that encourage two-way conversations between Pacific students and 

their parents, where parents do not feel they are being challenged or disrespected, is important for 

families living outside their island homelands. In this reflection, it is not intended that the love, 

hope and care that Pacific parents have for their children is brought into question. Rather, if refers 

to the cultural practice that limits the ability of parents and children to openly, and still 

respectfully, dialogue with each other, which requires some adaptation so that Pacific children 

can fully engage and learn in a western society. This adaptation will also enable young people to 

feel heard and valued and better able to contribute within their home environment.  

2.4.6 Exosystem  

The exosystem reflects elements in the individual’s social settings that do not usually 

involve the student as an active participant, but nevertheless impact upon the student in some 

way. These include factors such as parents’ employment, the government of the day, laws and 

legislation, education systems and social media. Rapid technological change in society has 

endowed social media with the capacity to infiltrate an individual’s everyday life, moving fluidly 

between the microsystem and exosystem. Social media or social networking platforms such as 

Instagram, SnapChat, TikTok and YouTube have enabled the creation of an underworld of 
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activity where young people can engage in both prosocial and non-prosocial behaviour without 

the knowledge of their parents or guardians. The 35 percent of internet users who engaged with 

Facebook in 2008 increased to 72 percent in 2013 (Brenner & Smith, 2013). In response, young 

people are adapting by moving away from social media platforms such as Facebook that are 

commonly used by their parents. Unsurprisingly, many parents struggle with the rapidly changing 

technology and platforms, which take time and technical ability to learn.  

Time displacement and multitasking have been identified as two major challenges in 

relation to social media use (Bloxham, 2010). Some researchers have argued that social media 

usage and activities impair academic success because they reduce time that users can spend on 

knowledge acquisition activities such as completing homework (Trapp, 2016). Others suggest 

that evidence is still limited and that young people use online social media as replacement for 

earlier leisure activities such as watching television (Marker, Gnambs, & Appel, 2018). 

Regardless of perspective, all agree that social media has become mainstream and part of the 

lives of many adolescents and adults globally.  

While it is evident that social media is a source of influence upon the behaviour and 

thinking of Pacific students – as is true for young people around the world – it is difficult to 

gauge if, and how much, social media influence the students’ aspirations. The impact of social 

media platforms on the aspirations of Pacific students outside their homeland islands appears to 

be limited. Not only is research very limited on the impact of social media on children of 

expatriate Pacific Island families, but so also is an understanding of how their use of social media 

actually influences their aspirations. In such a data vacuum, it seems safe to observe only that 

social media platforms have become the catalyst for information exchange in the exosystem of 

these students. Such platforms provide the student access to information on societal mores and 

laws, education system operations and opportunities, political life, and indeed, whatever interests 

them. These platforms also enable exchanges about all manner of things, within and far beyond 

their cohort, any of which may influence the Pacific students’ aspirations.  

2.4.7 Macrosystem  

This is the system in which the dominant ideologies, worldviews and values of culture 

and subcultures become evident. The values of the Australian people as expressed in all aspects 

of socio-cultural, economic and political life, including laws, shape indirectly and directly the 

lived experiences and aspirations of resident Pacific students and their families. A clear example 
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of law and policies within the macrosystem that profoundly influence the aspirations of many 

Pacific students and their families is the HECS-HELP scheme and legal changes to it, which 

reflect the nation’s priorities and values – or at least those of their elected government. Under this 

scheme, New Zealand citizens who arrived in Australia after 26 February 2001 as adults (over the 

age of 18), remained ineligible for student loans and deferred payment of university fees 

regardless of their contribution to the Australian economy and society.  

The Australian government is aware of issues impacting students from low-SES 

backgrounds, many of whom have Pacific Island backgrounds. The Widening Participation in 

Australian Higher Education Policy (2013) that aims to increase access to university study has a 

long history of thinking along these lines, dating to the mid-nineteenth century with establishment 

of the University of Sydney for those financially unable to travel back to England (Gale et al., 

2013). While access to higher education was seen as appropriate for middle-to-upper class 

gentlemen in the 1850s, today in the 21st century the government’s focus is to increase equity by 

focussing on sectors of society that have not historically enjoyed access to and participation in 

higher education. Government action helped to make equity a common term in the 1990s, with 

release of the report A Fair Change for All (Department of Employment Education and Training, 

1990). This report focused on increasing the participation in higher education of people with low-

SES background (as well as other equity groups hitherto excluded), to better mirror participation 

rates of the general population of Australia.  

Nearly two decades later, the federal government initiated another review, led by 

Professor Denise Bradley, to examine the state of the Australian higher education system against 

international best practice. The Bradley Review (2008) reported that university completion rates 

in Australia were declining in comparison to other Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD) nations and that particular groups of people with low-SES backgrounds 

continued to be under-represented in Australian tertiary education (Bradley, Noonan, Nugent, & 

Scales, 2008). Informed by the Bradley Review (2008), the Department of Education and 

Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR) redirected priority to raising the aspirations and 

attainment of students from disadvantaged backgrounds. This resulted in the Higher Education 

Participation and Partnerships Program (HEPPP) in 2010, which aimed to increase and improve 

university participation among people from disadvantaged backgrounds (NCSEHE, 2017; Zipin 

et al., 2015). 
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The HEPPP agenda identified for priority six equity groups with low representation in the 

university sector: (a) Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples; (b) people with low-SES 

backgrounds; (c) people from non-English speaking backgrounds; (d) people from regional and 

remote areas; (e) women in non-traditional areas; and (f) people with disability (NCSEHE, 2017; 

Sellar, 2015; Sellar et al., 2011). Pacific peoples in Australia meet at least two of these criteria 

since they are over-represented in low-SES background and are from non-English speaking 

background (Mihrshahi et al., 2017; Vaughan et al., 2018). Recommendations of the Bradley 

Review and renewed focus on targeting equity groups to support student aspiration for university 

resulted in various HEPPP-funded initiatives. Initiatives to raise the aspiration of low-SES 

cohorts to attend university (Cuervo, Chesters, & Aberdeen, 2019; Sellar, 2015) have sought to 

create “opportunities for all capable people, from all backgrounds, to participate to their full 

potential and be supported to do so” (Halder & Argyropoulos, 2019, p. 529). However, while the 

government has responded with support for students who have low-SES backgrounds, data from 

the 2016 census indicates (eight years after release of the Bradley Report) low numbers of 

students from Pacific heritage backgrounds were progressing to university study (ABS, 2016b). 

Multiple factors need to be addressed to ensure equity and to make opportunities 

accessible for all students in Australia, including students of Pacific heritage. Pacific students 

residing in low-SES areas continue to be at high-risk of under-achievement and as a result are 

under-represented in higher education (Miller, 2017; Teevale et al., 2016; Theodore et al., 2018; 

Theodore et al., 2020). Understanding the factors that contribute to such under-achievement, 

beginning with what influences the formation of student aspiration, is vital for informing policy 

responses to address social and educational inequity. Governments at all levels in Australia are 

aware of Pacific students’ low educational attainment, but neither federal nor state governments 

have flagged this as a priority area of education policy. To be sure, the cultural diversity of 

Australia with almost 300 diverse ethnic groups speaking 260 distinct languages (ABS, 2019) 

makes pursuit of equity of opportunity both very important and very complex. With the Pacific 

population in Australia, there is a particular imperative as this population has increased rapidly by 

37.7 percent (between 2011 and 2016) in comparison to the national average of 8.8 percent for 

the same period (Batley, 2017, p. 1). Yet governments do not view this issue as sufficiently 

worthy to formulate/implement a remedial policy or other response. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples, as the first peoples of Australia, are the only group about whom the Australian 

government collects data on issues associated with low achievement.  
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The current Australian government continues to disparagingly stereotype Pacific peoples, 

both in their own countries and in Australia, as well as their contribution to this country. 

Addressing global climate-change concerns in August 2019, Deputy Prime Minister Michael 

McCormack opined patronisingly, “They will continue to survive, there’s no question they will 

continue to survive, and they will continue to survive with large aid assistance from Australia. 

They will continue to survive because many of their workers come here and pick our fruit” 

(Doran, 2019). While a public apology followed swiftly in response to community outrage, the 

deputy prime minister’s comments provide public insight into the still deeply ingrained 

prejudices of privileged and powerful politicians towards Pacific peoples and their role and place 

in Australia. The inequitable laws and policies that have negatively impacted upon Pacific 

peoples residing in Australia, especially those with New Zealand citizenship (Hamer, 2014), also 

appear to be testament to these views.  

2.5 Summary 

This chapter has reviewed the literature associated with the interweaving of influences 

that shape Australia-resident Pacific Island students’ aspirations for university study and their 

achievement of these aspirations. The theoretical framework applying Bronfenbrenner’s 

bioecological model has been introduced, explaining why, and through application illustrating 

how, it is particularly helpful for conceptualising and conducting this study and for analysing data 

collected. In this chapter I have applied Bronfenbrenner’s conceptual model to critically consider 

the empirical and other research related to the lines of enquiry pursued. This model has enabled 

deeper understanding of the internal and external influences shaping the student’s university 

aspirations and achievement of them across the four conceptual systems – micro-, meso-, exo-, 

and macro – in which each individual lives.  

Today Pacific students have a more visible presence on some university campuses located 

in or near the areas where the students and their families are clustered. This is true in Logan, 

south of Brisbane, where this study was conducted and where the participating high-school 

students live. Even so, as a cohort, Pacific students still remain under-represented in Australian 

universities relative to their share of the Australian population (Ravulo, 2019; Theodore et al., 

2018). Understanding the influences that shape these students’ aspirations for university and their 

actualisation of these aspirations will make a useful contribution to knowledge by deepening 

understanding of this phenomenon that has profound consequences for Pacific communities now 
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living across Australia. In the next chapter the methodology and methods employed in this study 

that have also shaped its design, conduct and findings will be presented.  
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Chapter 3 Research Design and Methodology 

This chapter introduces the research design and methodology used to explore the 

experiences of Pacific young people during their senior years of schooling and in the first three 

years after leaving school. My approach to this exploration has been phenomenological, seeking 

to understand how these experiences influenced both the students’ aspirations for university 

study, and their capacity to fulfil such aspirations. As discussed in Chapter 1, the research 

problem addressed in this study – Pacific students’ under-representation in university – which 

limits career opportunities and the fuller development of their communities prompted the 

following research questions: 

1. What experiences encourage student aspirations for university study? 

2. What experiences inhibit student aspirations for university study? 

3. What experiences assist students to achieve these aspirations? 

4. What experiences prevent students from achieving these aspirations? 

5. For those students who commence university study, what experiences supported 

their successful participation? 

6. What experiences prevent their successful participation?  

This chapter begins with an overview of the study design and explanation of the rationale 

for applying a phenomenological approach. It then introduces van Manen’s (1990) 

phenomenology that informs the study’s conceptual framework, and explains why I have 

embedded focus groups within this phenomenological study. The study’s conceptual framework, 

which is also informed by Pacific research frameworks, outlines the ontological, epistemological 

and axiological assumptions informing the methodology and research design. I explain the 

context for the study, with details of the research site, participants and data collection methods. In 

closing, the trustworthiness and credibility of the study along with the ethical considerations, and 

my own status as an insider-outsider are discussed. 

3.1 Research Paradigm: A Constructivist Approach  

Research is the process of investigating and seeking solutions to understand and address 

problems or issues identified in our surroundings (Creswell, 2013). Researchers collect data to 

identify and describe phenomena, predicting behaviours or outcomes of behaviours to better 

understand the world in which we live (Clark & Creswell, 2014). The aim of the research process 
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is to create knowledge and understanding; how this knowledge is created depends on the research 

paradigm and theoretical framework that researchers apply in the study. Research paradigms are 

characterised by how researchers make claims about the nature of reality (ontology), what 

constitutes knowledge, and how knowledge is created (epistemology), what values or world 

views are involved in creating this knowledge (axiology), and the process for seeking to 

understand the phenomena under research (methodology) (Creswell, 2009). 

Constructivism, the epistemological stance that informs this study, is concerned with the 

experiences of people and meanings of those experiences, so it is subjective and dependent on 

one’s perspective. Constructivism recognises that people construct rather than discover meaning 

(Crotty, 1998; Lincoln & Denzin, 2004). This stance “recognises the importance of the subjective 

human creation of meaning” (Crabtree & Miller, 1999, p. 10), while allowing for understanding, 

construction, and reconstruction of meaning (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Constructivism seeks to 

explore and understand multiple perspectives where phenomena and meaning are accomplished 

by “actors in constant state of change” (Becker, Bryman, & Ferguson, 2012, p. 33). In the case of 

the present study, the Pacific Islander students are the actors constructing and reconstructing 

meaning. 

With a constructivist perspective, a researcher is able to explore underlying phenomena 

that may be occurring (Clark & Creswell, 2014), and may come to recognise dormant themes 

emerging as the data are analysed. In this way, data analysis enables a researcher to develop 

deeper understanding, which is contextually situated in time, place, culture and circumstance. The 

knowledge that researchers create from the studied phenomena embeds a more contextualised 

understanding with “local and specific constructed and co-constructed realities” (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2011, p. 87). Therefore, the constructivist perspective adopted in this study enables 

understanding of the meanings, interpretations, motives and intentions of the people involved, as 

these direct their behaviour in their everyday lives (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Blaikie, 2010; Lincoln 

& Guba, 1990). In this way the constructivist perspective taken aligns with a phenomenological 

approach. 

As I clarified later in this chapter, interpretivism entails researchers interpreting elements 

of the study, thus integrating human interest into the study. Lincoln and Guba (1990) argued that 

within the interpretivist approach, research and phenomena are “fused into a single entity” (p. 

27), and that knowledge created through research is a result of the relationship between the two 

primary parties involved: research participant/s and researcher/s. Preissle (2006) elaborated on 
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this notion, stating, “We are studying ourselves, studying ourselves and others” (p. 104). 

Recognising this inter-relationship, I acknowledge that I too am shaped by the lived experiences 

of the students who participated in this study, and that we have co-created knowledge through 

this study. Further, in seeking to better understand the experiences of students, I am also learning 

and seeking to learn about myself, my students and my Pacific community.  

3.2 Phenomenology  

Phenomenology is, in the 20th century, mainly the name for a philosophical 

movement where the primary object is the direct investigation and description 

of phenomena as consciously experienced, without theories about their causal 

explanation and as free as possible from unexamined preconceptions and 

presuppositions. (Spiegelberg, 2012, p. 3) 

The term phenomenology can be traced to the 18th century and to Johann Heinrich 

Lambert (1764), who applied the concept to parts of his theory of knowledge. In the last part of 

the 19th century, phenomenology began to emerge as a response against the then scientific views 

of philosophy and psychology (Hammond, Howarth, & Keat, 1991). The movement rejected 

Descartes’ ideas of dualism of mind and body, suggesting that real objects can exist independent 

of our consciousness, thereby privileging science (e.g., appearances) over experiences (Martin, 

2011). By the 20th century, the movement had established roots in European philosophy and 

subsequently has been applied to research in the fields of education, health and tourism to better 

understand the essence and lived experiences of participants (Smith, Flowers, Osborn, & Yardley, 

1997).  

Phenomenology is essentially the study of experiences as people live them. It belongs to 

the family of qualitative methodologies, where it is focused on the lived experiences of the 

individual (Finlay, 1999; Gill, 2014; van Manen, 1990). This approach embraces a variety of 

research methods, techniques and considerations (Finlay, 2012). It upholds the worldview that 

experience is positioned in the gap between human existence and the world; experience is the 

intersection of consciousness and the external reality (Moustakas, 1990). Phenomenology aims to 

embrace the beliefs, values, feelings and perceptions of the individual, which enables the 

researcher to identify participants’ experiences through an interpretive lens. Van Manen (1990) 
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summarises the phenomenology motto in claiming, “Zu den Sachen”, meaning literally “to the 

things themselves”, and figuratively “Let’s get down to what matters!” (p. 184).  

The epistemology of phenomenology places primary focus on revealing rather than 

arguing a point or developing an abstract theory (Flood, 2010). Flood suggested that knowledge 

cannot be created through the empirical–analytical sciences, but only through “the sharing of 

common meaning of mutual history, culture, and language of the world” (p. 7). Cognitive and 

non-cognitive meanings are embedded in these, incorporating designative, informational and 

conceptual aspects of narratives, in combination with the evocative, the expressive and the poetic 

elements to enhance understanding of everyday life (van Manen, 1997). The two major 

perspectives within phenomenology draw on the original works of Husserl, and later on the works 

of his student Heidegger (Connelly, 2010; Dowling, 2007; Gill, 2014; Husserl, 2012). Husserl 

and Heidegger developed two main phenomenological approaches: transcendental or descriptive 

phenomenology by Husserl, and hermeneutic or interpretive phenomenology by Heidegger 

(Finlay, 2012). While both approaches seek to understand the lived experience, they apply 

different sets of rules.  

3.2.1 Husserl’s Transcendental Phenomenology 

German philosopher Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) is considered one of the founding 

contributors to the philosophy of phenomenology. Originally a mathematician, Husserl developed 

an interest in this field of human and social sciences while seeking a universal foundation for 

philosophy and science (Scruton, 2002). Husserl discarded the positivist ideology dominant in the 

natural/biological sciences, which uses quantitative data analysis, usually proceeds from a 

hypothesis, and is generally unconscious of the role of the researcher in shaping the research 

stating that certain positive knowledge is based on natural phenomena, their properties and 

relations. Instead, in attempting to answer questions within the human sciences, Husserl chose to 

focus on the importance of context, perception and experience when working with people 

(Merleau-Ponty & Smith, 1996).  

Transcendental phenomenology, as described by Husserl, focuses on understanding the 

essences derived from the lived experiences of participants, with minimal interpretation on the 

part of the researcher (Finlay, 2012). Understanding the meaning of essence in this context is 

crucial: “it must be understood as a ‘linguistic construction,’ a description of the phenomenon” 

(van Manen, 1990, p. 39) where focus is upon the essence of consciousness and the researcher 
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seeks to ensure the research participants’ description of the lived experience is free from the 

researcher’s interpretation (Gill, 2014). In attempting to make phenomenology a rigorous science, 

Husserl implemented methods to try to maximise objectivity. This approach is referred to as 

reduction. Reduction requires the phenomenological epoche or bracketing, where the researcher 

attempts to detach their assumptions and presuppositions about a phenomenon (Gill, 2014). This 

process requires objectivity, to minimise the influence of the researcher on the phenomena 

studied and therefore on research findings (Benner, 1994; Finlay, 2012). Husserl viewed this 

method as a vehicle for enabling the researcher to understand the true meaning of a participant’s 

experiences.  

The objective of transcendental phenomenological reduction is to isolate the pure 

phenomenon from the researcher’s preconceived ideas. This is possible only when the researcher 

remains void of any preconceptions about the phenomena. Researchers must separate or bracket 

their own assumptions by refraining from conjecturing a static sense of objective reality for 

oneself and of the participants whose experiences are explored (Giorgi, 2000). Husserl reasoned 

that rigid adherence to the principles of descriptive phenomenology must be embedded for the 

lived experience of participants to be considered scientific and generalisable. This is why the 

transcendental phenomenology approach requires bracketing or setting aside preconceptions and 

personal experiences that may impact the phenomena being researched, to ensure the phenomena 

remains untainted by the researcher‘s understanding or perspective.  

3.2.2 Heidegger’s Interpretive Phenomenology  

Heidegger (1962), a former student of Husserl, moved away from an epistemological 

focus of inquiry to an ontological approach that sought to understand dasein, translated as “the 

situated meaning of a human in the world” (Laverty, 2003, p. 72). Heidegger sought to 

understand the meaning of being, in particular, the human experience of being. To understand the 

meaning of being, he emphasised the role of interpretation, claiming “the methodological 

meaning of phenomenological description is interpretation”, and that “phenomenology of dasein 

is hermeneutics in the original signification”  (Heidegger, 1962, p. 33) of that world that defines 

the work of interpretation. 

Interpretation, therefore, is fundamental to understanding dasein. Scholars following the 

works of Heidegger support this notion, arguing a condition of the connections that humans share 

with the world is the inherent interpretative nature of living (Finlay, 2012; Gadamer, 1976). 
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Heidegger challenged the idea that one can be free of assumptions because researchers are 

individuals with pre-understandings influenced by experiences; these pre-understandings are part 

of us and cannot be separated. As Koch (1995) observed: 

Human beings always come into a situation with a story or a pre-understanding 

and are brought into focus in order to be understood. Pre-understanding is a 

structure of ‘being-in-the-world’. It is not something that we can eliminate, or 

bracket, it is already with us in the world. This is one of the most difficult 

notions to grasp, but unless one does, the nature of interpretation posited by 

Heidegger will not be understood. (p. 831)  

Heidegger (1962) suggested that individuals are born into the world, but the world existed 

long before the individual is placed in it. When we were born, we were placed into a world with 

others, who teach us morals, language, and social and cultural structures along with our 

responsibilities to others. The world therefore does not consist of the individual’s physical 

environment; it involves human structures and associated meanings existing before our birth. 

Thus, dasein becomes fundamental to understanding the situated meaning of a human in the 

world. 

3.2.3  Van Manen’s Phenomenological Approach 

Van Manen’s (1990) phenomenology expanded on both Husserl and Heidegger’s 

previous works, developing from his interest in educational and human science research. 

Developed within the discipline of pedagogy, van Manen’s (1990) approach overlaps descriptive 

and interpretive phenomenology: 

Hermeneutic phenomenology tries to be attentive to both of its methodologies: 

it is descriptive (phenomenological methodology because it wants to be 

attentive to how things appear, it wants to let things speak for themselves; it is 

an interpretive (hermeneutic) methodology because it claims there are no such 

things as uninterrupted phenomena. (p. 180) 

Hermeneutic interpretive phenomenology seeks to understand the meaning of phenomena 

with the purpose of understanding the human experience, underpinned by interpretive 
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phenomenology with focus on the science of interpreting human meaning and experience (Crist 

& Tanner, 2003). Practical acts of living are assessed through narratives (interviews and 

observations) to reveal meaning.  Dreyfus (1991) suggested this methodology increases 

sensitivity to ways of being in the world, rather than providing theories for generalisation or 

providing predictions of behaviours. Therefore, focus is placed on the exploration of the lived 

experience, or dasein (van Manen, 1997). 

While there are distinctions between transcendental and interpretative phenomenology in 

terms of focus and purpose, both approaches study phenomena by examining the lived 

experience. As outlined above, one of the key differences between approaches is bracketing, 

applied by descriptive phenomenologists that attempts to bracket or to “put aside these 

presuppositions or biases” (Dowling, 2007, p. 132) so they do not influence the study. 

Interpretive phenomenologists, on the other hand, believe that researchers cannot put aside their 

personal biases and perceptions of the world as these are integral to the researcher. The 

researcher’s role is therefore to be aware of both their personal biases and world views and how 

these impact upon the study. Van Manen (1990) supported Heidegger’s position, stating, “If we 

simply try to forget or ignore what we already ‘know’, we might find that the presupposition 

persistently creeps back into our reflection” (van Manen, 1990, p. 47). 

The primary interest in this study is the lived experiences and the stories that students 

share as they live these experiences. To understand others’ experiences, we as researchers must 

first understand the context in which they live. We cannot understand humankind, partly since we 

are disconnected from each other and from the consciousness of others. We can therefore grasp 

some understanding only through exploring how some individuals view their experiences (Moran 

& Mooney, 2002). However, this approach is not without challenges. van Manen (2006) offered 

words of caution: “phenomenological method in particular is challenging, because it can be 

argued that its method of inquiry constantly has to be invented anew” (p. 720). This method 

cannot be reduced to a set of rules or research techniques as the essences of experiences may be 

concealed by everyday meaning. The very act of asking questions changes the participants’ state 

of awareness and therefore their views on reality. Further, the individual or group may not have 

reflected on the phenomena in the way that the researcher suggested.  

Acknowledging this challenge, van Manen (1990) suggested this method of inquiry 

needed to be invented anew as a fundamental aim of hermeneutic inquiry, with the goal being 

“description of an adequate elucidation of some aspect of the life world” (p. 27). This final 



69 

 

elucidation or revelation should resonate with our own personal experiences or experiences we 

could have. The researcher must unconditionally and holistically honour the human experience in 

all forms (Anderson, 1998). 

I have been continually conscious of these sensitivities while using an interpretative 

phenomenological approach to this study research. I have been mindful of the need to subject 

myself to continual review and reflection on all interpretations including those of the participants 

and of myself as researcher, as well as any reciprocal effects. The richness of essence and of 

meaning is clarified only when we recognise that none of us has privileged access to another’s 

reality of lived experience. As researcher, what I am able to offer is one version, which is an 

interpretation. For the reasons I have discussed above, I recognise that hermeneutic interpretive 

phenomenology, as informed by van Manen (1990), provides the most appropriate 

methodological framework for this research to more clearly understand the lived experiences of 

Pacific students, shaping both the students’ aspirations to university and their ability to fulfil 

these aspirations. 

3.3  Data Collection Methods 

Data were collected for this study in two phases. In Phase One, I interviewed students in a 

senior high school in Logan City, where the Pacific Island community represents a considerable 

share of the community at large. I conducted these interviews in semi-structured focus groups to 

explore the experiences that influenced the students’ aspirations for university study. I conducted 

Phase Two three years after the talanoa circles, once all students had completed high school. In 

this phase, I conducted interviews individually with participants, seeking to deepen understanding 

of the experiences that supported or inhibited the students in their attempts to fulfil their 

aspirations to complete a university study program. 

Phase One interviews were conducted with high school students in six semi-structured 

focus groups about their aspirations after completing school, mindful of Pacific research 

methodologies including Talanoa (Vaioleti, 2003) and Faafaletui (Tamasese et al., 2010) as 

discussed below. I chose semi-structured focus group interviews for this phase because in Pacific 

research telling and sharing stories in a group setting is considered culturally appropriate and is 

endorsed. The focus group framework aligns strongly with Pacific research frameworks and is 

commonly used when researching Pacific peoples (Ministry of Education, 2013). It enabled 

students to participate as a collective, to share their experiences and views with each other as well 



70 

 

as with the researcher. It also enabled students to challenge the statements of their peers until a 

consensus was formed – or not, in some cases. These dynamics exposed considerable insight into 

the topics the students discussed. Hereafter the focus groups of Phase One are referred to as 

talanoa circles.  

In Phase Two three years later, eight semi-structured individual interviews were 

undertaken with participants from Phase One who said they aspired to university study. While 

five of the interviewee were with participants who were in their first year of university study, 

three were with participants who in Phase One had said they aspired to university study, but they 

had not commenced university study by the time of Phase Two.  

3.3.1 Focus Groups  

The use of focus groups has become more common in phenomenological studies, 

especially within the nursing and education sectors (Bradbury‐Jones, Sambrook, & Irvine, 2009; 

Eide, Halvorsen, & Almendingen, 2015; Sáenz, Lu, Bukoski, & Rodriguez, 2013; West, Day, 

Somers, & Baroni, 2014). Recent studies suggest that focus-group interviews work well to 

preserve the true meanings of individual lived experiences (Bradbury‐Jones et al., 2009; King-

Okoye, 2014; Lapa, Palompon, & Garcia, 2016; Schmidt & Umans, 2014; Sisay, Yirgu, 

Gobezayehu, & Sibley, 2014). Each participant’s story facilitates reflection and deeper insight by 

others in the group through affirming, clarifying or challenging the phenomena they are 

discussing. Focus groups enable participants to dialogue with each other as well as with the 

researcher, enhancing their responses, allowing for clarification of the phenomena discussed, and 

thus providing deeper, rich and thick descriptions (Benner, 1994). This in turn fosters the outflow 

of both individual and shared meaning, offering greater insight into the phenomena discussed 

(King-Okoye, 2014). 

Nevertheless, some researchers are critical of this approach, suggesting that focus groups 

are methodologically incompatible with phenomenology because the group itself can create a 

methodological tension (Kevern & Webb, 2001). These critics claim that phenomenology seeks 

to understand the essence of human experience in a manner that requires the individual to 

describe their experience in an uncontaminated way that cannot be preserved in focus group 

interviews. They believe that in the group context, the true essence is lost, as other participant 

views may influence or alter understanding of the phenomena. Yet this perspective is counter to 

both the nature of this study and its findings. As a cultural collective with shared values and 
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understandings, students in each focus group were able to share their stories and endorse or 

challenge their shared experiences, enabling the students to present not just their individual 

experiences but also their collective experiences.  

The very nature of this study effectively required the use of phenomenology to explore 

and understand the essence of Pacific students’ experiences that influence both their aspirations 

for university and actualisation of these aspirations. As Pacific students belong to a collective 

culture, focus groups enabled these students to share their stories in what is for them the 

culturally familiar space of a talanoa circle. Here they could reveal and weave together participant 

experiences in a deep way, enabling me as the researcher to eventually distil the essences of the 

phenomenon being shared. Revealing the essence of participant experiences through focus groups 

is similar to weaving a fala (Samoan mat) with flax strands. Each individual strand shares with 

the other strands different stories based on its age, the soil in which it was cultivated, and the 

method by which it was harvested. All of the stories combined through the woven flax strands 

into the fala create a resting place or a treasured gift for those who receive it. Only within the 

completed fala can the beholder of the gift see holistically the phenomenon that has been created 

which is presented in Chapter 6. Each strand of flax strengthens, challenges and/or confirms the 

other as it is interwoven, creating clarity on the essence of meaning in the completed fala. This is 

why I recognised focus groups, coupled with semi-structured interviews as the most appropriate 

method for this study, as discussed further in the talanoa circles and semi-structured interviews 

sections of this chapter.  

3.4  Pacific Research Frameworks 

As Pacific research frameworks are based on Pacific values and belief systems, they align 

strongly with phenomenology and constructivist epistemology. They are used widely in New 

Zealand, Fiji and Hawaii when researching with Pacific peoples. Compared to traditional research 

methods frequently underpinned by positivist epistemology, Pacific research is described as “a 

personal encounter where people story their issues, their realities, and aspirations, allowing more 

mo’oni (pure, authentic)” knowledge to be created (Vaioleti, 2006, p. 21). It is important that the 

values, beliefs and aspirations of Pacific peoples remain the core of Pacific research, to influence 

traditional research frameworks (Smith, 1999) and allow new ways of valuing and understanding 

to emerge. Further, while academic rigour is paramount, answering the “so what?” questions is 

equally important for the participants, to ensure they feel empowered and enriched through the 
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process, with the research itself responding to evolving and dynamic Pacific contexts (Anae, 

Coxon, Mara, Wendt-Samu, & Finau, 2001). 

Pacific methodologies are relatively new to academia, with the majority of literature on 

Pacific methodologies written in the past two decades, including works on Fa’afaletui by 

Tamasese et al. (2005), Talanoa by Vaioleti (2006) and Halapua (2008), Kakala by (Thaman, 

2002) Thaman (1993, 2002), Tivaevae by Maua-Hodges (2016), and the vaka as cited in Agnew 

et al. (2004) and Nakhid et al. (2007). By embracing the principles embedded in Pacific 

methodologies, Pacific researchers are able to own, understand, debate, critique and make new 

contributions, to further enhance Pacific research theories and practices (Suaalii-Sauni & Fulu-

Aiolupotea, 2014; Tualaulelei & McFall-McCaffery, 2019). 

Fa’afaletui and talanoa methodologies have many similarities, each using metaphors to 

describe the process of storytelling and gathering narratives in research. For participants to share 

their stories openly and honestly, there must first be relationship. Relationship is key in all Pacific 

research methodologies underpinned by the notion of va (space) – the relational space between 

participants. It is a physical as well as metaphorical space that defines and endorses inter-personal 

as well as inter-group relations (Thaman, 2003). Refiti (2010) described va as a “relationship that 

tries to make new relations from tensions between things once based on village or nuu local 

polity to what is now a global urban and cosmopolitan shared space” (p. 30). Teu le va expands 

this notion, as the valuing, nurturing and looking after of these relationships (McFall-McCaffery 

& Cook, 2016; Suaalii-Sauni & Fulu-Aiolupotea, 2014; Tualaulelei & McFall-McCaffery, 2019). 

Airini et al. (2010) explained:  

The word ‘teu’ in Samoan means, ‘to keep (for example, in the head or the 

mind) the space’, to put away (in a safe place) the space, ‘to look after the 

space’, or tidy up the space. The first two definitions imply foundation (theory) 

and permanence of space; the last two infer implementation (practice) and 

temporal space. (p. 10) 

Negotiating the va or relationships between people involves negotiating, renegotiating, 

building and rebuilding. It is not always harmonious. It requires the conscious act of valuing and 

protecting the va many times, and in fluid and multilevel diverse contexts (Faleolo, 2019). 
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The talanoa research framework is commonly applied in New Zealand and throughout the 

Pacific when researching with Pacific peoples. Talanoa is a widely understood term, and is 

generic across a number of Pacific languages including Samoan, Tongan, and Fijian, and for 

many Pacific students and their families in New Zealand and Australia. Vaioleti (2006) described 

talanoa as belonging to “qualitative research, grounded theory, naturalistic inquiry and 

ethnography” (p. 25). It is an oral, face-to-face interactive approach to research, enabling 

continuity, authenticity and cultural integrity in the research process (Fletcher et al., 2009; 

Suaalii-Sauni et al., 2012). Talanoa achieves this by allowing for “flexibility and attainment of 

understanding at a deeper more valid level” (Carr, 1994, p. 718), that cannot be achieved through 

a more structured, formal approach.  

Fa’afaletui and talanoa are similar Pacific frameworks (Suaalii-Sauni & Fulu-Aiolupotea, 

2014; Vaioleti, 2006). Timote Vaioleti, a Tongan academic based in New Zealand, is widely cited 

in developing the talanoa methodology (Tamasese et al., 2005; Vaioleti, 2006). In the Tongan 

language, the word talanoa comprises two words tala and noa; tala is translated as “informing, 

telling, relating, and commanding as well as asking or applying” (Vaioleti, 2006, p. 23), while 

noa is translated as “of any kind, ordinary, nothing in particular, purely imaginary or void” (p. 

23). Talanoa is used in various forums or gatherings (formal or informal) in which Pacific 

peoples share their experiences and stories. The Tongan concept of talanoa implies a less 

structured conversation for learning and research, in comparison to the fa’afaletui framework.  

The fa’afaletui framework was developed by Samoan family therapist and researcher 

Taimalieutu Kiwi Tamasese to enhance mental health services for emigrant Samoan communities 

in New Zealand (Tamasese et al., 2005) who describes fa’afaletui as “a method which facilitates 

(p. 302). It is a more structured conversation than the relatively unstructured talanoa, involving 

closed group discussions and dealing with more serious matters (Suaalii-Sauni & Fulu-

Aiolupotea, 2014). The Samoan word fa’afaletui is made up of three words: fa’a a causative 

prefix; fale, a house or group of houses; and tui, meaning weaving (Tuafuti, 2011). Tamasese et 

al. (2005) explained fa’afaletui as a “method which facilitates the gathering and validation of 

important knowledge” (p. 302). It is the process of weaving (tui) together all the different levels 

of knowledge frames from within the house of collective representation, for the purpose of 

enhancing and adding to the Samoan world view (Suaalii-Sauni & Fulu-Aiolupotea 2014). The 

story of “the fisherman, tree climber and man at the top of the hill” has been used as a metaphor 

to conceptualise the principles of fa’afaletui (Cowley-Malcolm, 2013). Each perspective is 

important and provides an insight into the issue being discussed. Triangulation is evident in this 
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metaphor; ensuring the stories are shared, challenged and validated is essential to fully 

understand the topic under investigation. 

A criticism of Pacific methodologies is the lack of delineation between traditionally 

western methodologies, including interpretivist constructivism or phenomenology, and emerging 

Pacific methodologies such as talanoa and fa’afaletui. (Suaalii-Sauni & Fulu-Aiolupotea, 2014). 

While there are several complementary values and aims among traditional western research 

methodologies, the key difference between these methodologies and Pacific methodologies is the 

emphasis the latter places first and foremost on “ethnic specific knowledge and the protection of 

an ethnic, pan-ethnic or Indigenous heritage” (Suaalii-Sauni & Fulu-Aiolupotea, 2014, p. 342). 

This notion is elaborated further by Anae et al. (2001), who advocated that a Pacific framework 

must embrace a unique Pacific world view that is underpinned by Pacific values, belief systems 

and ways of structuring knowledge, with the primary role being to reclaim Pacific knowledge for 

Pacific people. 

The history of qualitative research, especially with Indigenous peoples, is controversial. 

Denzin and Lincoln (2011) argued strongly against the ideology and frameworks applied by 

historical qualitative researchers in their study of indigenous peoples. Because the interpretivist 

approach aims to describe certain aspects of phenomena with a view to explaining the study, it is 

crucial for the researcher to clearly identify their epistemology and ontology. The tension here is 

obvious. As Denzin and Lincoln (2011)  observed: 

Sadly, qualitative research in many if not all of its forms (observation, 

participation, interviewing, ethnography) serves as a metaphor for colonial 

knowledge, for power and for truth… Research provides the foundation for 

reports about and representations of “the Other”. In the colonial context, 

research becomes an objective way of presenting the dark-skinned “Other” to 

the white world. (p. 1) 

This notion was expanded by Linda T. Smith (1999), an Indigenous Maori woman, who 

challenged the Western paradigms of research and knowledge. She critiqued the cultural 

assumptions behind dominant Western culture, including the negative impacts Western research 

paradigms have had on indigenous people. Smith (1999) emphasises the practice of Pacific 

research by Pacific researchers for Pacific peoples – applying Pacific research methodologies and 

frameworks, by Pacific researchers, researching with Pacific peoples. She advocates that in 
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indigenous and Pacific research, priority must be placed first and foremost on ensuring that 

Indigenous peoples, including those from the Pacific regions, hold power over the knowledge 

they create, co-create and share with the academic world.  

As a Samoan-Canadian woman and a research student at an Australian university, I 

consciously undertake this study of Pacific students in Australia as an insider/outsider researcher. 

I acknowledge the importance of respecting and protecting Pacific knowledges and values; this 

has been core to the study. However, the prospect of embarking on a research journey that 

excluded critical consideration of the wider colonial context in which the Pacific heritage students 

in this study coexist with me, caused me great discomfort. Here the colonised context is not just 

of nations, peoples, cultures, world views, but also of knowledge creation, which is an intrinsic 

task of this study.  

Throughout this study I have consciously embraced applying a Pacific world view 

underpinned by Pacific values and belief systems, seeking to structure knowledge creation 

through this research to reclaim Pacific knowledge for Pacific peoples. Therefore, I have felt 

great tension and awkwardness trying to confine this study to either a Western or Pacific 

paradigm. Compounding my internal tension is awareness of my very being – of both Pacific and 

Western descent – that provides an additional layer of duality in reference to Smith’s (1999) 

critique of knowledge hegemony as discussed above. It is only by applying the lenses of Pacific 

methodologies, and more specifically fa’afaletui, within a Western phenomenologist interpretive 

approach, that I have been able to reconcile this tension. For it was through my own parents’ 

unity and the weaving together of Pacific and Western worlds that I was given life, and now 

through this conceptual unity of both worlds, that I am able to weave the paradigms from these 

two worlds to give life to this study.  

I recognise that applying a critically informed lens for this study has deepened my 

appreciation of the differences and potential compatibilities between Pacific and Western 

analytical frameworks and ways of viewing the world. It has also sharpened my awareness of the 

complex amalgam of my own values – Pacific and Western – and of their innate place within this 

study. My values are especially imbued with concepts that are dominant in Samoan culture: 

fa’aaloalo (respect), alofa (love), aiga (family) and tautua (service). Respect, love, family and 

service are also important in the Australian setting, however in Samoan culture they are the 

cornerstone of national life. Through upholding these cornerstone principles, I was able to honour 



76 

 

research participants and process and teu le va which refers to the sacred (tapu-ia) relationship 

(va) between the man and all things, despite differences of age, gender, cultural status and power.  

Immersing themselves in their familiar world of sharing stories and experiences is a 

natural setting for Pacific peoples to engage in communal dialogue (Suaalii-Sauni & Fulu-

Aiolupotea, 2014; Tamasese, Parsons, Sullivan, & Waldegrave, 2010) , which made the focus-

group approach highly appropriate for enhancing the richness of participants’ responses. Further, 

being a Pacific researcher myself, I could innately understand the nuances, values and practices 

of Pacific students. This helped to enable honest and respectful dialogue where students could 

question my role as the researcher, while I was able to respectfully question the meanings 

underlying the stories they shared. Given the nature of this study and questions it has sought to 

answer, I have found the fa’afaletui methodology using talanoa circles and semi-structured 

interviews particularly suitable for the research task across its two phases. 

3.4.1 Phase One: Talanoa Circles 

In Phase One of this study, I interviewed participant students in focus groups, which I 

refer to as talanoa circles. As noted above, talanoa is a generic term commonly used in Pacific 

settings, and it was familiar to the participating students. When I first met with students and their 

families during the research information sessions before the data collection phase, I used the term 

focus groups, but parents were unclear about this term. I therefore explained the process, where 

we talanoa in a circle about their child’s views and experiences. This explanation resonated with 

parents and students, hence I used the term talanoa circles to refer to the focus group interviews 

conducted with students. This was not a new term for the participants; talanoa is used commonly 

as an approach to communication, discussion or collaboration when engaging with the students in 

school-led programs. This example illustrates how the application of Pacific terms when 

researching with Pacific communities demonstrates a power sharing, involving the embrace and 

valuing of indigenous knowledges and terms (Tualaulelei & McFall-McCaffery, 2019).  

Talanoa circles enabled relaxed, open and honest conversations with students, allowing 

in-depth understanding of the individuals’ and the groups’ experiences (Marshall & Rossman, 

2011). In this way talanoa circles facilitated creation of a “shared understanding of the 

phenomena being studied” (Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2012, p. 388) through the telling and sharing 

of stories in a group setting (Vaioleti, 2006). As young Pacific peoples belonging to collective 

cultural groups, the high school students were more likely to share their experiences openly in a 
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small group of peers with whom they were familiar, than in larger groups or individually at this 

age (Tunufa'i, 2016). This approach aligns strongly with the fa’afaletui and is a culturally 

appropriate and endorsed framework commonly used when researching Pacific peoples in New 

Zealand (Ministry of Education, 2018).  

Key nuances are applied in talanoa that are not specified in focus groups. These include 

the researcher having an innate understanding of the cultural and collective nuances that enable 

participants to carry out talanoa authentically. This was demonstrated, for example, in the 

unspoken understanding of prayer to bless the food prior to each session commencing, and in the 

use of humour by participants in all the talanoa circles when speaking on sensitive topics such as 

financial hardship and physical discipline. Many times, participants presented this humour by 

mimicking or re-enacting conversations or experiences when responding to questions, or when 

adding to (or disagreeing with) peer responses. By also using humour, I was able to explore and 

respectfully challenge, at times, the responses provided by students, more so when students made 

statements that conflicted with earlier responses and/or with their body language, for example, 

“he was not a very good teacher because he did not help me, but I would tell him thank you for 

being my teacher anyway”. Further, understanding the hierarchical cultural structures 

(importance of family and church); cultural nuances (such as younger siblings challenging older 

siblings); and meanings behind body language, tone and facial expressions, enabled honest 

talanoa that allowed me to explore deeply the essence of the phenomena (van Manen, 1997). For 

these reasons I identified talanoa circles as optimal for generating students’ in-depth responses 

and therefore enabling my consideration and analysis of the students’ experiences and cultural 

frameworks (Vaioleti, 2006), and thus understanding the phenomena I have researched in this 

study (Creswell, 2013; van Manen, 1997). 

3.4.2 Phase Two: Semi-structured Interviews 

As I had done in the talanoa circles, I embedded the Pacific frameworks of fa’afaletui and 

talanoa also in the semi-structured interviews, seeking to ensure the talanoa remained safe and 

respectful for participants. I conducted the interviews with eight former participants of the talanoa 

circles 3 years after, seeking to understand student experiences that shaped actualisation of their 

high school aspirations. The aim of these semi-structured interviews was to uncover the 

participants’ perspectives regarding an experience or phenomenon (McIntosh & Morse, 2015). 

These interviews enabled participants to reflect on their high school aspirations and on individual 
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experiences post-high school that shaped the actualisation of their aspirations. In line with the 

phenomenological approach, the participants’ sharing of in-depth rich stories revealed the essence 

of the phenomena (van Manen, 2014). In this stage of the study I collected data through open-

ended questions in semi-structured interviews with six participants, and conducted in-depth email 

correspondences with two participants until saturation was achieved (Patton, 2015). 

3.5  Study Site 

I conducted the study in one government high school located in a low socio-economic 

status (low-SES) community in Southeast Queensland. The catchment region for this school had 

been identified as one of the most disadvantaged local government areas in Queensland (ABS, 

2016a, 2016c). This is reflected in the low-SES rating of 970.9 in the Socio Economic Indexes 

For Areas (SEIFA), a federal government matrix that ranks areas in Australia according to 

relative socio-economic advantage and disadvantage (ABS, 2016a, 2016b, 2016c) The local 

unemployment rate was 23.4 percent, and 24.4 percent of families lived on less than $31,200 per 

annum (Hogan, 2017). Low educational attainment was also evident with 41.0 percent of the 

region’s highest year of schooling being Year 10. This was a predominantly young region, with a 

median age of 33 years in comparison to the national median of 37 years. Residents of the region 

represented more than 215 nationalities and cultural groups, with 27.4 percent born overseas; 

many in this community have Pacific heritage with Samoan being the most spoken language, 

second to English, over the past decade(ABS, 2016a). 

The school I selected as the site for this study reported student enrolments of 

approximately 1400, with over 51 percent identifying as being of Pacific Island descent. The 

diversity of students within the school reflected that of the community, with representation from 

217 ethnic backgrounds, multiple faith groups, and many new arrivals including students with 

Pacific Island heritage. I chose this school largely because of its high number of Pacific student 

enrolments. I had also formed strong relationships with this school community since I had 

worked closely with the school for 10 years as an equity practitioner. 

3.6 Participants 

In line with van Manen’s (1990) phenomenological approach, I used purposeful sampling 

to identify students for participation in this study, to maximise capturing a range of views and 
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experiences (Creswell, 2013; Smith, 2011). This also allowed me to select participants who 

appeared to be best able to assist with understanding the phenomena under investigation. The size 

of samples in interpretive phenomenological studies is relatively small (Flood, 2010; Smith, 

2011; van Manen, 1997), as reflected in the sample for the current study, totalling 31 students. 

This enabled me to focus in-depth on the narratives of the students to fully understand the 

phenomena, as outlined by van Manen (1997). Further, the Principal and school administration 

provided guidance on student selection by nominating Pacific students who were aspiring to 

pursue university study and would be willing and able to participate and contribute to the topic, in 

addition to the students who self-nominated at the year-level assemblies. 

Students selected to participate in the study were in Years 10 to 12. The rationale for 

selecting these senior students was primarily that (a) they had been at school longest and had 

more experience to reflect upon; (b) senior students were more likely to articulate their stories in 

comparison to the junior students; and, (c) senior students were at the stage of making decisions 

on post-school pathways. The criteria for participation were that they:  

 identified with a Pacific cultural background;  

 were enrolled in Year 10, 11 or 12; 

 had successfully achieved academically (passing subjects) 

 had aspirations for university study post-school and/or, their parents held 

aspirations for university study for their child. 

Each talanoa circle comprised Years 10, 11 or 12 students who were nominated by the 

school, or had self-nominated (with participant and parental consent). This helped to ensure a 

mixed representation of participant characteristics, including gender, age, ethnicity (e.g., Tongan, 

Samoan, Cook Island), academic attainment, citizenship and language. As Samoan is the most 

spoken language in Logan, it was not surprising that the large majority of participants identified 

with Samoan heritage. 

A minimum of four and maximum of eight participants were recruited for each talanoa 

circle to enable in-depth discussions (Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2013; Krueger & Casey, 2014). 

A total of 41 students registered for the talanoa circles and returned consent forms signed by their 

parent/guardian. Parents were telephoned, and reminder notices and sms texts were sent to 

students via their form teachers and electronic devices. However, 10 students, predominantly 

males, did not attend as arranged, and many of them advised me the following day they had 
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forgotten about a previous commitment (church or sport). Of the 41 students who registered, 31 

(18 females, 13 males) attended talanoa circles, each ranging from three to eight participants. 

Student responses varied based on year level and number of participants within the group. In 

comparison to the larger junior groups, the smaller senior group (Year 12) provided more in-

depth and expanded responses without my having to engage in exploratory questioning. Analysis 

identified some key differences between students on the basis of gender, including ability to name 

a role model and level of financial obligation to the family, which is discussed further in Chapter 

4.  

An overview of participants’ demographic details is presented in Table 3.1. Citizenship is 

an important factor in identifying the financial support students may be entitled to when 

considering undertaking university study since, as noted in Chapter 1, New Zealand citizens 

residing in Australia for less than 10 years are ineligible for Higher Education Contribution 

Scheme Help (HECS-HELP) student loans. This is why participants’ citizenship is included in 

this table. As evident in this table, 16 of the 31 participants identified as having Australian 

citizenship, with the remaining 15 nominating New Zealand citizenship. For these 15 students, on 

completing secondary school, six would have become eligible to defer university student loans; 

the remaining nine would be required to pay fees upfront before the census date1 to pursue 

university study, or wait until they had satisfied the 10 year period to be eligible for a HECS-

HELP student loan.  

Participants’ cultural background was included in the selection criteria as it was important 

to qualify student participation in the research. Unsurprisingly, the majority of students (23) 

identified as Samoan, with an additional three identifying as Samoan/Tongan, Samoan/Maori and 

Samoan/Tuvaluan. The remaining five, identified as Cook Island (4) and Cook Island Maori (1). 

Place of birth and language spoken within the home were also useful for contextualising students’ 

lived experiences.  

  

                                                   
1 The census date is the deadline for enrolment and course fees to be finalised each semester 
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Table 3.1 

Participant Profiles 

 

Having identified the school suitable to conduct this study, I emailed the Principal 

explaining my proposed study and its intended aims, and sought permission to conduct the study 

within the school. The Principal had supported my work with Pacific students during previous 

programs and projects and approved this study. A meeting was held with both the Principal and 

an in-school critical friend (a Head of Department [HOD] staff member) two weeks later to plan 

data collection phases. The HOD held several senior roles in the school and had also worked 

closely with Pacific students and their families over the past 10 years. The Principal emailed all 

 Student Citizenship 
Cultural 

Background 
Place of Birth 

Language spoken at 

home 

Y
ea

r 
10

 G
ir

ls
 

Paige New Zealand Samoan New Zealand Samoan/English 

Malae New Zealand Samoan New Zealand Samoan/English 

Hope New Zealand  Samoan/Tongan New Zealand Samoan/English 

Ruby  Australian Samoan Australia English/Samoan 

Pearl Australian Samoan Australia Samoan 

Jasmine Australian Samoan Australia English/Samoan 

Diamond Australian Samoan Samoa Samoan 

Logan  Australian Samoan Australia English 

Y
ea

r 
10

 

B
o

y
s 

Junior New Zealand Samoan New Zealand Samoan 

Sione Australian Samoan Australia English/Samoan 

Paulo New Zealand Samoan Samoa Samoan 

Teariki New Zealand  Cook Island New Zealand Cook Island/English 

Y
ea

r 
11

 G
ir

ls
 Alofa  New Zealand  Cook Island Australia Cook Island/English 

Maria  Australian Cook Island New Zealand English 

Helena  Australian Samoan/Tuvaluan Australia English 

Wai  New Zealand Cook Island/Maori New Zealand English 

May New Zealand Samoan Samoa Samoan  

Y
ea

r 
11

 B
o

y
s 

Tavita  Australian Samoan Australia Samoan  

Timo New Zealand Samoan New Zealand English 

Sam  Australian Samoan Samoa Samoan 

James Australian Samoan Samoa Samoan 

Tala New Zealand Samoan New Zealand English 

Tui New Zealand Cook Island Cook Island Maori 

Y
ea

r 
12

 G
ir

ls
 Crystal  Australian Samoan New Zealand English 

Sky  New Zealand Samoan Australia English 

Diva Australian Samoan Australia Samoan 

Sonya  Australian Samoan Australia English/Samoan 

Mele  New Zealand Samoan New Zealand Samoan 

Y
ea

r 
12

 

B
o

y
s 

David New Zealand Samoan New Zealand Samoan 

TJ New Zealand  Samoan New Zealand Samoan 

Bruce New Zealand Samoan/Maori New Zealand Samoan 
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staff to advise of the study, and endorsed the HOD (my in-school-supervisor) to nominate 

students for participation.  

Information sessions with students and their families were held at the school before 

beginning the research. Apparently due to a communication error, only two students and their 

families attended the first session, which was organised by the school administration. The 

Principal had elected to take a lead role in coordinating this session when I initially planned this 

event with the Principal and the HOD. On reflection, I recognise I could have taken a more active 

role in this process to ensure students and their families received the appropriate information. 

A second information session was organised in the following weeks by a core team 

including the HOD, guidance officers and transition pathway staff. This session was delivered in 

conjunction with a School Pathways Information Session for Pacific senior students and their 

parents, which I facilitated on behalf of the school. School staff, including two Samoan staff 

members, presented on key focus areas (e.g., New Zealand citizenship and university costs, 

career pathway options, working together, and supporting your child’s learning). This session was 

to strengthen support for parents, by informing them about what was happening within the school 

and pathways and options for their child post-school.  

Towards the end of this session, I introduced my study outlining its purpose, timeframes 

and the questions their children would be asked. The session was followed by supper (provided 

by the school) and an opportunity for parents to question staff and me about the study. 

Attendance was recorded as 26 students and 58 parents and family members. Of the students and 

their families who attended the second information session, 18 agreed to be involved in the study. 

Three parents approached me after the session raising concerns about their children’s ineligibility 

to attend university under the federal government HECS Scheme available to Australian citizens.  

After the information session with parents, I attended year-level assemblies (two for each 

year level, totalling six separate assemblies) to inform students about my study. I also spoke with 

students individually to clarify their understanding of the purpose of the study, times and dates 

for the talanoa circles. Students who were interested in participating were provided with 

information about study and participation in it, along with permission forms for parental consent 

to their participation. 

Six talanoa circles were held, all of them gender-specific to ensure talanoa was safe and 

respectful for all participants. A number of students identified as second generation Pacific in 
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Australia, but cultural protocols including the feagaiga (Samoan term for the sacred relationship 

between a brother and sister) (Ete-Lima, 2003) still apply for many Pacific heritage peoples. This 

relationship is not limited to brothers and sisters; it also applies to cousins and extended family 

members. Feagaiga demands a sacred respect, honour and relationship of protection between 

genders, more specifically for brothers to respect, honour and protect their sisters or female 

relations (Simanu-Klutz, 2011). Gender-specific talanoa circles uphold the principle of feagaiga, 

and also allow students to speak more openly about their views and experiences. 

In Phase Two, all students who participated in the talanoa circles in Phase One and who 

could be traced were invited to participate in a semi-structured interview. Ten of the initial 31 

accepted this invitation. By this time all students had completed schooling, and were between six 

months and three and a half years out of high school. The purpose of these semi-structured 

interviews was to re-connect with participants to explore their understanding of the experiences 

post-high school that had impacted their journey to university study or otherwise. Table 3.2 

presents an overview of the students’ post-high school destination points at the time I approached 

them for Phase Two.  

Contact was attempted with Phase One participants via mobile numbers, email and social 

media. The majority of the mobile numbers and emails from Phase One were no longer valid. 

However, social media (Facebook and Instagram) provided very useful tools for locating and 

contacting students. I chose students to participate in Phase Two based on their willingness to 

participate and their availability for interview. All students whom I was able to contact said they 

were willing to participate in Phase Two, but availability for interview was problematic for some 

given their study and work commitments.  
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Table 3.2 

Phase One participants' destination post-high school at time of Phase Two 

Student* Gender 

Aspiration 

for 

University 

Current Study/Employment Interviewed 

Paige Female Yes Unknown No 

Malae Female Yes Administration - Endeavour Foundation No 

Hope Female Yes Unknown No 

Ruby  Female No TAFE - Diploma of Justice No 

Pearl Female Yes B Education No 

Jasmine Female Yes TAFE - Diploma of Nursing No 

Diamond Female Yes B Nursing No 

Logan  Female Yes Disability Support Worker No 

Junior Male Yes Factory employment Yes 

Sione Male No Factory employment No 

Paulo Male Yes Unknown No 

Teariki Male Yes Musician No 

Alofa  Female Yes B Commerce Yes 

Maria  Female Yes Administration work No 

Helena  Female Yes B Social Work No 

Wai  Female Yes B Business Yes 

May Female Yes B Human Services Yes 

Tavita  Male Yes Commenced B Social Work, now factory employed No 

Timo Male Yes Factory employment No 

Sam  Male Yes 
Commenced B Human Services/ B CCJ, now factory 

employed 
No 

James Male Yes TAFE - Diploma of Youth Work Yes 

Tala Male Yes Unknown No 

Tui Male No Construction No 

Crystal  Female Yes B International Hotel Management/ B Business No 

Sky  Female Yes Administration work No 

Diva Female Yes Factory employment Yes 

Sonya  Female Yes B Nursing Yes 

Mele  Female No Administration work No 

David Male Yes B Architectural design Yes 

TJ Male Yes B Business No 

Bruce Male Yes Unknown No 

 

Of the 12 participants who began university study, ten had enrolled at a local university. 

One student returned to New Zealand to study; she was ineligible for the HECS Scheme in 

Australia, and at the time the first year of university study in New Zealand was free for those who 

met certain criteria. Only one student began study at a university in Brisbane, a drive 

approximately 35 minutes from her residence. Two of the 12 who began university study were 
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excluded in their first year due to failing all courses; both were male. Three began Diploma 

studies at TAFE institutions, and 13 had begun employment in predominantly 

factory/warehousing or administration roles.  

I could not contact five of the 31 Phase One students. The two students who began 

university but were excluded in their first year were uncontactable in Phase Two for the semi-

structured interviews. The eight semi-structured interviews with participants, are presented in 

Chapter 5. Of this group of eight, five progressed to university study, and three did not. I ended 

the semi-structured interviews once the information and themes in participants’ responses became 

repetitive and data saturation occurred in their responses (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006). 

3.7 Data Collection  

In Phase One, when facilitating the six talanoa circles with 31 participants from Years 10, 

11, and 12, I used the following questions to help provide some structure to the sessions: 

 What kinds of aspirations do you hold about your life after school? 

What experiences encourage your aspirations for university study? 

 Name a role model who inspires your aspirations to go to university and why they 

inspire you? 

 What would support you, or is supporting you, to achieve these goals? 

 Who are the people that influence you most on decisions you will make about 

your life after school?  

 How do they influence your aspirations for life after school?  

What experiences inhibit your aspirations for university study? 

 What do you think some of the barriers will be to you achieving your goals? 

 How do these barriers affect your aspirations for university? 

 How do you think you will address these barriers? 

 

The talanoa circles were held at the school over a three-week period after school hours. 

Students registered on arrival, which allowed double checking for completed consent forms, and 

seeking students’ permission (again) for videorecording of the session. All students provided 

permission. A resources table was set up at the sessions, presenting information on university and 

on studying at Australian universities for New Zealand citizens. Resources including pens, 
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highlighter pens, USB memory sticks and postcards were available for students to use and take 

home as needed. 

We conducted the talanoa circles in a classroom, positioning our circle in the centre of the 

room to avoid the projection of direct sunlight; although it was June, temperatures were reaching 

27 degrees with no air-conditioning. We used props such as tapa cloth, fans (Tongan and 

Samoan), a bible, a football and a volleyball to generate discussion at the beginning of the 

sessions. These props were placed randomly on chairs and around the room to enhance 

participants’ familiarity with the situation, seeking to change the atmosphere in the room so that it 

felt less like a classroom and more like a social space. Students were able to identify and relate to 

the props, although the meanings they attached to the props varied among the students. 

I began the talanoa circles with the Year 10 female students. Once the students were 

registered for the first talanoa circle, I invited them to share a meal before beginning the session, 

first saying a blessing over the food. I changed this format after the Year 10 male session since I 

felt it was not most effective for enhancing discussion. We had set up the Year 10 girls’ talanoa 

circle (first session) in a circle, without desks or tables in the middle. However, I came to 

recognise that the format of eating first and then starting the session was not most conducive to 

the study’s purpose, taking students longer to settle into the session. As a result, we held the 

subsequent talanoa circles around the food table, allowing students to share their stories while 

eating, as many do around their dinner table with family. This setting felt less formal, with 

students comfortably eating throughout the sessions while contributing to the conversation. Each 

session was also closed with prayer. 

In line with Pacific cultural protocols, I began each session by briefly sharing with 

participants my cultural background– where I was born, where my parents were from, and my 

reasons for choosing this area of study. This practice, which involves sharing one’s own 

background before asking others to share details and experiences of their lives, is important in 

Pacific culture (Anae et al., 2002; Vaioleti, 2006). This enabled students to find points of 

connections and similarity: “I have 13 in my family too”, and “yeah same, my parents moved 

here for a better life as well”. Identifying and acknowledging connections through mutual sharing 

allowed talanoa to occur authentically within the talanoa circles. 

I invited students to share their post-school aspirations and to name a role model who 

influenced their desire for university study. Students openly shared this information, also 
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incorporating their cultural background. The majority of students (26) stated their aspiration for 

university study; only five of the 31 stated otherwise. All bar two students in Year 10 (one each 

male and female) were identified by the Year 10 HOD as high academic achievers and named 

university as their study pathway after high school. The Year 11 cohort were self-nominated, and 

also stated university as their post-school pathway, with all bar one student (male) taking full OP 

(Overall Positioning for university placements) subjects. For the Year 12 students, only one 

(female) of the eight participants stated going to university was not a priority for her. This group 

were self-nominated, and consisted of four students taking full OP subjects, with the others taking 

two to three OP subjects. 

We held these sessions, which took approximately an hour and a half, in a social sciences 

classroom. The sessions were audio (iPhone) and video recorded (GoPro), transcribed, and 

analysed to identify themes. Audio and media recordings were used for transcribing and 

transcript checking purposes only. This enabled me to capture non-verbal cues in the transcripts, 

including the atmosphere within the group such as underlying tensions or factors that may have 

influenced student responses. I wrote notes during the talanoa circles and immediately after the 

sessions video documented students undertaking self-reflection) and peer debriefing.  

 Students identified themselves as being in peer groups during the talanoa circles and 

were well known to each other. This proved helpful for the study since the students were very 

honest and transparent about their personal circumstances and experiences while sharing their 

stories. For example, one student disclosed that she had been “couch surfing” (moving from 

house to house) the previous year with extended family for about six months due to her mother 

“getting sick and losing her job”. All of the students were aware of her circumstances and very 

supportive of her sharing this information. 

I later returned to the school with the transcriptions from the talanoa circles for students 

to discuss and verify. I organised a lunch time session and provided pizzas for lunch, which was 

important because I was acknowledging and reciprocating their gift of time and stories for my 

research. I then grouped the students back into their talanoa circles and gave them each a copy of 

their transcriptions to read and provide feedback. One student stated, “I was really hard on Ms, 

but what I said - it’s true”. I witnessed students nodding as they read, and laughing at each other – 

pointing out where someone had said something funny. All students endorsed the content of the 

transcripts. Presenting students with transcripts to verify enabled them to validate the data. The 

students organised a spokesperson to say thank you at the end of the session. Maria (Year 11), 
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thanked me for organising the talanoa circles and giving them an opportunity to share their 

stories. She also stated that they looked forward to reading their stories again once I had finished 

my studies. This reminded me of my obligation to protect their stories, to always present these 

stories honestly and anonymously, and the importance of returning to the school once my study is 

complete to share my findings with all who are interested. 

My relationship with these participating students continued past the data collection and 

verification phases. The Year 11 students asked during the transcript verification session if I 

would bring them on campus “to show them what university is really like”, to which I agreed. On 

completion of the school year, I organised on-campus experiences for the Year 11 and Year 12 

students (attended by 10 participants). The sessions included a campus tour, meeting with an 

academic, and participating in a careers workshop with the previous Student Equity Outreach 

Careers Outreach Coordinator. I maintained contact with most of the Year 12 students as they 

transitioned from high school into university, and/or employment-seeking opportunities. My 

relationship with these students will continue past my study since they are part of my local 

community, church community, and school community. Indeed, it was the ongoing nature of our 

relationships that meant I was still in contact with most of the students and their families and 

therefore enabled me to arrange and conduct Phase Two of the study, drawing in information 

about almost all participants, three years after they had participated in the talanoa circles. 

The eight interviews I conducted for Phase Two of the study were voice recorded. I 

organised these semi-structured interviews over a four-week period, with students nominating a 

time and place that best suited them. Four students had to reschedule their original interview time 

due to work/study commitments. Five of these interviews were conducted at the Logan campus of 

Griffith University, one was conducted and one was conducted at the participant’s home, and two 

on-line via social media (messenger) private messaging. Interview times varied from 45 to 90 

minutes. The stories participants shared during these catch ups were rich and very personal, with 

themes similar to those identified in the talanoa circles as well as new themes relating to their life 

experiences and changes in family dynamics, as I discuss in Chapters 4 and 5. 

Many of the eight participants asked early in the interview to see footage from the talanoa 

circles. As they watched themselves three years earlier, their responses provided some useful 

insights. Comments included, “I looked so young”, “wow, that’s how I sound when I talk – like a 

kid?”, and “I wish I could go back to when things were good”. Some commented on their friends’ 

appearances on the day and what they said, but overall participants were especially interested in 
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how they personally looked, sounded, and acted in the session. Many of us developed a sense of 

time passing while watching the participants watch their younger selves and process their journey 

from one earlier point in time to the present. Questions I used to guide the Phase Two 

conversation included:   

General 

 What are you doing now? (aligning current destination with nominated aspirations in high 

school) 

 What has happened for you since leaving school? (trying to understand influencers and 

process taken) 

 Who, or what, would you say has had the greatest influence on you and why? 

 How do you feel about your journey post high school? 

 What do you know now that you wish you knew then? 

Studying at university 

 Tell me about studying at university; what has this journey been like?  

 Explore these: 

o Your experience of transition from school to university 

o Relationships with peers/convenors/lecturers 

o Relationships with family/community 

Not studying at university 

 What are you doing now? 

 Your experience of transition from school to employment or other training 

 Would you consider going to university in the future? 

 

3.8 Data Analysis 

In this section I explain the specific data analysis approach applied in this study, an 

interpretivist phenomenological analysis approach, as developed by van Manen (1990) and Crist 

and Tanner (2003). Van Manen (1997) outlined six key considerations as a methodical structure 

for interpretivist phenomenological research. These considerations are designed not to be applied 

as a step-by-step process to follow closely, but rather to guide the research process, as some 

considerations can occur simultaneously, whilst others are more intermittent. These 

considerations are outlined in Table 3.3 and provide an overview of the phases involved in this 

study. In the table I present Van Manen’s stages as separate components, although they often 

became intertwined in my study as I moved between and across the different stages at different 

times, and as I sought to understand the meanings of students’ lived experiences.  
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Table 3.3 

Van Manen's (1997) core research steps and my role as researcher 

Core steps My role as researcher in this study 

1. Turning to the 

nature of the lived 

experience 

Research Question: How do the experiences of Pacific Island high 

school students shape their aspirations for university study, and how 

do their post-school experiences influence the actualisation of these 

aspirations?  

2. Investigate the 

experience as lived 

I used semi-structured talanoa circles in this study, enabling 

collection of rich data that reflect participants’ and my deep 

understanding of the phenomenon in question. Talanoa enabled 

students to voice verbally and non-verbally the meaning of their 

experiences. 

3. Reflect on the 

essential themes 

that characterise the 

phenomenon 

To capture the essence of the phenomena, I reflected on the themes 

identified in the talanoa circle transcripts, trying to capture the 

essential meaning or essence that students attributed to formation of 

their aspirations to attend university. 

4. Describe the 

phenomenon in the 

art of writing and 

rewriting 

In writing and rewriting the student voices, I constantly reflected on 

and clarified my understanding, seeking to identify students’ lived 

experiences through thoughts, feelings and attitudes they expressed. 

5. Maintain a strong 

and oriented 

relationship to the 

phenomena 

I have a vested interest in my research since I am a mother, aunty, 

equity practitioner and community member in the area where I 

conducted my research. Research findings impact not only my 

community, but also my family. This disposition enabled me to 

persevere through the intense time demands of transcribing, coding, 

interpreting, writing and rewriting.  

6. Balance the 

research context by 

considering the 

parts and the whole 

I often reminded myself (as did my supervisors) of the  core 

questions to which I was seeking answers, thus finding the balance 

between helping me to contextualise the students’ experiences in 

response to my research questions.  

 

I began to analyse data early (Krueger & Casey, 2014), almost straight after the first 

talanoa circle, and continued to analyse and compare findings from each subsequent group to 
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those of earlier sessions. This process provided opportunity for sequential and systematic analysis 

and refining of questions (and environment/room layout) after each session. This was most 

evident with the first talanoa circle with the Year 10 girls, which provided rich insights from 

student responses, along with learning for the subsequent sessions. Some of the students 

struggled, with broad questions such as, “Can you tell me about your plans once you finish 

school?”, and “Have you thought about how you’ll achieve that goal?” requiring me to offer 

examples so the students could identify their answers.  

This proved to be problematic, as providing these examples gave opportunity to influence 

student responses. As a result, in the subsequent sessions I asked open questions grouped into the 

themes identified in the literature, being role of parents, role of school/teachers, role of church 

and role of peers in shaping student aspirations. My changing questioning format and type 

resulted in more in-depth responses from students, who were then able to elaborate on other 

factors they identified as influencing their aspirations to continue their education at university. 

An interpretive team (Crist & Tanner, 2003) including my lead academic supervisor and a 

peer academic helped me with initial analysis of the transcripts, which transcribed the talanoa 

discussions verbatim. We carried out such analysis after conducting numerous line-by-line 

readings of enquiry. Enquiry into the transcripts line-by-line allowed an in-depth understanding 

of the students’ lived experiences. I then began analysis of each talanoa circle by re-listening 

(multiple sessions) to the audio files. This process of transcribing, line-by-line readings, listening, 

re-listening, coding and re-coding implanted the students’ voices in my mind. Even now, I hear 

their words, their laughter and their silence; their literal voices provided a sound platform for 

reading their transcripts. In this way the processes I undertook carefully provided an important 

contextual grounding for the analysis phases. 

For my first official reading of all transcripts from both talanoa circles and semi-

structured interviews I did not take notes. For the second reading I began to code, highlight and 

write annotations. After multiple readings, I progressed to identifying themes and sub-themes, 

including the relationships between incidental themes (that may change without affecting the 

phenomena) and essential themes (that make the phenomena what it is). For example, statements 

such as “They (parents) always say, ‘make sure you go to university”, and “I think that’s the main 

thing, how they (parents) say they’ve spent their whole life trying to get us here and now it’s our 

turn to do better”. I coded by themes the Migrant Dream and Communicating with Others, with 

subthemes Parents and Motivation. Statements such as “Even now we struggle with bills, so 
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probably by the time we get to university it will be even harder” were coded by theme My 

Obligations, with subthemes Family and Finances. The interpretive team discussed and verified 

themes and sub-themes to try to ensure credibility and trustworthiness of the process  (Connelly, 

2016). Nvivo 12 software was used to code and organise the data, providing a systematic and 

rigorous approach to the analysis process. 

I conducted thematic analysis to determine themes or experiential structures that generate 

an experience. I adopted the meaning of themes as “an aspect of the structure of the lived 

experience” (van Manen, 1990, p. 87) and the process of “insightful invention, discovery or 

disclosure” (p. 88), in seeking to understand meanings behind the students’ spoken words, pauses 

and silences. When exploring these themes, I focussed on keeping the text in context to ensure I 

did not separate incidental themes from essential themes. In this way the coding captured the text 

before and after students made their statements, to ensure analysis was capturing the phenomenon 

as a whole before turning to interpretation of the data. I wrote multiple annotations and memos 

alongside and after the coding process, and grouped these by themes, sub-themes and 

interconnecting relationships. Data collection, analysis and report writing processes were carried 

out simultaneously throughout the study (Creswell, 2013; Krueger & Casey, 2014). This cyclical 

process of listening, reading, writing, rereading and rewriting urged and enabled me to revise and 

refine my thoughts, contributing to richer and more insightful findings (Connelly, 2010; Gill, 

2014; van Manen, 1984) that I believe most ably reveal the essence of experiences through which 

students form and realise their aspirations while in high school, and subsequently seek to realise 

these aspirations. 

I identified thematic analysis as the most suitable method for analysing the qualitative 

data in this study. I do, however, acknowledge criticisms of this approach. Some have criticised 

its subjectivity and suggested insufficient rigour (Reicher & Taylor, 2005). Others have identified 

that the time involved in a qualitative analysis can prove problematic due to the large datasets a 

study can generate even though it has limited resources and timeframes. Techniques for 

quantitative data analysis cannot be applied for qualitative data analysis. Importantly, therefore, I 

discuss below the criteria for conducting good qualitative research such as I have pursued in this 

study, to ensure my analysis was rigorous (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
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3.9 Trustworthiness and Credibility  

Trustworthiness and credibility are critical to this study (Lincoln & Guba, 1990). A 

phenomenological study is considered trustworthy when it accurately captures and presents the 

phenomena being investigated (Hycner, 1985). The phenomenon I have explored here is to 

deepen understanding of the experiences that shape Pacific high school students’ aspirations to 

study at university, so the participants themselves become the most appropriate validity check 

(Hycner, 1985). As a result, I provided all participants with transcripts of their spoken words to 

verify and/or adjust to ensure I had recorded accurately their narratives and intentions (McMillan 

& Wergin, 2006). 

Transparency of the study was paramount hence I needed to ensure students, families and 

staff remained informed. I sought to uphold participants’ confidence and trust at all times, which 

helped result in the richness of participants’ stories and all data collected. My strategies for 

ensuring trustworthiness and credibility of the study included endorsement of transcripts, 

triangulation (literature, transcripts, supervision and peer debriefing) and journaling (Gay, Mills 

& Airasian 2012). As noted above, I gave participants transcripts of their verbal contributions 

through both talanoa circles and semi-structured interviews so they could verify and further 

ensure credibility of this data. I also provided the transcripts to members of the supervising team 

at each stage of data collection, to verify theme and coding. These verification moves on my part 

attest to the importance I placed on recording and interpreting participant responses accurately, 

and ensuring methodical rigour and trustworthiness of the data during the data analysis phase 

(Hays, Wood, Dahl, & Kirk‐Jenkins, 2016).  

3.9.1 Ethical Considerations 

Smith and Cooper-Martin (1997) argued that “research should support, and should not 

harm, human flourishing” (p. 115). To this end I embedded four key principles in the study: (a) 

the consequences of this research must be ethical, (b) its effects on participants must enhance 

general welfare, (c) the purpose of the research is an ethical matter and must be for the human 

good, and (d), the research must cause no harm to participants and must respect all persons 

involved at all times (Smith & Cooper-Martin, 1997). 

In planning the study, I committed to uphold these principles by obtaining human ethical 

clearance from Griffith University in accordance with the university’s Human Research Ethics 



94 

 

Manual (GU Ref No:2016) before conducting the research. I ensured I had consent to conduct my 

research from students and from their parents. I also ensured that participants’ identities were 

protected at all times throughout the study (aliases allocated), and that no harm occurred to the 

participants during or after their involvement in the process. 

I provided families and students with an information pack (see Appendix A) explaining 

the purpose of the study and including consent or assent forms for them to complete. Participants 

were advised that involvement in the study was voluntary, that they were able to withdraw at any 

time, and that data would be managed confidentially. I assured students that their contribution 

would be made anonymous in the study. I also advised students and their families that they could 

not separate or withdraw their stories from the study, especially in the talanoa circles, should 

anyone decide to withdraw from the study after the data collection phases.  

Because the study targeted high school students with Pacific Island heritage, several 

ethical considerations were evident. These included the cultural appropriateness of the research 

methodology, how and to whom the study findings would be distributed, and how this research 

would benefit the cohort being studied. I also carefully considered differences in the power 

relationship between the students who shared my local community and myself as a female 

researcher, a parent, an aunty and community member to ensure students were not harmed in any 

way, and were comfortable in sharing their stories.  

Finally, I have worked with many of the Pacific students and their families at the school. I 

have formed close relationships with many of the students and their families, which presented a 

potential conflict of interest, especially with regard to protecting student privacy. As a result, I 

have ensured all data have been de-identified by using aliases for all participants as noted above, 

and by identifying sensitive topics by gender and/or year level only.  

3.10 Insider–Outsider Status 

I acknowledge and recognise the significance of my insider–outsider status in this study, 

and the multiple positions this status holds with Pacific peoples (Nakata, 2015). Undertaking this 

research within my community presented both advantages and challenges as I moved across the 

status associated with my various positions here, particularly student researcher, equity 

practitioner and community member. The term edgewalker expands the notion of insider–outsider 

researcher by acknowledging the complexities of holding simultaneously the insider and outsider 
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positions, where one often walks the edge while moving between insider, outsider and centre 

status (Beals, Kidman, & Funaki, 2019). I am an insider as I am an active member of my 

community in which I am conducting this research. At the same time, I occupy the position of 

outsider, holding the privileged position that comes with education (Fa'avae, Jones, & Manu'atu, 

2016). I moved between these spaces and roles as I became immersed in this study. 

Simultaneously I have also occupied the space of the centre, where one attempts to bridge the 

positions of insider–outsider. From this position I have sought to retell accurately and clearly the 

stories that participants have entrusted to me, for the community to whom the knowledge 

belongs, and from which the knowledge has come, to academia who will assess the standard of 

how the knowledge has been collected, analysed and presented. 

I acknowledge my position as insider–outsider, disclosing my cultural insider knowledge 

and personal bias as well as my outsider status as a student researcher. The insider status involves 

important assumptions that need to be acknowledged. The more the researcher is like the 

participants, the more likely participants will be accessible, and shared meanings and validity of 

findings confirmed (Merriam et al., 2001). This can be viewed as both an advantage and 

disadvantage. While access to participants may be granted, shared meaning may be impacted by 

factors including differences in education, gender, or religion (Kerstetter, 2012; Mercer, 2007; 

Unluer, 2012). Further, greater familiarity can also lead to a loss of objectivity, particularly when 

a researcher makes assumptions based on their prior knowledge or experiences without seeking 

clarification or affirmation from participants (Petrova, Dewing, & Camilleri, 2016).  

These challenges were managed throughout the study via reflexivity to ensure the 

credibility and reliability of the study findings. This included ongoing self-reflection and self-

examination of my multiple roles, as mother and community member, student researcher and 

equity practitioner, which afforded both insider and outside status. An awareness of self, and 

critical awareness of practice and context were paramount throughout the study to ensure its – 

and my – credibility (Nash, 2011). Wellington (2015) framed this reflexivity process as the 

reflection of the role of “the self, the researcher, the person who did it, the me or the I” (pp. 42-

43). This process has increased the credibility and validity of the study and ensured that I have 

maintained practices that I see to be vital to the integrity of this research, including keeping in-

depth reflective journals, supervision briefing and debriefing, multiple reviewing of transcripts, 

and confirming data with participants to ensure the process and findings from my analysis are 

transparent and reflect participants’ views. In addition, my supervisors, critical friends and peers 
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have acted as sounding boards, affirming and challenging my thought processes and findings 

throughout the journey. 

3.11 Summary 

This chapter provided insights into phenomenology as the methodological framework, 

supported by Pacific frameworks, underpinning this study. As argued and illustrated across this 

chapter, phenomenology is culturally a particularly appropriate method for this study given its 

purpose, context and participants. Through application of focus groups referred to as talanoa 

circles and semi-structured interviews, I have explored: (a) the lived experiences of Pacific 

students (b), how these experiences influence the students’ aspirations for university study and 

(c), how these experiences actualise students’ aspirations for university study. In the following 

Chapter 4, I discuss the findings from my analysis of student discussions in the talanoa circles in 

Phase One, presenting these under four key themes: the migrant dream, connection to the 

collective, communicating with others, and sense of obligation.  
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Chapter 4 Findings: Talanoa Circles 

In this chapter I present and discuss the findings from the analysis of data collected from 

the talanoa circles. Understanding how the experiences of Pacific students from low socio 

economic (low-SES) backgrounds shape their aspirations to attend university is fundamental to 

this study. I begin by providing an overview of the participants’ aspirational goals post-high 

school as the participants revealed through the talanoa circles. I then explore findings under the 

four key themes I have identified in the data generated through the talanoa circles. As introduced 

in Chapter 3, these four themes are the (a) migrant dream, (b) connection to the collective, (c) 

communicating with others, and (d) sense of obligation.  

The migrant dream introduces the desire held by parents as migrants to Australia for their 

children to maximise abundant opportunities for a fulfilling life in their new country. It explores 

student role models for bringing to life such a dream and how these role models influence 

students’ aspirations for university or other pathways. Connection to the collective incorporates 

sub-themes of identity and cultural pride, family, faith and church, and school that resonate with 

core values in the Pacific community. Communicating with others identifies sub-theme sources of 

the student’s voice, parents, teachers, and peers impacting student aspirations. Sense of 

Obligation encompasses the responsibility students feel and express towards their family, church, 

and self, and how this sense of obligation may influence their future goals and decision-making 

post-school in the quest to actualise aspirations for university. Each is discussed in turn. 

4.1 Participants’ Post School Aspirational Goals  

For each talanoa circle, participating students introduced themselves at the start of the 

session and shared with all others their aspirational goals post-school. All students held 

aspirations for their lives on completing high school, in various fields and along various career 

pathways. The majority, but not all of these students, aspired to university study. Of the 31 

students, 27 held aspirations for university study. The remaining four aspired to other life paths, 

but all four acknowledged that one or both of their parents wanted them to consider going to 

university. As presented in Table 4.1, students nominated occupations such as lawyers, nurses, 

professional sports plays, teachers and youth workers. 
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Table 4.1 

Participants’ Aspirations Post-school 

 

Student* 

Aspiration for 

University Occupation or Career Field 

Year 

10 

Girls 

Paige Yes Nurse 

Malae Yes Nurse 

Hope Yes Nurse 

Ruby  No Mechanic (parents want her to pursue uni) 

Pearl Yes Youth worker 

Jasmine Yes Sports management 

Diamond Yes Teacher (secondary) 

Logan  Yes Midwife 

Year 

10 

Boys 

Junior Yes Engineer 

Sione No Professional football (father wants him to pursue uni) 

Paulo Yes Criminology 

Teariki Yes Music teacher 

Year 

11 

Girls 

Alofa  Yes Lawyer 

Maria  Yes Business & tourism 

Helena  Yes Lawyer 

Wai  Yes Lawyer - family 

May Yes Teacher (secondary) 

Year 

11 

Boys 

Tavita  Yes Criminology, youth justice, youth worker 

Timo Yes Music teacher 

Sam  Yes Criminology, youth justice, youth worker 

James Yes Preschool teacher 

Tala Yes Professional football/sports management 

Tui No Builder/construction (family want him to consider uni) 

Year 

12 

Girls 

Crystal  Yes Business  

Sky  Yes Business and tourism 

Diva Yes Lawyer 

Sonya  Yes Midwife 

Mele  No Administration (mother wants her to consider uni) 

Year 

12 

Boys 

David Yes Graphic designer 

TJ Yes Film & performing arts/hotel management 

Bruce Yes Performing arts 

*Aliases used to protect student identity 

 

All students articulated a career or occupational aspiration post-school requiring further 

study, with the exception of Mele (Year 12, Female) who wanted to pursue an administration role 

within an office environment, Sione (Year 10, Male) and Tala (Year 11, Male) who aimed to play 

professional football. All of the students would be the first in their family to study at university, 

with the exception of David (Year 12, Male). Students described their family as including 

grandparents, parents, siblings, cousins, aunties and uncles. An analysis of the data that 
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participants provided in the talanoa circles is presented under the four themes identified above, 

making extensive use of the students’ voices. 

4.2 The Migrant Dream 

Understanding the migrant dream is fundamental to understanding the Pacific Islander 

students’ aspirations for university study. The term has been adopted in the current study to refer 

to the participants’ understanding of the desire their parents have, as migrants to Australia, for 

their children to maximise opportunities for a fulfilling life in their new country, especially 

through educational opportunities. The students did not use this term themselves; it is used here 

for convenience and clarity. The migrant dream theme emerged consistently in the talanoa circles 

as students shared their experiences. Participants spoke of their parents’ desire for them to 

progress to university after high school to find better job[s], meaning jobs better than those of the 

parents. Given its noteworthy impact on the students’ aspirations for university study, in this 

section I explore the migrant dream of parents and how it has influenced the students’ aspirations 

for university. While interweaving the students’ stories in this discussion, I identify students by 

the alias given them and to their year level and gender to enhance understanding of study 

findings.  

4.2.1 Parental Expectations  

According to participants, parents have great expectations for their children’s futures. 

Students voiced stories of moving from the island homelands and New Zealand to Australia for a 

better life multiple times. Parents’ decision to leave the islands to create a new or better life in 

Australia with more opportunities for their children held true for most students. TJ (Year 12, 

Male) explained:  

Similar to the boys, Mum and Dad are very hard working people and moving 

from New Zealand, from Samoa to New Zealand, that's like a massive step for 

them ... I think that motivates me to try and get a good education. To try and 

give back to them for what they've done for me. Yeah, I think they are my 

driving force. 
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Sonya (Year 12, Female) reinforced this notion when stating, “My Dad always says, we 

work in the factories so you can have a better life’”. Crystal (Year 12, Female) added, “They 

spent their whole time trying to get us here, and now it’s our turn to do better”. These statements 

were consistent in the other groups with students placing emphasis on the migration journey their 

parents had untaken so they could have a better life. The experience of migrating to Australia 

from New Zealand, Samoa and the Cook Islands was shared by the majority of the students. 

Students revealed a sense of understandings and values as they spoke about their parents’ 

migration journeys. Almost all identified the decision made by parents to move to Australia, 

usually via New Zealand, as a motivating factor for them to continue studying after high school. 

Parents’ desire for their children to have better opportunities, as reflected in their leaving their 

former homelands, has a crossover effect in the findings, almost merging with the theme of 

students’ sense of obligations as I discuss later.  

4.2.1.1 Influencing Role Models 

At the beginning of each session, students were asked to identify and explain how a 

particular role model motivated them to achieve their educational goals. The purpose was 

threefold: (a) to ease students into the conversation; (b) to gain insight into students’ educational 

role models; and (c) to explore experiences and associated role models whom the students 

nominated. Two groups were clearly evident: students who identified a role model (n=24) and 

those who were unable to identify a role model (n=7). Responses from the former group are 

shown in Table 4.2. 

Table 4.2 

Role Models nominated by Students 

Role Models 
# Female 

Participants 

# Male 

Participants Total 

Mother 8 2 10 

Parents 3 2 5 

Father 1 2 3 

Mother and Aunty 1 0 1 

Mother and Sister 1 0 1 

Nana 0 2 2 

Brother 1 0 1 

Jesus 1 0 1 

No Role Model 

Nominated 2 5 7 

Total  18 13 31 
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The most frequently nominated role model, especially among female participants, was the 

students’ mothers (n=8), whom students claimed encouraged and motivated them to pursue 

university study. Considerably fewer students identified their father (n=2) as role model. Other 

family members, including nanas, aunties, sisters and brothers were also identified as key role 

models playing influential roles for student aspirations. Students also spoke about the dynamics 

of their family units; 16 of the 31 students lived with both parents within the home, 11 were from 

single parent families, and four did not disclose this information. Among this group of students 

whose families are mostly involved deeply in their religious communities, one student identified 

Jesus as her key role model. 

The majority of students who talked about their role model/s emphasised the positive 

influence of their mothers, grandmothers and aunties and the impact this had on their lives. These 

female family members were identified as playing pivotal roles in holding hope for their children, 

and inspiring them to pursue university study. Alofa (Year 11, Female) disclosed, “I want to go to 

uni and study law and tourism ‘cause my mum and my sister, it’s always been us three. They’ve 

always been there for me. It’s my turn to give back to them”. Paulo (Year 10, Male) offered a 

different slant, “My mum sacrifices everything, like when we have no money or stuff, she goes to 

look for something for us to eat”. The notion of mothers “always being there” and providing for 

the family was commonly voiced when students identified role models. Of the Year 10 girls, 

seven of the eight stated their mother was instrumental in shaping and supporting their 

educational aspirations, nominating their mothers’ “support”, “sacrifice” and “encouragement” as 

key factors. These responses mirrored the narratives of students identifying the key role of family 

in shaping and influencing their educational aspirations.  

Five students identified both parents as the key role models in shaping their motivation 

for university study. This was the second most common response, and bespeaks the shared role of 

parents in motivating and supporting their children in these five families. Wai (Year 11, Female) 

asserted, “My parents are always supporting me. When I finish school I want to study at 

university – law. They’re always encouraging me to do good in school, especially in homework; 

they’re always on me especially about school work”. All five of these students spoke of 

encouragement from their parents; for example, “They always say, ‘make sure you go to 

university’” (Teariki, Year 10 Male), and “They motivate me to get up in the morning, get 

ready… nagging me about school and to try hard because my parents are like, ‘try hard to do your 
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best in school for your future’” (Malae, Year 10 Female). These students placed equal emphasis 

on the roles both parents played in shaping their aspirations, as Bruce (Year 12, Male) explained: 

Family – mum and dad – not even being able to finish the whole Grade 8; they 

dropped out. Since I’m the youngest I am really motivated by them so I can 

strive, so I can try and do the best I can for the family. Not just be put down 

from what has happened to the rest of my family. I want to be the one to step 

up, that’s what motivates me. 

Bruce provided insight into how his parents motivated his desire for university, 

identifying their personal lack of educational attainment and personal challenges within the 

family as being his key drivers. All students expressed these feelings when speaking of being 

motivated by their parents’ lack of educational achievement, and in turn becoming role models 

for other family members. Noteworthy, only one student in the study had a parent who had 

attended university.  

Two students spoke specifically of the nurturing roles their nanas played throughout their 

upbringing and the impact of this experience on their aspirations. Their experience included 

periods of time when they resided with their nanas because of family issues within their homes. 

James (Year 11, Male) said:  

Ever since I was little, my nana was the one who looked after me. Everything 

was going tough for me… When I was little I used to look at what she was 

doing, and now I want to do what she used to do like looking after other 

people.  

James shared his aspiration, as a result of his nana’s influence, to become a pre-school 

teacher to help other students who may come from similar situations. As modelled by his nana, 

caring and looking after children in need was important to James, so much that it became a 

determining factor in his desire for university study and in his career choice. Similarly, Junior 

(Year 10, Male) described how he and his siblings were raised by his Nana who played an 

instrumental role in shaping his aspirations to “do better” and to pursue university study.  

Fathers were identified as key role models by three students. Sione (Year 10 Male), spoke 

of his single father’s desire for him to attend university, although his own career preference was 

to play rugby professionally, a view he had not disclosed to his father. Due to his father’s hope 
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for him to obtain a degree, Sione was more motivated to work hard to achieve good grades at 

school to make his father proud. Diva and David also shared experiences on how their fathers had 

influenced their personal desire for university. David noted:  

My Dad, when he told me of how he got his achievements, it’s like inspiring. 

It’s teaching me to try harder to be better than him. All of his achievements, he 

didn’t ask for any help from anyone. He tried to do it all on his own. He did 

have support and stuff, but when it came to money, he never borrowed 

people’s money… he worked hard. He made it internationally, but he went for 

what he really wanted to do after he achieved his goal [obtaining university 

degree].  

As stated, David was the only student in the study who would not be first in his family to 

go to university and complete a degree. His father’s journey of completing high school in Samoa 

and obtaining a scholarship to study at university in New Zealand “inspired” him to “be better”, a 

common expression used by the students when referring to their parents’ goals and dreams for 

them. Diva echoed this experience when referring to her father, who was now unable to work, but 

had worked hard to support her family and give them better opportunities.  

While the majority of students were able to identify a key role model, others could not or 

asked, “What if I don’t have one?”. The seven students who could not name a role model shared 

experiences or other insights that influenced their desire for university. Counter to the expectation 

of the role model question, five students responded that it was actually the lack of a role model 

that was the key factor influencing their desire to do well at school and go to university. The other 

two students advised they were unable to think of a role model, but knew they wanted to go to 

university, suggesting various experiences had influenced their desire but they were unable or 

unwilling to share these in the sessions.  

Lack of role models was most evident for the Year 11 boys. Of the six, five students 

stated they did not have a role model; one student (James) had nominated his Nana. The concept 

of role models was explored further in this group, with students asked to explain the 

characteristics of a role model. Responses included, “someone we look up to”, “they inspire you”, 

“someone who starts from the bottom and works their way up”, they are “caring”, “funny”, 

“understanding” and “self-focused and disciplined”. When asked if there was anyone they knew, 

especially male figures, at home, church, school or in the sporting community who met this 
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criteria, Tavita (Year 11, Male) responded with, “Ms J, she came out of Summertown SHS. She 

worked hard and now she’s HOD (Head of the Department) and making good money from that. 

Yeah, she’s a good role model”, which the rest of the group all affirmed. Ms J was seen as 

persistent; “diligently working her way to the top”, especially since she was a former student of 

their school. While the Year 11 boys were able to name the characteristics and traits associated 

with a role model, they were unable to name a personal role model who had influenced their 

desire for university study. Sam later nominated his cousin Toma as a role model because “ever 

since he was young, he’s been struggling to achieve his dream to be a rugby player and now he’s 

in that position”.  

4.2.2 Student Voice 

As I expected, the students approached each talanoa circle with some hesitation in terms 

of what they should, could and would share. Initially the students displayed politeness and 

wanting to helpful, but built confidence in their voice as the session progressed in terms of what 

stories, and how they would share their stories. The students developed in this way after I assured 

them of confidentiality provisions that protect their privacy at all times in the study. The students 

also reflected politeness in their stories when referring to how they communicated with 

significant others including parents and teachers about their experiences and aspirations to 

undertake further study. The students’ desire to express themselves was evident, but their ability 

to voice their thoughts, and sensitivity to how they imagined others would hear their views, at 

times appeared to limit them. For example, when asking Sione (Year 10 Male) about his study 

aspirations, he replied: 

Sione: My Dad, [wants me to go to university] but I don’t want to go to university. 

Glenda: Have you told Dad you don’t want to go to university? 

Sione: No. 

Glenda: What do you think Dad would say if you told him you didn’t want to go to 

university? 

Sione: He would probably give me a long-as [lengthy] lecture about the 

opportunities I’m going to miss out on. 
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The Year 10 girls also raised the challenge for them in expressing their personal 

aspirations with parents should their own aspirations be in conflict with their parents’ goals for 

them.  

Diamond: 

 

For me, I’m using it [my parents’ goals for me] as a backup. If I can’t get it 

[my dreams], then I’ll try to go towards what they want. 

Glenda: Okay, so you're going towards your dream first and then if you don’t achieve 

that then you're going to go and do what Mum and Dad want. Is that right? 

[girls all nodding]  

What if Mum and Dad wanted you to become a doctor? 

[laughter by the group] 

Logan: Story of my life. 

Glenda: Story of your life? Say Mum and Dad want you to become a doctor, and you 

want to be a makeup artist or a graphic designer… but Mum and Dad say you 

need to become a doctor to make our family proud; what do you do? 

Ruby: Stand up for yourself. 

Glenda: Yeah, you’re comfortable doing that? 

Jasmine: No. [Group laughs while nodding in agreement] 

 

In both Year 10 groups (male and female), students were hesitant to express their opinion 

when it conflicted with their parents’ desires for them. Students revealed that their ability and 

confidence to share their aspirations openly with their parents were at times limited by how the 

students anticipated their parents’ reactions. This was not limited to aspirations for education but 

also included financial matters affecting students at home. The Year 10 boys said: 

Teariki: Yeah, sometimes I don't want to say it because it might hurt them.  

Junior: Yeah, and they might give us a hiding.  

Glenda: They might give you a hiding? It might hurt them? 
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Junior: Yeah. I might say something that we want them to take one way, but they take it 

a different way. 

Teariki: They get emotional and depressed. 

Junior: Yeah, I might talk to them about some things; I don’t want to hurt them… I 

won’t ask them to stop helping out [financially] with the family [extended], 

because I don’t want to hurt them…  

Holding back on voicing their goals and aspirations for fear of disappointing or hurting 

their parents was true for many of the students. Two of the Year 11 boys elaborated: 

James: Because we hardly open up to them, and this is actually the first time we’ve 

said what we think … and how we feel … because we are under their control 

…. We have no rights … Oh we have rights, but we choose not to talk 

because we might end up getting a hiding. 

[Boys nodding in agreement] 

Tavita: Time, time is a big one. No time to talk to your parents. When they get home, 

they’re lelava [tired]. They don't want to talk. You ask them, can you take 

me to school tomorrow? They say ‘alu savali!’ [just walk]… We just get told 

off. 

[Made a tear sign down his face as he was talking and then slapped his head 

– boys all laughed.] 

While students said they felt it was important to be able to communicate openly with their 

parents about their experiences and goals, doing so posed a challenge for many of them. They felt 

their confidence was at times limited in telling parents their views or thoughts on their aspirations 

and factors impacting their aspirations such as finances. For example, “That’s another thing about 

university…. I should go, but I should help my family [financially] at the same time” (Sione, 

Year 10 Male).  

The Year 10 girls expressed a lack of confidence when raising concerns with teachers. 

They felt discomfort in having to raise issues with teachers with whom they had less positive 
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relationships. The girls were more inclined to affirm the teacher for “trying”, which may be in 

conflict with their actual experience. They expressed lack of confidence in addressing challenges 

within their learning environment, tending to avoid any conflict but at the detriment of their 

learning. While the girls were adamant that avoiding issues with teachers would not impact their 

post-school aspirations, in more advanced discussion with me they acknowledged that there may 

be some adverse effects on student aspirations long-term.  

Some older students (Helena, Year 11, Female; Tavita, Year 11, Male; Diva, Year 12, 

Female; and two Year 12 Males) expressed confidence voicing concerns with their teachers, 

regardless of positive or negative relationships with them. However, they were only six students 

out of the group of 31. Their ability to address concerns with teachers was not impacted by the 

type of relationship they had with the teacher; they were comfortable raising issues with teachers 

they had a good and/or bad relationship with. This was not the case, however, for all the students 

when voicing their experiences, thoughts and aspirations with their parents. All students clearly 

held great respect for their parents, regardless of the dynamics of their relationships.  

Overall, the ability of these participating Pacific students to voice their experiences and 

thoughts, including their aspirations for university study, in their relationships with parents and 

teachers was limited. This was evident when the students felt that the topic of discussion may 

‘hurt’ the feelings of the parent or teacher, even when in conflict with the student’s experience or 

opinion. Students were more likely to make comments that did not align with their experience – 

for example, saying thank you to a teacher whom they felt was not effective in teaching them – or 

to remain silent if they felt the topic of discussion – such as their personal aspirations post-high 

school – may offend or hurt their parents. As a result, teachers and parents may not be fully aware 

of the experience of students or children, and therefore may be limited in their ability to support 

students’/children’s needs. From here we turn to discuss students’ communication with their 

parents. 

 

4.2.2.1 Parents’ views as expressed by students 

Pacific Parents are instrumental in shaping their children’s aspirations for university 

study. Many parents use storytelling to communicate their personal aspirations to their children. 

They tell stories of growing up in the islands or in New Zealand, “the struggles” in their lives 
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back home, the migration journey and the hope they hold for their children now here in Australia 

(i.e., the migrant dream). These stories told by their parents have fed into the students’ world 

views, existential understanding, and aspirations they develop for their own lives.  

Understanding in Pacific culture[s] of who constitute ‘parents’ includes any adult in a 

primary caregiver role in a child’s life. Some of the participating students described living with 

grandparents and aunties and uncles who performed the same role as parents. Students shared 

how their parents used storytelling to communicate their aspirations for their children’s futures – 

for their children to “be more” and to “do better” with their lives than their parents. The notions 

of “being more” and “doing better” as coming from two main groups of parents: (a) those who 

stated specific aspirations for their children’s educational futures; and (b) those who conveyed 

more general aspirations for their children post-secondary school. All students reported their 

parents’ narratives communicated aspirations for their [the students’] futures, with equal 

proportions falling into each category. Students who reported specific parent aspirations indicated 

those aspirations specifically identified going to university, with such students commonly 

claiming, “They always say, make sure you go to university”. These parental aspirations 

specifically identifying university contrasted with those revealed by students reporting more 

general parent aspirations. This response was most common with Year 11 boys:  

Glenda: So, your parent, or those who look after you, do they also want you guys 

to go to university? 

Tavita: They don't say that, they just say, do your best and get a good future – 

that’s all they care about.  

Timo: They just say do your best. 

Sam: Get good money. Have a good future, yeah. They just want your future to 

be better than theirs. 

Tavita: They just want your future to be better than theirs. 

[All nodding in agreement with this statement.] 
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Sam: They don’t want you to be mativa [poor]. They want more for you. 

[All continue nodding in agreement with this statement.] 

The one Samoan word used in this conversation is mativa (poor), a term which all the 

boys related to. Sam revealed an association here between poverty and Islander life as described 

by parental narratives. This also suggests the potency of parents’ stories in their children’s lives 

in Australia which continues to shape their desire for post-school education.  

The Year 10 boys shared similar experiences. Typically these boys expressed the view, 

“No, they didn’t really mention uni. They want me to do better in life than they’ve done and have 

better than what they had” (Tui Year 11), reinforced with, “They [parents] say it’s up to you what 

you do”, at which all boys were nodding in agreement. I have identified a relationship between 

aspirations that parents communicated to their children, and aspirations students reported for their 

future while in the talanoa circles. Students who reported their parents had advised specific 

aspirations for them post-secondary school, such as going to university, were more likely than the 

other students to say they would go to university after completing secondary school. Further, all 

bar one of the students advised they would be first in their family to attend university.  

Students repeatedly voiced the migration dream by their parents from the Pacific to 

Australia, many times via New Zealand, as a factor influencing their aspirations to go to 

university and to make their parents proud, as noted earlier. It is in this understanding of their 

parents’ past that the concepts of doing better and being more are anchored. When the Year 11 

boys were asked, “What is it that your parents do that encourages you to keep studying?” they 

responded: 

Tavita: Their stories, they tell us stories about the trials that they went 

through. The struggles.  

Sam: Yeah, the struggles. 

Tavita: They always tell us about the struggles, they always tell us about 

struggle street in Samoa, and how they had to go some nights without 

anything, just talo [taro]. That's all they had, just nothing. They had 

nothing else. 
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Glenda: They tell you the stories about their journey and their struggles? 

Tui: Yeah. Yeah, my mum tells me heaps of stories about when she was 

young, but my dad is different. He just tells me, like forces me…  

Glenda: What do you mean? 

Tui: If I like something, he won’t encourage me… He will just sit me 

down and tell me what I have to do, and if I don’t, then I get a hiding.  

Timo: I'm in the same boat as Tavita. 

Mothers sharing with their children stories about their own family lives, as Tui and Timo 

shared with the group, was common for the majority of students. Their mothers’ stories often 

referred to their own up-bringing and migrating experiences, along with hopes for their children’s 

futures. The students expressed pride, love and respect for their mothers and the lives their 

mothers had experienced, which greatly influenced their own motivations to pursue university 

study after completing high school. When asked who inspires them to go to university and why, 

Malae (Year 10, Female) shared how her mum motivated her to go to university, “because she 

never had the opportunities we have”. Participants repeated this theme in all sessions. Teariki 

(Year 10, Male) stated, “My mum works full time to provide for us six kids … My dad’s not 

around. And she is strong.” From Helena (Year 11, Female), “She’s the one that keeps our family 

together. She just supports me in whatever I need to do, especially with school”.  

These stories are mirrored by those of the Year 12 girls. Sky shared, “My mum, is a 

single mum as my dad left, or we left him. She’s continuously having lots of jobs providing for us 

all”. Mele shared, “My mum’s been there for all us kids. There’s five of us and I’m the oldest…. 

To me she does the mum and dad role”. Many students described their mothers as strong, resilient 

and resourceful at keeping families together. In this context, some students spoke of the dynamics 

of separated families and lack of resources including food and money as also influencing their 

motivation to pursue university. Across the students’ stories, it became clear that their mothers 

had played a pivotal role in shaping their children’s aspirations, with students sharing their desire 

to make their mothers proud. As discussed earlier, most students identified making their parents 

proud as a very high motivator for pursuing university study.  
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Students also shared experiences about how their fathers played an important role in 

shaping their university goals. Fathers, commonly identified as the disciplinarian within the 

family unit, encouraged their children’s aspirations in various ways. TJ (Year 12, Male) shared 

how as a younger child, his father would reward him for good grades with gifts such as an 

electronic game. However, as he progressed through schooling, his motivation came from his 

father’s words of acknowledgement and affirmation: 

I think the reward he gives me now… it's satisfying. The joy, how happy he is, 

me doing good grades and good things. He always says, I love you son, and 

this might sound funny, but it kind of warms the heart. Just tells me, keep 

doing this for mum and dad. Keep doing this for mum and dad. 

David (Year 12, Male) expanded on this, “Even though it’s just like three words (I love 

you), you can tell he is happy and that’s good enough”. There was a feeling of connection to 

family, purpose and self-pride as these boys reflected on their experiences. Especially the male 

students made clear that the essence of their aspirations was words of affirmation and 

acknowledgement from their fathers.  

Fathers had expressed these words of affirmation in various ways. They commonly 

conveyed their aspirations in statements about where they did not want their children to be 

employed. This was evident when Ruby (Year 10, Female) stated, “I want to be a mechanic, but 

my dad always told me to work in an office. He told me not to work in factories because he 

doesn’t want my hands to get dirty, but I want to be a mechanic”. When asked if she had spoken 

to her father about her career goal, she advised “no”. This response was common for a majority of 

students. 

Just over one-third of the students (11 of 31) were from single parent families. Of these 

11, all resided with their mother except one male student who lived with this father. Perhaps 

associated with this context, the majority identified speaking to their fathers as challenging. All of 

the group affirmed the contribution from Tala (Year 11, Male) that, “My mum is kick back as. I 

can talk to her about anything. But when it comes to my father…that’s a whole different story”. 

Similar affirmation was voiced in the Year 12 girls’ session when Sonya shared, “I talk to my 

mum, but my dad, I always avoid talking to him. That’s sad but true”. This was reinforced by Tui 

(Year 11, Male) when he observed, “If I like something, he won’t encourage me…. He will just 

sit me down and tell me what I have to do, and if I don’t, then I get a hiding [physical 
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discipline]”, as was noted earlier. Tavita (Year 11) attempted a cultural interpretation for their 

inability to speak with fathers in his observation that “heaps of Samoans, when they see the dad, 

they run, they talk to the mother”. An element of hesitation and almost fear underpinned students’ 

stories when sharing their thoughts and aspirations openly with their fathers. This was most 

evident for the Year 11 boys, who struggled to identify male role models supporting their 

aspirations for university study.  

The inability to communicate openly with parents, especially fathers, was explored in all 

groups. When I asked the students why, especially if they had attempted to share their thoughts 

and aspirations with both their parents, the response by many students was the same. Diva (Year 

12, Female) stated, “My parents will just call me a “little moe pi (a child who wets the bed). They 

would be like - I don’t know anything”. Teariki (Year 10, Male) shared, “They’d probably not 

even listen, they’d be like ‘I know what’s right and wrong for you, I’ve been there’. They’d say, I 

don’t want you to be like me doing labour jobs and that, just go have a good career”. Upholding 

hierarchical structure, especially in the Samoan culture, was evident in terms of parents holding 

all power and telling their children what to do. The Year 11 boys explained: 

Tala : When you go to talk to them and they're like, "Are you talking back to me?"- 

Tavita: “Teleloa se paupau” [You don’t know anything] 

Sam:  Oh yeah, they can shut you down. 

Timo: Yeah, physically, mentally, with their eyes and their eyebrows. 

[Boys were laughing and giving each other the disapproving eyebrow as they 

were speaking.] 

Students used humour when discussing sensitive topics, especially experiences with their 

parents. They mimicked and laughed while sharing their stories, commonly followed by 

comments such as from Sione (Year 10, Male), “They’ve been therefore… They don’t want us to 

follow in their footsteps. ‘I know what I’m talking about’ (mimicking his father’s voice)”. While 

students spoke openly about their experiences, they were very conscious about how their parents 

would feel and/or react should they become aware of how the students were actually feeling, 

including inability to communicate openly with their parents. Even so, the students’ love and 

respect for their parents were very clear in the sessions. 
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Parents’ negative strategies for managing behaviour and communicating their 

expectations to their children clearly influenced the students’ aspirations for university study. 

While speaking strongly about their parents’ desire for them to “be better”, the students described 

how this communication occurred. For some Year 10 boys, parents would commonly compare 

their behaviour or achievements (or lack of them) to those of others: 

Junior: Yeah, because my cousin, he's a school captain, for school. My mum 

compares me to him, and even compares us to animals. [laughter]. Not like 

that, because –  

Sione: Pe oi se pua’a [you’re just like a pig] 

Teariki: Oh, yeah, it's– 

Junior: Nah, not like that [laughs]. Yeah, our next door neighbours have two dogs. 

Every time our neighbour tells them to stop barking, they stop. But then 

when my mum tells us to stop fighting, we’ll keep going. She goes, "Look 

at the next door. She tells the dogs off and they listen, but when I tell you 

off – you never listen.  

For Junior, his mother comparing him to his cousin who was a school captain decreased 

his motivation and confidence to perform well at school. While sharing his story, the other boys 

began nodding (and laughing) affirming his statement, especially the comparison to animals. 

Sione (Year 10, Male) explained that parents do not help them achieve their goals, “when they 

say other people can do things better than us”. For Mele (Year 12, Female) it was when they “yell 

at you in front of everyone in the house saying you’re not good for anything, [you] might as well 

drop out of school and find a job”. Sonya, also in the Year 12 group, echoed this response when 

referring to parents’ put downs by comparing their children to other people: “We get that enough 

from home. We don’t want it from teachers”. 

In a similar vein, parents’ pressure for students to achieve academically and go on to 

university study also impacted student aspirations. The Year 11 female students spoke about the 

pressure to achieve that they experienced from parents:  
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Maria: For me, it's the pressure that they put on me. Especially, well, for an 

example, last night I was trying to do my homework, and it was getting to 

eleven o'clock, and I was up doing it, and mum told me to turn it [the light] 

off… [Girls nodding as Maria is talking.] 

May: Also, just the pressure they put ... They tell me a 'C's' not good enough. I 

tell them that a C is passing, and they're like no, a C is like a D to them. It's 

like the world is ending for them. You know, and they're forcing me to... I 

don't know. It just gets in my head, that pressure…  

Maria: I guess too much pressure will ... I don't think I've been through it, but I 

guess putting too much pressure would make them commit suicide. 

 

In both the Year 10 and Year 12 girls’ sessions, students mentioned how pressure could 

lead to suicide. These comments are reflective of the suicide of a fellow female student earlier in 

the year, which greatly impacted the school community. While the students did not discuss details 

of the event in the talanoa sessions, I offered them support through referral to the school’s 

Cultural Liaison Officer and School Chaplain, both of whom were Samoan and closely involved 

in supporting the students following the event. The Year 12 girls articulated various perspectives 

on their parents’ pressure to perform well: 

Diva: I always feel like I disappoint my family in all I do. 

Sonya: Yeah true. 

Glenda: Why is that? 

Diva: Nothing I do is ever good enough. 

Glenda: The pressure to be better? 

Diva: Yeah, they have really high standards and expectations. I think I just dropped 

that. They expect more than what we can do. They know we can do better … 

Mele … but we don't sometimes. 
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Glenda: They know we can do better. There's a lot of pressure and expectations, but 

sometimes we don't put the effort in sometimes. Is that right? 

Diva: We're too lazy sometimes. 

Glenda: Okay, too lazy sometimes? 

Crystal: I put in the effort. It's just that no one appreciates me. They over-pressure me 

because they think I don't go hard in school; but she [Mum] expects more 

and I try to do more, but they don't see it. When I say I'm staying to do my 

assignments, they don't believe me. It's one of those trust things… Not 

having faith in me too… I think because they see all my siblings go downhill, 

they think... They don't want me to, but they think I am going to. 

 

As these examples illustrate, the pressure of parents’ aspirations for their children to 

attend university impacted students’ confidence and self-worth. Feelings of “not good enough” 

and “not being trusted” resonated with the senior girls, even as they tried to make their parents 

proud of them through their efforts. The pressure students felt from their parents also challenged 

– positively and negatively – the behaviour of some who were capable of achieving better grades. 

Crystal made this clear in observing, “Without my parents pressuring me, I wouldn’t still be 

going hard in school, but also they’re pushing me back too, because they’re pressuring me too 

much. It goes both ways”. Students’ discussion of parents’ discipline within the home made clear 

that this too was a major motivator for them to do well at school and go on to university study. 

4.3 Connection to the Collective 

For all students, a sense of connection was both important and evident. Their feeling of 

connectedness to their family, faith and culture gave them an essential meaning related 

specifically to feelings of belonging. They expressed their feeling of being connected as a cultural 

as well as psychological outcome in various forms. In their stories, the students associated feeling 

connected with their identity, family, spiritual beliefs and school culture as explained in detail 

below.  
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4.3.1 Identity and Cultural Pride 

All students expressed a sense of connectedness to their cultural backgrounds through 

their identity as Pacific students. This identity gave them a sense of belonging to a collective 

culture whose people share beliefs, values and practices. Students conveyed this sense of 

connectedness through their family’s culture in various forms, influenced by their place of birth, 

command of language (Samoan or Cook Island) and length of time they had resided in Australia. 

Despite variation among students on these three influencing factors, they shared the essence of 

belonging to a cultural group. This shared essence became evident as I explored the meanings 

embedded in the students’ stories of their shared experiences and how their identity impacted 

their aspirations for university. Students were proud of their Pacific cultural backgrounds and 

they wanted to change some teachers’ perceptions of Pacific students’ ability to succeed 

academically.  

In this section I explore (a) how students defined their identity; (b) the influence of 

knowing (or not knowing) a Pacific language; and (c) the bearing of cultural connectedness on 

students’ learning and university aspirations. These sub-themes were interwoven through the 

students’ narratives as they described the experiences influencing their aspirations to pursue 

university. 

4.3.1.1 How students defined their identity 

Students consistently voiced their experience of its complexities when talking about their 

identity. For example, when the Year 11 boys spoke about how their identity was embedded 

within their ethnic background, their responses included “Your culture being your identity” 

(Sam), “It’s what makes you - you” (Tavita), and “It’s what group you belong to” (Tui). The 

meanings of those statements for these boys were very different from those of the students in the 

other groups. Conflicting responses also emerged when I asked students to explain how they 

identify culturally. Boys responded variously, with “Ozzie” (James, Sione), “Samoan” (Sam, 

Tavita, Timo) and “Cook Island” (Tui). James and both his parents were born in Samoa, but he 

identified as Australian (only), as did Sione (Year 10) who was born in Australia with both 

parents born in Samoa. Sione stated, “If coming to Australia helps my family, then I’m proud to 

be Australian”. James and Sione were the only two students who did not identify themselves by 

their ethnic heritage, defining their connectedness to culture instead through understanding 

language and “knowing your cultural roots” (Sione). Interestingly, both James and Sione 
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identified as Samoan on their consent forms and when signing the registration form at the start of 

the talanoa session, highlighting the difficulty and fluidity associated with defining their identity.  

Indeed, identity was clearly a complex issue for these students. Sam (Year 11, Male) 

shared that he found defining his cultural identity difficult, and that he had “thought about [it] a 

lot” as both his parents were born in Samoa. He spoke and read Samoan fluently, but had not 

been to Samoa, and explained, “I can’t really say I’m full Samoan, because I haven’t actually 

experienced what it’s like to live in Samoa”. As he was sharing this, a number of the boys nodded 

in agreement.  

This tension around identity was also evident in the other groups, with some students 

using the term “plastic Islander” when referring to themselves or to other Pacific students who 

did not know their Pacific heritage language or culture. Year 11 girls elaborated: 

Alofa: Sometimes I say I'm just Australian, but then I don't look it and they 

say I look Aboriginal, and I'm just like, what? If I do go back to the 

Islands, I know I would be mocked, because I'm the most plastic 

Samoan out. 

Maria: They call you “plastic”. 

Helena: Or Oreo, or coconut, or potato – anything that is brown outside and 

white inside (laughing and nodding by the group). 

Alofa: It's frustrating because they still won't understand [what you’re trying to say].  

Helena: Yeah, not only that, but people call me plastic. I just laugh, because I'm not 

completely plastic, but when they say something Samoan about me, I'm what? 

Cause I can understand but I can’t talk in Samoan.  

 

Glenda: Would it be fair to say that a lot of young Pacific students here understand, but 

can't speak their language?  

 

Girls Yeah (agreement by the group).  
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The complexity around how they identify is clear in these students’ responses. What 

matters are how one looks, and how one’s skin colour, personal knowledge of language, and 

understanding of culture impact on identity and sense of belonging. As these girls discussed the 

notion of Oreo/ coconut – anything that is brown on the outside and white on the inside – they 

came to a consensus that knowing their Pacific language plays a major role in both their identity 

and their sense of belonging with peers and others.  

4.3.2 Knowing (or not knowing) a Pacific Language 

Alofa’s contribution to the conversation cited above provides insight as to how her 

lacking command of the Samoan language impacted her identity as a “plastic Samoan”. The Year 

10 boys also elaborated on the concept of “plastic” when discussing the importance of knowing 

your language: 

Sione: Plastic and fluent. 

Glenda: Plastic and fluent. Okay, tell me, what does plastic mean for you guys? 

Teariki: Plastic means… to me the language, can’t speak the language much, only a 

little bit. 

Glenda: Okay. What does it mean for you, Sione? 

Sione: The same as in not knowing your roots. 

Glenda: Not knowing your roots meaning that you don't speak the language? [boys 

all nodding]  

Okay. What if you don't speak the language? Does that make you less of an 

islander? 

Sione: No. It's still in you. I don't blame the people that don't know. I reckon it's 

the parents that should be teaching them. 
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Glenda: What happens when you have young people that are half Tongan and half 

Samoan or half Niue, Tokelau and only speak one language but not the 

other? Are they plastic or are they not? 

Sione: It's called Afakasi, not plastic. 

Glenda: Afakasi is that different again? You're plastic or you're Afakasi? 

Sione: 

Teariki: 

Yeah...  

Nah, that’s a stereotype, I don’t agree. It’s not like that. 

 

For these students too, language is central to knowing their identity, yet students’ 

perspectives differed when they attempted to define “plastic” Islander and Afakasi [A Samoan 

person with additional, often European based ancestry] and how these notions influenced their 

own aspirations. In all the students’ stories, there was a sense of shared understanding when they 

spoke of the complexity of identity, including language competency. This was a connecting factor 

as students grappled with the similarities and differences of perceptions and experiences through 

their narratives. There was collective agreement, however, on the cultural pride students 

expressed, affirming the notion of connectedness discussed above.  

Students’ identity and cultural pride were intertwined in their narratives as they shared 

experiences and factors influencing their aspirations to study. The essence of students’ 

motivations to pursue university study was interlinked with their sense of connectedness; their 

identity and cultural pride emerged from experiences within their families to pursue post-school 

studies. The connectedness identified with culture and language, though expressed in various 

forms, is apparent in their stories.  

4.3.2.1 Cultural connectedness on learning and aspirations  

In this section I explore how the characteristics of being Pacific as identified by the 

students are present in their everyday lives, influence their life experiences, and thus also help to 

shape their aspirations for university. Students identified the characteristics of belonging to a 
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Pacific culture in several ways. They talked about differences between being Pacific and Palagi as 

the transcription below from the Year 11 girls’ talanoa circle, typical of all six circles, reveals: 

Glenda: Okay, what is it that makes Pacific families different? 

Maria: Not only do they [Pacific families] show love to their blood but to others 

as well. It's open. 

Helena: Yeah, they’re caring. 

Maria: I guess Pacific Islanders, their families are open. They’re here with open 

arms-   

Wai: They have big hearts. 

Helena: 

 

Like if someone is broken down on the side of the road, a Palagi person 

would probably drive past. But an Islander would stop and ask if they 

need help.  

Maria: Not saying they’re bad. It’s just that sometimes, they’re [Palagi] really 

ignorant [laughter; cross talk] 

Alofa: Sometimes. Especially when they drive past [laughter]. 

Glenda: You're saying that Pacific Islanders notice things like people in need, like 

if someone breaks down on the side of the road? 

Girls Yeah [all girls nodding, crosstalk: Yes, yeah, hmm in agreement] 

Helena: Yeah, they do. They can actually go and help, they'll go and help them. 

In this discussion, the Year 11 girls described what they recognise as differences between 

Pacific and Palagi cultures. They express pride in how Pacific people “are open”, “have big 

hearts” and “show love” with “not just their blood”. They identified showing kindness and 

helping others as an ingrained characteristic of Pacific people, illustrated in the example cited 

here, “helping someone who has broken down on the side of the road”. Students in all six groups 

referred to the notion of helping others when sharing stories about their families, other students 

and the wider Pacific community. 
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The Year 12 boys strongly expressed their understanding that a characteristic of Pacific 

Islanders is their willingness to help others and be good role models. As seniors, with two of the 

three students in school leadership roles, being good role models was especially important to 

them. These students reflected on their own personal journeys and the behaviour of some younger 

Pacific students at school: 

David:  It’s just ironic that we now feel what the elders thought about us when we were 

that age … they [younger Pacific students] shouldn’t be doing that. 

TJ:   Especially when it’s like the Pacific Island kids, you feel kind of shameful. 

They’ve been brought up to respect their parents, but when they come here they 

disrespect teachers and other kids, like it’s cool, [as] if it’s all for fun. 

The boys were conscious of how the collective nature of being [an Islander] negatively 

impacted the behaviours of some younger students, with Pacific Island children being raised to 

respect their parents, yet they disrespected teachers at school. When reflecting on his own 

behaviour as a junior student, David shared, “I can’t believe we were like that. I was the play-

around-class-clown in Year 7 – always in trouble”. As junior students, they saw school as a place 

where boys did not have to be serious or conform, in comparison to the strict expectations of 

behaviour and conformity within the home. Therefore they were very conscious of their own 

personal behaviour now as senior students, including their role in trying to address negative 

behaviour of younger Pacific Island students through positive role modelling for these students. 

Bruce: When they [Islander junior students] see me, I just try my best to act like they 

should be acting... I have to make sure I am doing what is right. Usually when I 

am in the Juniors’ area, when I am walking around, if I see rubbish I pick it up, 

so that I can show them what they should be doing as well. 

TJ: Sometimes I tell them, be brave because one of those little kids, they might 

really know you well, they might be from church, or from outside school and 

they know you, and [think] you're cool and fun… So I tell them the right things, 

sometimes give them a growling since we're seniors. But it's hard for me to do 

that, because some of the kids don't take me seriously [group laughter]. I have to 

try and be brave in order for them to actually stop mucking around… have them 

do the right thing and be serious for once. 
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Glenda: Bruce, have you ever tried growling one of the junior ones if they are being 

ulavale [cheeky]. 

Bruce: Informally, because the Grade 10s, they’re always saying bad stuff… I’m like 

sole [guys] don't do that stuff… It's like, this was me when I was younger. 

Differences in roles, responsibilities and behaviours were evident between the Year 12 

and Year 10 male student responses when referring to role modelling. Both groups expressed 

pride in the connectedness of being Pacific, but they differed in their responses relating to being a 

positive role model to other students. The Year 10 students referred to their own behaviours (not 

others), which were at times in conflict with cultural pride and with achieving their aspirational 

goals to go to university. For example, Sione (Year 10, Male) shared how he would purposefully 

annoy teachers he did not like (and whom he felt did not like him) by continuing to talk in class, 

even when they had asked him to stop, resulting in less positive learning experiences within that 

particular class. It was these types of behaviours of junior students that Bruce referred to that 

made him feel ashamed of being an Islander, as teachers might feel that “all Islander’s just muck 

around”.  

4.3.3 Faith and Church 

Students were connected to their communities and to some extent each other through their 

faith and the important role of church in their lives. They voiced shared understanding and sense 

of belonging, although presented these in different experiences. Students identified as belonging 

to faith-based groups including Catholic, Seventh Day Adventist, The Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-day Saints, Baptist and Methodist. They explained the role of faith and church as separate 

yet intertwined; they identified spiritual faith as one’s personal relationship with God, and the 

church as the institution to which members belonged.  

They generally acknowledged belonging to a church as a factor influencing students’ 

quest to aim high in their high school studies and future university studies. They identified 

attending youth group, participating in Bible scripture readings, listening to sermons, and having 

people pray over them as common experiences, which they saw as making a major contribution 

to their personal wellbeing and desire for ongoing study. Sam (Year 11, Male) explained:  
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Commitment, being committed to get up every morning. For me, every 

Saturday getting up early at seven, and getting ready for church, ironing your 

clothes, and then actually going to class [Sabbath school lessons], to sit in 

church and actually listen to the sermon. That relates to school for me. Like 

you have to be committed to get up every morning, get in your uniform, get 

your school stuff ready, and actually go to school and listen. 

In this example we see how students recognised the discipline and routine involved in 

being part of a church community as transferable to their school experience. Indeed, their sharing 

inside the talanoa circles revealed their recognition that in their lives discipline – and obedience – 

are important factors, which they enacted through their commitment and participation at church. 

Students revealed the nature of their church commitments, ranging from participating in and 

leading a variety of church activities. For Timo (Year 11, Male), leading in his youth group by 

teaching a siva (dance) was a built confidence; the essence of this experience was being asked to 

take this leadership role within his church community and to teach his peers. Timo saw that this 

experience acknowledged his talents and passion for cultural song and dance, while promoting 

feelings of acceptance, acknowledgment and honour within the church community. 

Some students advised that influential church leaders and ministers, who had completed 

university as mature-age students, inspired them to go to university. This source of inspiration 

was especially important for the Year 11 girls, who shared how church leaders motivated them to 

pursue their educational goals through sharing their own personal experiences: 

Wai: The lessons they teach us, like testimonies and stuff. Our pastor, he'll teach us 

what he's learned in the Bible, and then he'll relate it to his ... like in real life ... 

and that's how we learn. 

Alofa: That's the same with us. With our youth, they're always open for discussion, 

anyone's free to share, if they've ever been through anything. 

Glenda: It sounds like it's a safe place to talk about what's happening? 

Wai: Yeah, just like being around family. 
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Helena: Our pastor and his wife, we were basically the same (similar life experiences). 

He struggled to go to uni and that. As for his wife’s family, she even has 

struggles, but all her siblings made it to uni. They all studied the same thing … 

secondary education. 

Glenda: So that encourages you? 

Helena: Yeah, she always talks to us about what's important and how she got to uni... 

and people who are studying. 

This passage reflects how the transparency of personal stories from church leaders 

influenced the students’ aspirations. Application of biblical teaching to everyday examples was 

important for the students to connect with the messages delivered within the church. It also 

influenced their aspirations for higher learning, not only spiritually but also in the tertiary 

education setting. Understanding that they were related to church leaders through personal 

circumstances cemented the connectedness to church life and community, that students felt when 

finding similarities between their own lives and the lives and education journeys of their church 

leaders. They highly valued being able to develop and nurture these relationships in spaces 

underpinned by trust – “just like being around family”, as Wai put it. Furthermore, students 

repeatedly voiced that the promotion of higher education by church leaders and ministers in the 

church community was a motivating factor for them in aspiring to university study.  

The more senior students expressed strong spiritual connections through their emphasis 

on personal relationships with God. This was especially so for the Year 12 boys who spoke 

passionately about their spiritual beliefs and how their beliefs impacted their everyday being and 

aspirations.  

TJ: The reason why we are going to church is God. I think that's like a really 

big aspect- 

David: -that we take with us. 

TJ: Having that spiritual belief, having that faith that God is helping you and 

he's helping you through each day, motivates me through school. Just 

knowing that God's always got your back. I think that sometimes I go to 
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church just to worship God to give it back to him. I think that's one side of 

it, going hard for God helps us. 

Glenda: That relationship, that inner belief and faith is something that helps keep 

you motivated? 

Bruce: It's really strong for us, the Asofitu [Seventh Day Adventists]. It’s like the 

burden on us, with all the school and all the stuff and that, when it comes 

to Sapati [Sabbath], it’s like we don't worry about school. You don't do 

school work, just focus on God. That's our time. It just feels so good, 

everything just came off and then, after my family we fa’avai Sapati 

[close Sabbath], it feels like you got the energy now, you're boosted from 

God and what God is trying to do. You’re in that mindset to achieve.  

David: I think it's for all of us… it's the respect, teaching us respect. I think it's 

just teaching us respect so we can show outside for when we're not at 

church. 

The Year 12 boys echoed the importance of genuine relationships. Self-care, rest 

(referring to observing the Sabbath – Saturday or Sunday) and respect again become common 

strands, weaving bonds of connectedness to faith and church. Whilst the Year 10 groups’ 

descriptions of experiences with faith and church were less explicit than those revealed in the 

other groups, the common strands of relationships, personal faith and respect remained consistent 

for the majority of students, shaping their desire to “be better” and “be more” while encouraged 

by the faith and university journeys of their ministers and church leaders.  

Students across all groups expressed a strong sense of obligation to the church in the 

experiences they shared in the talanoa circles. Involvement in church activities such as youth 

group and choir, and giving service to the church through activities such as “cleaning” and 

teaching sivas (Samoan dances) created for them a sense of identity, connectedness and 

community. However, while students identified church as important for them, they also identified 

conflicting pressures to achieve academically at school and participate in church activities. “I’m 

not saying that going to church is bad, but I go every single night, even on the weekends”, said 

Helena (Year 11, Female). The Year 12 boys also discussed the amount of time they committed 

to church and church activities: 
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TJ: I think it's like I said before, so-o many church activities…, Saturday’s 

one thing and then Monday and Thursday, and it might not seem much to 

them [parents]. Because we have huge exams and assignments, especially 

me, I just think of the amount of church things that's going on and how 

you have to be involved in it all… 

Bruce: There's no choice, it’s compulsory. 

David: Sometimes the parents think it's priority, they think it's more important 

that you go to the church activities… and come back and do it later. 

Glenda: Come back and do your assignments later? 

David: Yeah, and it's due the next day. By the time you come back you're already 

tired. Focus is just gone, you can’t perform at 100 percent. 

 

Time allocated to church activities presented a challenge for students when attempting to 

balance requirements of schoolwork and homework. For some, the priority that families gave to 

church restricted students’ ability to complete set tasks for school and homework. Students’ 

stories also revealed that in addition to time, the financial priority given to church, also affected 

their parents’ financial ability to support their education. The students claimed that tithing to 

churches was the norm and expected practice for their families. Many students shared their belief 

that the funds their families give to their church are excessive, often given at what students 

perceived to be the detriment of their families’ ability to support their children. The Year 11 girls 

shared experiences of how the finances within their families were prioritised first to church:  

Helena: But if it’s church - you're taking all my money for church? [laughs] Looks 

like I’m gonna be eating toast again tonight. 

Alofa: Yeah, man, it’s like 100 percent instead of 10 percent to church [all nodding 

in agreement]. 

Glenda: They give 100 percent instead of 10 percent? 

Helena: It’s like my nana’s gonna build a house at the church. All their money 

basically revolves around church, and I'm just like, “What!?”. 
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While students disclosed that giving money to the church was a norm for them and their 

families, the amount and frequency of the financial gift varied. Students whose families attended 

less traditional or culturally steeped churches reported contributing 10 percent as tithing on a 

regular basis, with minimal church-instigated faalavelave (funerals, weddings, birthdays, church 

repairs). In contrast, students attending more traditional churches shared experiences of ongoing 

contributions for faalavelave that burdened families financially. “The faalavelave’s, that’s what 

sends my family broke” (Diva, Year 12, Female). Students identified maintaining family pride, as 

reflected in the amounts and frequency of funds contributed, to be an influential factor for this 

practice, and it resulted in less funds being available for their families to support student 

education and educational aspirations. 

4.3.4 School 

Students described their school as embracing and promoting cultural diversity and 

acceptance of all students. They expressed a sense of connectedness when sharing their 

experiences of how the school “does a lot of things for Samoan and other kids” (Sione, Year 10 

Male) because “there’s a lot of us from different places [cultural backgrounds] and we all fit in 

with the others” (Junior, Year 10 Male). Students expressed feelings of belonging and 

connectedness in school when sharing their experiences about “hanging out” with non-Pacific 

friends since “everyone is accepted” (Maria, Year 11 Female). The Year 11 girls elaborated on 

this:  

Glenda: How is everyone accepted? How do you know that? 

Maria: They just are. 

Alofa You do. No one gets bullied because of their culture. 

Wai: We all accept everyone [all nodding consensus in group] 

Helena: Everyone makes jokes about Samoans and Tongans, but no one takes 

offence. 
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Glenda: So it's all like, playful? [Girls all nodding Yes]. Okay, say with the 

Sudanese kids and say the Burmese kids, everyone gets along? Is that 

right? 

Alofa Yeah. It’s good to learn from them, because of their different 

experiences. 

Glenda: Do you guys talk, spend much time, with girls from other cultural 

groups. Or do you guys always stay together? 

Alofa: It's really different, 

Wai: It's different. The atmosphere, the vibes, is really different than when 

you hang out with the friends you always hang out with. 

Maria: 

 

 

It’s good different, [Crosstalk - consensus: Yeah] just experiencing their 

vibes. Us, Pacific Islanders, have that humour where we tend to mock 

each other, but them, they just talk about life, like outside stories and 

everything. But us Pacific Islanders we just mock each other, all the 

time. 

 

The students observed a sense of pride and belonging within the school, regardless of 

students’ cultural background. They felt a sense of belonging within their wider school 

community. Students from different cultural backgrounds created curiosity for the girls given the 

different experiences and stories they shared. The girls expressed differences in the types of 

conversations they had with their non-Pacific peers, a perspective that was consistent across the 

groups. Given the high representation of students from refugee backgrounds within the school 

(predominantly within the English as an additional language (EALD) cohort), the experiences 

revealed by these students would be very different from the Pacific students’ personal 

experiences, as Alofa and Wai both stated. While the students expressed appreciation and 

curiosity in engaging with other cultural groups, they did not provide specific examples of these 

conversations. The students’ strong connectedness with their identity and with their Pacific peers 

was the underlying theme throughout their stories. 
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Overall, in terms of the students’ aspirations to go to university, the sense of 

connectedness in their identity, church and faith, and school culture were clearly important 

sources of positive impact. So too were their desire to belong, to make parents proud and to 

connect with others, as discussion of data in the next section reveals. 

4.4 Communicating with Others 

Communication between students and significant others, occurred in many different 

ways. This section explores how students experienced communication with family, teachers and 

peers, and the effects of these communication practices on student aspirations for university 

study.  

4.4.1 Family 

Maintaining connectedness to the family was fundamental to all students who placed 

priority first on God, and then on family. Their descriptions of what it means to belong to Pacific 

families reveal interesting insights: “respecting parents” (Bruce, Year 12), belonging to “our big 

families” (Junior, Year 10), with “lots of people over [at] home” (Alofa, Year 11). As discussed 

above in the migrant dream, families, and more specifically parents, have played influential roles 

in shaping student aspirations to university study, at times regardless of the students’ personal 

aspirations. Students recognised responsibility to the collective as paramount and responsibility to 

self as secondary.  

4.4.2 Teachers 

Students saw the roles of their high school teachers as important to their academic success 

at school and university. They shared rich examples of classroom experiences with teachers and 

how these experiences impacted their aspirations for university study. In this section I therefore 

explore how students perceived their experiences with teachers in terms of relationships, 

communication styles, and teaching and learning impacting their desire for university study.  

The students’ message from the talanoa circle discussions was clear: the type of 

relationship they had with teachers greatly impacted their learning and aspirations for university 

study. Students with positive relationships with their teachers, who felt valued and respected, 
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were more motivated to perform academically. Students identified how these positive 

relationships were formed by the personal stories teachers would share; “they care about us”, 

“they encourage us”, “they are trustworthy”, and they consistently communicated high 

expectations. Bruce (Year 12, Male) shared: 

Miss T, she's one that encourages me. I've had her since Grade 8, and I was the 

most naughtiest one… To me I have a good relationship with Miss T, and it’s 

good because we can have jokes, but then she'll end up speaking to us 

individually and having that personal talk with us when we need it. To boost us 

up if we are dropping down in our marks, just the encouragement from her, the 

words of wisdom to us help me because of the relationship we have. 

Relationships with teachers who cared about students impacted student learning and 

aspirations for further study. The Year 10 girls spoke fondly about their Year Level Coordinator 

Mr S, and how he impacted their desire to achieve well in school by building their confidence.  

Hope: Mr. S, he makes sure - 

Diamond: -that you understand. 

Pearl: Yeah, he'll stay after school or come before school to help us, and 

he lives on the north side… [an hour drive from school] 

Suzanna: He’s committed 

Pearl: He just loves his students. 

 

Both Year 10 girls and boys shared stories on how Mr S had influenced their desire for 

university. They commonly revealed a sense that he held high expectations of his students and 

their ability to succeed: “He tells us to study, get a better mark… you have to work. He’s always 

telling us to study hard so we can pass because he doesn’t want us to fail” (Paulo). Teariki 

elaborated, “He sacrifices his own time, like lunch breaks, to keep pushing us extra hard”. The 

students experienced Mr S’s high expectations of them through his encouragement and belief in 

their ability to achieve. While both girls and boys shared how Mr S cared and held high 
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expectations for them, they did not mention how he taught within the classroom and how his style 

of teaching helped them learn. The Year 10 students trusted Mr S, feeling that he cared for them, 

which they said resulted in more positive learning experiences for them and enhanced their desire 

for university. 

The Year 11 girls shared similar experiences with teachers that influenced their desire to 

pursue university.  

May: I think it's the same for Mr H, he’s a good teacher. He breaks down 

everything, so he makes it easier for us to understand and do the things 

confidently. It helps me when I become a teacher, so it helps me to have 

that confidence in order to teach other students. 

Glenda: How does he give you confidence? What is it that he does that makes 

you feel more confident? 

May: By making jokes. 

Glenda: He has a sense of humour about things and makes jokes? 

May: Yeah. We get along. 

Helena: He’s cool, with his stories, about his granddaughter and how she can't 

walk or anything, [makes us] be grateful for everything we have. 

 

Humour and diversifying teaching methods increased student motivation and desire to 

apply themselves in their classes. The Year 12 boys shared how their English teacher continued 

to engage them in learning in a subject they found boring. 

David: One of the teachers is Miss C, English teacher for me and TJ's. I think 

it's her interaction with us. Whenever she sees that we are falling behind 

because we are losing focus and because we sometimes find English 

classes boring -- as soon as she sees that we are starting to fall asleep 

doze off ... 



132 

 

Glenda: You guys fall asleep in class? 

TJ: Oh this guy (David) does! ... 

David: He does too but, as soon as she sees that we are starting to doze off, she 

makes the lessons more fun and enjoyable. 

Glenda: So she changes the pace? 

TJ: Her way of teaching is she interacts with us a lot. She makes it really 

fun. She makes a subject that I'm not really good at something that I 

enjoy doing. 

Glenda: Can you give me an example of how she does that? 

TJ: She tells a lot of jokes and she usually picks [focuses] on him [David] 

and Bruce. 

David: She has a sense of humour. It's different from the other teachers; they 

are serious. 

 

All groups acknowledged positive feelings towards teachers having a sense of humour 

and adapting teaching styles to engage Pacific students. They distinguished clearly between 

teachers who had a “sense of humour” and those who were “serious”, and they explained how 

these two traits evoked different levels of engagement from the students. They advised that 

teachers having high expectations and communicating effectively with students enhanced their 

learning experiences, making learning enjoyable and the prospect of university study conceivable. 

“Breaking it down” was a phrase students used frequently to describe how teachers 

communicated with them effectively. Maria (Year 11, Female) explained: 

Maria: My teacher, she breaks it down... The things that I don't understand, 

she breaks it down in order for me to understand, and if I still don't 

get it, she comes and does a one-on-one. She comes here and she 

communicates ... When she communicates, it's really good. If I don't 

understand, then she'll make time for me and her in order for me to 
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understand the assessment stuff too. She tries her best, and that's what 

I like about my teacher. 

Glenda: It sounds like she cares. 

Maria: She really cares. Which is why I do good. 

 

Students felt that teachers who care took time to build genuine relationships with their 

students. These relationships were based on trust; they increased student motivation to achieve 

academically and behave in more positive ways. The Year 11 boys advised their female teachers 

had the greatest impact on them, as reflected in Sam’s comment, “They treat you more than a 

student, as if you’re their child”, which the group overall affirmed: 

Tavita: They have a mother-like instinct. When they're soft on you, [it] 

feel[s] like they actually care; but with males, it's just a job. 

Glenda: It's just a job? 

Tavita: They [female teachers] talk to you, like ... I don't know. Males, it's 

like, "Hand it in, hand it in!" 

James: They [male teachers] don't muck around. 

Tavita: If it’s a woman, you can interact with them. 

Glenda: So when it's a female teacher, it's easier to interact, but if it's a male, 

it's a bit awkward, I think, is that for all of you? 

Sam: Yeah, I was just saying, guy to guy, you expect someone to always 

be like tough… 

Timo: You don’t muck around. 

Sam: …but around girls, you soften up.  

Tavita: They're warm. [other boys nodding] 
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Sam: Yeah, that's what I think  

Tavita: Miss X, she’s a good teacher, she’s strict, but she’s caring. 

Sam: Yeah, when something needs to be done. 

Timo: If she knows that you're capable of something, she'll pull you aside 

and make sure you're doing it; she’ll intervene. 

 

Here the notion of gender roles becomes evident, with the students associating specific 

behaviours and traits with male and female teachers. The Year 11 boys reflected their experiences 

with female teachers in nominating a female teacher as a role model. Discussion revealed that 

women, including mothers and teachers, played key influencing roles in the boys’ lives. Yet 

teachers, as positive male role models appeared to be noticeably absent, as were often fathers in 

the boy’s home life. While the Year 11 girls spoke favourably about one male teacher, this 

perspective was not shared by the Year 11 boys. The essence in the boys’ stories provides insight 

into their understanding of gender roles and perceived male behavioural traits; in the boys’ 

perceptions of male teachers, “they don’t muck around” and are “tough”, in comparison to female 

traits of being “warm”, “strict”, but “caring”. Students’ perspective on their teachers, especially 

female teachers for the Year 11 boys, was consistent across all groups. It was that these teachers 

had high expectations of their students and demonstrated this by holding students accountable. It 

was also their support and encouragement that shaped their students’ desire for university.  

The overall experience of the Year 11 boys was more positive relationships with female 

teachers than with male teachers, but this was not the case with all their female teachers. Tui 

agreed with the group that it was easier to interact with female teachers “most of the time”, but 

observed how Mr W’s teaching style differed from that of other teachers: “He’s very hands on. 

When we do something, he teaches us how to do it, instead of other teachers saying, ‘Do it’”. The 

notion of being “hands on” and “showing you, like next to you” greatly impacted Tui’s desire to 

do well in this class and was reflected in Tui nominating builder as his choice of future 

occupation. The teacher’s ability to engage students, as well as their teaching style and the values 

they demonstrated, had greater impact on the students’ desire to learn than simply the teacher’s 

gender. 
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Students’ observations also revealed that their previous experiences of how teachers 

engaged with Pacific students influenced their school learning and academic performance. David 

(Year 12, Male) reflected on his schooling experience in New Zealand:  

David: Once when I was back in New Zealand there was this teacher. She hated 

Pacific Islander students. I was trying my best to be a good student but 

those are the kind of things you can't change. Only the person himself can 

change; it's up to them to change. Those are the kinds of things that gets in 

the way of learning, because you're not learning, you're just learning some 

of it, because the teacher is blocking you. 

Glenda: Have you found that to be true here at school? 

Bruce: No, I think it's just because this school is multi-cultural, and they are really 

tapped into that multi-cultural equality thing. 

TJ: The teachers that come here understand that there's no difference between 

an Arabian, an Islander and an Australian. They are all the same. 

David: Here there's heaps of Pacific Islander students. 

 

Experiences with teachers negatively impacting on student learning due to the teacher’s 

negative assessment of the student’s cultural background was limited for all students at this study 

site. TJ (Year 12, Male) explained, “The only thing that separates them (other cultural groups) 

and us is the grades they are getting”. Consequently, the students focused on their exposure to 

individual teaching styles that positively impacted their learning. They recalled experiences 

within the classroom that influenced their aspirations for and against university study. They 

shared examples of how the teaching styles and values demonstrated by some teachers negatively 

impacted student learning experiences. Maria (Year 11, Female) shared: 

For me, I used to be in Maths B, and the teacher from Maths B was a really 

nice teacher. But her attention went towards the other students, so this was to 

the smart students in the class, and at times I felt as if she didn't really care 

about me, because I failed the exam.  
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After the exam, I felt she didn't want to help me or anything. I'd try my best 

just to get her attention, so like, "Oh Miss, can you help me?". But she'd be 

like, “I'll do it later. I'll do it later". Like that. She's a really nice teacher, but 

her not helping me, made me not want to do Maths B anymore because Maths 

B was getting hard for me, so I just moved on to Maths A. 

There was disappointment in Maria’s voice as she spoke about this experience as her goal 

was to study Business and Tourism after high school and she recognised Maths B as important 

for her course. There was also conflict in her assessment of the relationship. Maria felt it was 

important to show respect to her teacher, repeatedly saying, “She’s a nice teacher”, and she 

seemed pained to also acknowledge “at times, I felt as if she didn’t really care about me”. Alofa 

and Wai (Female, Year 11) shared similar experiences of asking for help in class and being 

overlooked:  

Alofa: In our class, we[‘re] all separate; the Islanders on one side, and the rest 

of the ESL in the middle. The Palagi’s on the other side. She would 

talk to ESL students more than she would help us Islanders. When we 

would ask for her help, it takes her a while to come to us. 

Glenda: You've had a teacher that helps the ESL learners that sit in the middle 

of the class? 

Wai: Yeah. She helps more of them than us. Even when we ask for her help, 

she takes her time. 

Glenda: Why do you think that is? 

Alofa: I don't know. 

The Year 11 boys shared similar feelings and experiences of teachers helping other 

students before helping them: 

Tavita: The more academic students, the ones who succeeded previously 

in their normal classes, they’ll give them heaps of help. They’ll 

talk to them, and then when you ask for something, they just give 

a little help. They’re like, "How come you didn't get it?"  
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Glenda: Okay, putting you down if you don’t get it like everyone else? 

Tavita: Yeah, like Miss B, she does that heaps. But to the girls, she’ll 

focus on them. And if we say something, she’ll like say, "Aren't 

you listening?". They don't care about me. When I first got to 

OP2 with Miss B, she was telling me that she didn't have faith in 

me to do English OP. She was telling me about it, and then, 

when she saw my draft –  

Glenda: She told you that she didn't have faith in you? 

Tavita: She told me that she had thought I wasn't capable of doing it, 

because I wasn't doing the high [level] English last year, because I 

got kicked out of it, and she was saying that I could do it, but she 

thought after the first term I would just leave. 

Glenda: Why'd you get kicked out? 

Tavita: Last year, because I missed assessment, and then I was ... 

James: He was just mucking around (laughs). 

Tavita: Yeah, I was just mucking around last year (laughs). 

G: It sounds like you've had a change of focus this year? 

Tavita: Yeah, I'm doing all OP this year. 

 

Here Tavita provides insight into his experiences with teachers who, he feels, do not 

believe in his ability to achieve academically. While he was speaking, the group was listening 

quietly, affirming his comments; “She’ll focus on the girls”, and then say “Aren’t you listening?” 

However, the group dynamics also challenged the narrative, forcing Tavita to acknowledge some 

                                                   
2 OP – Overall Position score for university course entrance 
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of his own personal behaviours that contributed to his teacher’s responses to his request for help. 

This dynamic was also evident in the Year 12 girls’ session. As Diva disclosed: 

My maths teacher doesn't like to explain things. She likes to explain things 

once and once only. Then when asked again she'll say “No, I already explained 

it”. But she doesn't know how to explain things. I have to learn myself through 

a text book and I get more from it than from her. We all tell her we don’t get it, 

and she’s like, “No …you didn’t listen!”.  

The group began smiling as Diva spoke, again confirming that the teacher did not explain 

things well. However, some peers challenged Diva, responding, “But you don’t listen 

sometimes”, and “You’re never serious”, thus shifting some responsibility for the teacher’s 

censorious response back to Diva herself and her behaviours within the classroom. This example 

of Diva’s disapproving comment about a teacher, drawing disagreement from other students, 

contradicted students’ responses about teachers communicating effectively.  

Students opined that some teachers’ communication was effective and other teachers’ 

communication was not. Their descriptions of teachers who had the greatest impact on student 

learning within the classroom setting varied from teachers being “prepared” and “easy going”, to 

other teachers being “strict” and “kick back”. Teachers who greatly influenced student 

engagement and desire to do well in their classes “explained things”, “used PowerPoint” and 

“wrote it down”. Year 11 boys explained the effectiveness of a substitute teacher [Mrs A] who 

“taught them more in three weeks than Miss Y did in the whole term” (Tala). The boys referred 

specifically to the effective techniques used by this substitute teacher, who “told us to stand up 

and mix around and write in different places and stuff” (Tavita); “She had PowerPoint and 

actually interacts with the students” (Timo). As a result, “In Mrs A’s class it took us two weeks to 

write a draft. In Miss Y’s class it took us ten weeks” (Sam). The boys in this class expressed pride 

in being able to submit their assignments for a class that they had earlier thought they would fail. 

The Year 11 boys advised they had not addressed their concerns with Miss Y because they felt 

unable to do so.  

Opportunity for students to communicate openly with their teachers was limited in this 

case. Tavita’s response to my question about addressing his concerns in the above scenario was, 

“Most of them [teachers] are intimidating. Even just asking questions in class, like with our 

English teacher, if I ask a question… I don’t want to look dumb in front of my classmates”. As 
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Tavita’s response suggests, some students, males in particular, were more reluctant to ask 

questions in front of peers due to “the shame factor”.  

Some students said they were reluctant to ask questions or voice opinions in class. Others, 

however, expressed confidence in voicing their views, even more so when they sensed their 

beliefs and values were in conflict with those of their teacher. All students claimed they believed 

strongly in their Christian faith and felt that overall they were well respected within the school 

irrespective of their religious disposition. However, Helena (Year 11, Female) shared an 

experience where this was not the case:  

Helena: My rec teacher kicked me out of my class twice, because we were 

talking about church. He's an atheist. He said something offensive 

about Christianity. 

Glenda: Do you remember what he said? 

Helena: He said, “There is no God. Your God is vacant noise”, and he was 

saying all that stuff. 

Glenda: He was saying that to the whole class? 

Helena: Basically, me and my friend. We were just like what?? Out of the 

whole class, he made us two do [run] two laps around the room just 

because I was talking about God and he kicked us out. I hate him 

for that, but yeah. I don't hate him, I just dislike him. 

Glenda: You're in class. He's saying there is no God. You're saying you don't 

agree. 

Helena: Yeah. He said I was distracting the class… Anyone knows me, they 

know I do not run. I didn't move [laughs]. He got me to run. I ran 

around the shed and just sat down. The other girl was running, and I 

don't care, I just sat down. 
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Having their religious beliefs respected was important for the students to feel valued 

within the classroom. Moreover, Helena’s explanation of her difficult experience with the teacher 

who in class belittled her for her faith suggests how this feeling also works conversely. Helena 

explained that as a result of those interactions with this teacher, her motivation to do well in that 

class fell away completely. How that teacher communicated his own personal beliefs and derided 

Helena’s beliefs impacted negatively on both her desire to perform academically and her 

behaviour in his class. Her response to this situation – disengaging from the lesson/class – was 

similar to that of other students in conflict with their teachers as reported in earlier stories.  

Students shared how their level of engagement with classroom activity was influenced by 

factors both internal and external to the classroom. All six groups discussed how Pacific students 

learn, with similar responses emerging across the groups. Typical here was the response of Tui 

(Year 11, Male): “Be understanding. If they’re (students) slow, they’re not stupid… If you 

thoroughly teach them they will get it”. Students generally expressed their desire to learn and 

succeed academically, while also acknowledging some of the external factors – such as language 

spoken within the home – that influenced their ability to succeed at school. Of the 31 students, 22 

spoke another language in addition to English within the home, while the majority of parents 

spoke Samoan or Cook Islander to their children. The limited resources within the home to 

support learning at school also affected students’ ability to achieve within the classroom. As TJ 

(Year 12, Male) observed, “The only time they can access the resources is at school, because at 

home they might not have a laptop or internet”.  

In this section I have explored students’ perspectives on how their experience of 

communication with teachers influenced their learning within class, and contributed towards the 

aspirations they developed for future university study. Students shared stories of many positive 

experiences with teachers, providing rich examples of how teachers supported their learning 

through building genuine relationships and caring about them as individuals. The students also 

provided rich examples of ways in which teachers did not support their aspirations for university 

study and the impact of this on student motivation and academic achievement. The next section 

discusses the role of peers within the school setting, and how these experiences with peers shape 

student behaviours, academic achievement and aspirations to pursue university study.  
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4.4.3 Friends 

Friends played a major role in supporting Pacific student wellbeing and sense of 

connectedness, both at school and at home. The students often described their friends as “family” 

(Paulo, Year 10, Male), whom they could “talk to about anything” (Wai, Year 11 Female) and 

who “help you in class” (Ruby, Year 10 Female). The theme of mocking by friends and with 

peers strongly permeated the stories shared. “Us Pacific Islanders, we have that fob (Islander) 

humour where we tend to mock each other all the time” (Maria, Year 11 Female). “It’s how we 

muck around” (Alofa, Year 11 Female). Contributing to the shame that students experienced 

through teachers’ put-down of them in the classroom was the mocking, also referred to as fob or 

Island humour bestowed by their peers.  

Students described mocking as a cultural norm commonly practised within the peer 

group; a sense of humour where students would tease, or be teased by peers. For example, 

“Everyone makes jokes about Samoans and Tongans, but no one takes offence” (Helena, Year 11 

Female). The term was also applied positively to teachers who would joke or tease with students, 

“Miss X, she mocks us first and then gives us the answer” (Paulo, Year 10 Male). However, when 

students tease or “mock each other”, the underlying meaning becomes multilayered, as Diva 

(Year 12, Female) explained: 

I think if you're having fun with someone, then you can mock them and it 

doesn't matter. I mock her, we mock each other, but that's the type of bond we 

have. With me, yes, I mean all of us, we're all equal, I think all of us have cried 

once this year, or maybe me twice. 

Mocking was a form of connecting with peers through humour or teasing. However, it 

was often linked with students modifying their behaviours as explained by Diamond (Year 10, 

Female): 

Everyone has a lot of friends, and you have your close ones. But like there's 

ones that tease you and stuff; for like, being up there with your grades… it 

makes you feel that you want to go back down [grades], and be on the same 

level as them, so you drop your education just for them. 
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The notion of peer pressure emerges in Diamond’s story, as do the implications of this 

humour on her desire for academic success. The Year 11 girls explained they “grew up with it” 

(Wai) and that “mocking with Pacific Islanders is just normal” (Maria). However, the negative 

repercussions were also apparent. “People can joke around but deep down, they may not show 

that they really hurt, but when they go home that can affect them.” (Sonya, Year 12, Female). 

The effect of mocking on some students was described as hurtful. As Sam (Year 11, 

Male) explained, “Some people take it, they’re like ‘oh yeah true, haahahaha’, but inside they 

want to tangi [cry]”. Sam’s statement supported Helena’s (Year 11, Female) experience that 

students attempted to save face in front of their peers. Many students related to Sam and Helena’s 

statements, explaining that mocking sometimes stopped them acting or choosing to be different 

from their collective group. Maria (Year 11) indicated how mocking sometimes affected her in 

class: 

Maria: Yeah. I guess it's one of our insecurities as well. It stops us from 

opening up, and- 

Alofa: - like putting our hands up in class… 

 

Some students identified mocking by friends and peers in class as a major contributor to 

why Pacific students did not raise their hands and ask questions in class. Tavita (Year 11, Male) 

explained how he would not ask questions in class as he “did not want to look dumb” in front of 

peers, a behaviour and understanding that were reinforced in the groups. For some students, 

though, their first response would be to minimise the impact of mocking on themselves 

personally as “it’s just joking”. However, comments like those that follow provide insight into 

their actual experience.  

Sonya: Especially when everyone's there and everyone's laughing. They'll 

probably go home and laugh, I've done that before. I think if we were 

younger we would cry about it, but we're used to it. 

Glenda: Okay, so say now in Year 12, if everyone is joking, everyone's laughing, 

does that kind of hurt still? 
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Diva: You just joke it back. That's what people do now. 

Crystal: I don't really care or anything. 

Glenda: For you it doesn't affect you as much when people-- 

Crystal: --I just laugh it off. I just laugh ,then I say stuff back. 

Sonya: But in your head- 

Crystal: -but in my head, I’m crying. [crosstalk: girls agreeing] 

 

While students commonly stated they “don’t care” when they were mocked, they also 

followed with statements similar to Crystal’s, saying “but in my head I’m crying”. Mocking was 

experienced as normal regardless of the impact on themselves and others. The Year 11 girls 

explained:  

Glenda: When you hear people mocking around you, and it’s too much, what's 

your first reaction, honestly? 

Wai: If it's not funny, if it's too serious then- 

Helena: I just laugh. If I find it funny, I just laugh and laugh. 

Glenda: What happens if it's serious? Does anybody say anything? 

All: [Consensus]: Yeah. Yes. 

Maria: Yeah, someone says "Nah, that's too far. Don't ..."  

Wai: Yeah, but they’ll all still keep laughing. 

 

The impact of mocking on student behaviour and choices is profound. Students were 

conscious of how “fob humour” or “mocking” impacted their personal behaviours and the 

behaviours of others inside and outside the classroom. The students saw mocking as a mechanism 
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applied by the group to enforce the norms of the group. A corollary of this collective 

understanding is that to remain part of the group, students are less likely to ask questions in class, 

often sacrificing the opportunity to learn and to earn higher grades. In this way, the mocking 

mechanism at work among students influenced not just their understanding of their own ability 

and their collective Pacific Island identity, but also their classroom behaviours, all of which 

helped to shape their aspirations for university study.  

As discussed in this section, parents and teachers shape students’ aspirations through their 

relationships with the students individually and collectively, and through the expectations they 

hold for the students. These expectations were experienced both positively and negatively by 

students. However, for some students their limited ability or confidence to express their thoughts, 

articulate their experiences and discuss their difficulties also restricted capacity for parents and 

teachers to support them. The experience of belonging to the collective group had complex 

influence upon student aspirations for university study. The articulated aspirations of almost all 

the students to continue with university study after high school suggests that although the use of 

mocking to maintain group norms may have helped to encourage underachievement in the 

classroom, it did not diminish the students’ personal goals.  

Another source of influence upon students’ life aspirations to move on to university study 

after high school is now explored. In the next section I discuss how the experiences of students’ 

“sense of obligation” to family shapes these aspirations.  

4.5 Sense of Obligation  

A common thread running through the students’ personal stories in the talanoa circles was 

their strong sense of obligation to their families and church communities. Belonging to the 

collective – not just at school, but also at home in their family, church and community – strongly 

influenced their behaviour, their current and future choices, and their aspirations for university 

study or otherwise. The students’ stories conveyed how their strong sense of belonging to the 

various collectives in their lives also drew from them a strong sense of obligation, particularly to 

family and church. In this section I explore how students’ sense of obligation – first to family and 

then to church – shaped their aspirations for, and against, further study after high school.  



145 

 

4.5.1 Family  

Pacific students highly valued their parents and their families at large, as these Year 11 

students expressed, “They make you who you are” (Helena), “They’re your confidence and 

support system” (Alofa), “They’re the ones who push you to your dreams” (May). Strong 

connection to family influenced students’ sense of obligation to look after their families and make 

them proud. Tavita (Year 11 Male) opined, “It’s a cultural thing, especially for Samoans”. The 

students shared sincerely how they would look after their families, to reciprocate their parents’ 

love and the sacrifice their parents had made to give them, their children, a “better future”. Ruby 

(Year 10 Female) put it succinctly; this feeling of obligation to parents was “to pay them back”. 

Sam (Year 11 Male) captured this sentiment when explaining the sacrifice his mother had made 

raising him, and his decision to financially provide and care for her: “I need to do it for my Mum, 

because it’s basically 18 years of my life, she’s done so much and sacrificed so much”. The 

obligation that many of the students felt to help provide for their families had a financial 

dimension – during, as well as after, their years at school. 

Students’ motivation to “look after and care” for their parents was to some extent inspired 

by their own experience of financial hardship within their family home. Some spoke candidly 

about the limited supplies available in some of their homes; Jasmine (Year 10), proclaimed, “You 

can just see it in your family, like you can see the difference with other families … You open the 

cupboard and it’s empty”. Similarly from Helena (Year 11), “They have to support each of us 

individually. Not only that, but all of my brothers and sisters want different things and it’s so 

expensive and no money”. Such poverty was why some students at times found it challenging to 

negotiate a balance between the lack of financial resources at home and their need for learning 

resources for school. Their lack of access to books, laptop or Internet limited their ability to 

complete homework tasks and assignments. TJ (Year 12, Male) shared this sobering insight: 

I think [that] at times as well, when things are not going so well. It is for me, 

personally for me, there are times when everything is not working out, money 

wise. My parents, you can actually see them struggling, it's really sad to see, 

and it affects them in some sort of way. Sometimes their attitudes start to 

change and they start grounding you, like it makes you feel like a stink.  

It makes you feel like, “What am I doing? Should I just drop out of school and 

go to work and get some money for Mum and Dad?” Yeah, I think sometimes 
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when stuff at home is not going so well, you feel like you want to drop out of 

school and hurry up, go to work and provide some income or some money for 

the family. I think yeah, always looking at family and thinking, I should just 

drop out of school. 

Feeling obligated to support parents financially was a common experience for students 

and created internal conflict for many of them. Seeing their parents struggling to pay bills and to 

stock cupboards with food inclined these students to think they should leave school and work for 

an income to help their families financially. But students also appreciated that completing school 

and going to university would position them for a better, more financially rewarding job and so 

better enable them to support parents financially in the future – and make their parents proud. 

“That’s another thing about university”, observed Sione (Year 10, Male), voicing the paradox, “I 

should go, but I should help my family at the same time…”. Indeed, underscoring this paradox, 

even though virtually all of the students had said they aspired to undertake university study after 

high school, many acknowledged that desire to support their families financially was paramount 

for them, even ahead of pursuing their own educational goals.  

Students shared freely how the lack of financial capacity within their home affected their 

aspirations for university study. Pearl (Year 10, Female) told of her older brother and his 

aspirations for university that did not eventuate. “They [her parents] wanted him [brother] to go 

to uni, but then all I remember is when he graduated high school, everything started changing. 

Instead of sending him to uni, they sent him to Melbourne to play football and now he is working 

to support the family”. Pearl worried that her dream of studying at university to become a Youth 

Worker may be derailed because of her family’s need for her to contribute financially. Pearl’s 

story was affirmed by the others in her Year 10 group, who were also concerned about how they 

would be able to help support family needs while pursuing university study. Junior (Year 10, 

Male) mirrored his tension when he explained:  

For me, my Mum's the only one that works. She doesn't just take care of us, 

but she takes care of her family in Samoa. She sends most of the money there. 

She leaves some for us, but we'll just spend it on the things that we actually 

need, not the things that we want. Yeah, I think after I finish school, I'm just 

going to work and help my family financially. Serious. Serious. 
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Junior acknowledged that his aspiration to become an engineer was secondary to his 

desire to look after his family. This acknowledgement of priority held true for many of the 

students, especially the male students as they accepted the pre-eminence of their desire to 

provide, or help provide for their family financially. Bruce (Year 12) revealed his recognition of 

the huge extent of his obligation to family: “I’ll never stop paying for my family for everything 

they’ve done. It’s like unpayable”. David (Year 12) added, “Even if you give them two million 

dollars, you’re still like three billion short. Just how much they’ve done for you, is so-o much”. 

Other students also shared insight into this phenomenon, declaring they felt unable to repay their 

parents for their love, care and upbringing. By choosing to support their parents financially, they 

were returning some of the love and care invested in their upbringing; willing to do so at the 

expense of their personal aspirations. The consequences for many were clear. To give back some 

of the priceless love and care their parents had invested in their upbringing, these students were 

willing to support their parents financially, even at the expense of pursuing their personal 

aspirations.  

Trying to balance financial and caring commitments to family on the one hand and to 

future university study on the other, raised concerns for many students, especially those with New 

Zealand citizenship who comprised 17 of the 31 participants and were distributed equally across 

the year levels. Six of these students would be eligible to defer their student loans for university 

fees (HECS-HELP) upon completing high school, due to recent changes in Australian law. Bruce 

(Year 12, Male) revealed the impact of this legislation on his study aspirations:  

Financially for me, it [ineligibility for a HECS-HELP student loan] made me 

not want to go to university because of the money. Once they said that ten-year 

thing and I realised next year is going to be my tenth year, I was like Praise 

God! I'll be in my second semester so I'll still have to pay for the first 

semester… I don't know. It was just… I was so thankful.  

‘That ten-year thing’ to which Bruce referred is Commonwealth legislation granting 

eligibility for HECS-HELP (to defer payment of student loans for university fees, i.e., the Higher 

Education Contribution Scheme) to New Zealand citizens if they have resided in Australia for at 

least ten years. Before this change of law, non-Australian citizens (including New Zealanders, 

even with permanent Australian resident status) were ineligible for HECS-HELP and so were 

required to pay university fees up front. Thus, citizenship status perhaps inevitably affects the 
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aspirations and certainly the capacity of Pacific Islander students to undertake university study, 

especially since most of these families have very limited financial capacity.  

Of the 17 students with New Zealand citizenship who formed part of the group of 31 

participants in this study, 11 will be ineligible for HECS-HELP since on completing high school 

they do not meet the ten-year residence requirement. As Malae (Year 10, Female) opined, “Even 

now we struggle with bills, so probably by the time we get to university it will be even harder”. 

The five students who were not only New Zealand citizens but also the eldest child in their family 

explained that their sense of obligation to support their family financially was stronger than their 

desire to access funds to pay for their university fees, regardless of their stated aspiration to 

continue into university study. Some students suggested part-time work while studying as a 

strategy to support their family. But many students were unsure how they would navigate this 

unknown space of financially supporting family and pursuing university study. However, there 

was consensus across all groups that providing for their family was fundamental to their identity 

and culture, and would be a priority at all times in their decision making.  

The students struggled with thinking through how to balance their personal obligation to 

financially support their families while also supporting their future study aspirations. In this line 

of thought, they also shared experiences of how parents supporting extended families became 

problematic, given families’ poor financial circumstances. Alofa (Year 11) explained:  

My grandparents are always asking for money, but they spend their money on 

like, not good stuff. They will buy brand new couches and stuff, but they won't 

use it, until we fly there, but we can't fly there because you guys [the 

grandparents] get all the money. 

Parents financially supporting grandparents and extended family members overseas was 

common across the groups and year levels. A sense of financial responsibility on the part of 

parents to support their own parents (students’ grandparents) and extended families created a 

clash for students, especially when parents’ financial decisions affected the students directly. 

These Year 11 boys illustrate: 

Tavita: They [extended family] call constantly, like if Samoa needs money, or 

someone's dead, and you've never heard of them, but they still ask for 
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money. Your parents, they know they don't have enough, but they still 

give it. 

James: Yeah, Island pride. 

Tavita: It pressures them [parents] as well. They’re like, "What’s our family 

going to say about us if we don’t give anything?", so they just give it 

anyway. 

Glenda: Okay, so you're talking about the Island pride, as well. What If you don't 

give? 

Tavita: Everyone's going to say 

Timo: People are going to like backstab [gossip] about you ... [consensus by 

boys] 

Glenda: Okay, all right, have you guys ever talked to your parents about that? 

Tavita: Oh, yeah, I just say, “don’t do it”. I always tell them, just leave it. Just 

give what you can. She [mum] just says, "Oh, no." 

Timo: They say, “I can't, everyone’s giving this much”. It’s like following the 

leader.  

 

The sense of obligation students expressed to “look after” and “financially support” their 

parents was mirrored in the action of their parents, who were looking after and financially 

supporting grandparents and extended families overseas. Students and their parents identified this 

as part of the culture, the “Island Way”, the “Island pride” of giving, often to the detriment of the 

student’s immediate family to meet basic needs for the family. As a result, the students openly 

acknowledged that their stated aspirations for university study were a secondary priority, coming 

after their foremost priority to serve or support their family collective. 

Students expressed conflicting emotions when considering going to university or 

supporting their family financially. For some students, the obligation they felt towards family, 

though most important, did not lessen their desire for university. TJ (Year 12, Male) explained, 
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“Sometimes you have to put education first so you can help your family, because I need 

education to love and care for them”. For some students though, it became clear that supporting 

their family would remain their first priority.  

4.6 Summary 

In this chapter I have discussed findings from my analysis of data using van Manen’s 

thematic framework. Use of focus groups in this phenomenological study facilitated students to 

voice their stories in a culturally familiar setting, enabling them to have rich dialogue with each 

other, to affirm, clarify and challenge experiences and perspectives. Consequently, the four 

overarching themes from students’ story telling – the migrant dream, being connected, 

communication and sense of obligation – revealed the essence of how Pacific high school 

students’ experiences shaped their aspirations to pursue university study. Here I have discussed 

findings using the students’ own words and phrases to help reveal the meanings of their 

experiences. Chapter 5 now examines the findings from the interviews with eight students 

involved in the talanoa circles three years later.  
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Chapter 5 Findings: Semi-Structured Interviews  

Understanding the life experiences that shape both the desire of Australia-resident Pacific 

high-school students to study at university and their ability to fulfil that desire is central to this 

study. The previous chapter presented the findings from the Phase One of fieldwork, an 

exploratory collective discussion with the participating students through talanoa circles. In this 

chapter I explore findings from my analysis of data obtained through Phase Two – one-on-one, 

semi-structured interviews conducted with some of the Phase One participants three years later, 

after all of the participants had completed high school. In the talanoa circles of Phase One, 

students shared stories of their parents’ motivations to move to Australia in search of better 

education and learning opportunities for their children. In Phase Two interviews, participants 

discussed in-depth their personal motivations and desires to create new opportunities for 

themselves and their families. These interviews revealed both similarity and diversity of 

participants’ experiences and perspectives, and their shared recognition of new responsibilities 

and new abilities in becoming adults. Not all Phase Two participants had pursued university study 

after high school, but all shared an inherent desire for a better life, one better than the life they 

imagined in their families’ Pacific homelands, especially from stories told to them by extended 

family. 

As explained in Chapter 3, contact was attempted with all participants who participated in 

Phase One to follow up on their earlier ideas about their aspirations in a semi-structured 

interview. Participant agreement was secured for interviews with eight of the Phase One 

participants, six of whom I interviewed in person, and two through in-depth email 

correspondence since both had moved – one interstate and the other overseas. In these semi-

structured interviews, open-ended questions encouraged participants to reflect on their aspirations 

during high school and on their experiences post-high school that shaped their will and ability to 

pursue those aspirations. The interviews thus provided an opportunity to gather richly informative 

data, by (a) further examining the experiences students identified in Phase One as influencing 

their aspirations for university study; and (b) seeking to understand the experiences that helped 

enable or otherwise encouraged the former students to pursue those high-school aspirations, or 

not. 

I begin with an overview of the eight Phase One students who participated in Phase Two, 

and a comparison of the aspirations they identified as high-school students with their post-school 
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study/employment circumstances at the time of interview three years later. I then discuss findings 

from the analysis of interviews with these participants through the key themes identified from the 

interview data: (a) the migrant reality, (b) personal responsibilities, (c) personal attributes, and (d) 

friendships.  

The migrant reality explores family dynamics and changing relationships as the students 

take on new roles within their families and communities after finishing high school, still seeing 

themselves as migrants in Australian society but now as young adults. Personal responsibilities 

explores the change and continuity in participants’ understandings of their responsibilities post-

school, with particular focus on responsibilities to family and for their own future. Personal 

attributes explores resilience and persistence, as well as other qualities, that supported or not, 

participants as they sought to achieve their goal to complete a university degree and/or to obtain 

satisfying employment, including their ability to both initiate and access support in high school 

and post-school settings. Friendships that encourage positive participation at university are also 

explored. 

5.1  Phase Two Participants: An Overview 

Of the eight participants interviewed in Phase Two, five were undertaking university 

study, one was undertaking a two-year diploma at a TAFE (Tertiary and Further Education) 

College, and two were employed in factories. None of them had started university/college but 

later dropped out. Table 5.1 compares data on these participants’ aspirations at Phase One when 

they were high-school students, with their study/employment circumstances three years later at 

Phase Two, after all had completed high school. 

Table 5.1 

Phase Two Participants’ High-school Aspirations and Study/Employment Circumstances 

Student Gender Phase One 

Year Level 

Phase One - 

High-School Aspirations 

Phase Two - Current Study/ 

Employment 

Phase Two -  

Undertaking 

University Study  

Junior Male 10 Engineer Factory employment No 

Alofa  Female 11 Lawyer B Commerce Yes 

Wai  Female 11 Lawyer B Arts Yes 

May Female 11 Teacher (Secondary) B Human Services Yes 

James Male 11 Pre-school teacher 
TAFE - Diploma of Youth 

Work 
No 

Diva Female 12 Lawyer Factory employment No 
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Sonya  Female 12 Midwife B Nursing Yes 

David Male 12 Graphic designer B Architectural Design Yes 

 

Each Phase Two participant was encouraged to reflect on their individual and their peer-

group experiences. Their responses revealed profound insights into the circumstances and 

experiences moulding both their high-school aspirations and their post-school pursuit of those 

aspirations for university study or otherwise.  

The following questions about their experiences guided the interviews:  

 After high school, what experiences have helped you to achieve your aspirations? 

 After high school, what experiences have hindered you from achieving these 

aspirations? 

For those who had commenced university:  

 What experiences have supported your successful participation? 

 What experiences have hindered your successful participation?  

The following section provides a brief personal profile for each of the Phase Two 

participants, drawing on information obtained during both phases of the research study. Profiles 

are presented as each participant’s story. These profiles are organised first by participants who 

were interviewed face to face, followed by the two participants who were interviewed on line. 

5.1.1 David’s Story 

David was in Year 12 when he participated in the talanoa circles at school. At Phase Two 

he was in his third year of a Bachelor of Architectural Design. David’s story differed from other 

students’ stories in that he was the only student with a parent, his father, who had attended and 

completed university study. David arrived in Australia from New Zealand in 2013, so as a New 

Zealand citizen he is not eligible to apply for a student loan until 2023. This is why he decided to 

study part-time so he could also pursue part-time work to pay for his mandatory upfront tuition 

fees. As a church minister’s son, from a traditional Samoan congregation, David was also 

responsible for supporting the Treasurer at church, and was required to attend numerous church 

events in keeping with his church responsibilities. The multiple responsibilities of work (three 
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part-time jobs), family life and church created tensions for David around meeting study needs and 

responding to opportunities of university life.  

As a Samoan-born New Zealand citizen, David felt the financial pressures of attending 

university while paying his university fees upfront each trimester while also balancing study with 

three part time jobs. When reflecting on his first trimester at university he stated: 

For me, it was pretty hard, because no matter how hard I tried, it wasn’t the 

same as, you know, the other kids who may put in the same effort, but had all 

the equipment like the expensive laptops that could run the software I needed, 

but I couldn’t afford it.  

David appreciated his parents’ integral role in shaping his aspirations for university study. 

He explained that his parents, both Samoan-born, instilled in him a love for learning that he 

expressed as a student particularly in Year 12 and at university. They played an active role in 

helping David’s transition from high school to university, meeting university staff to help David 

choose subjects in line with his interests and his family’s financial circumstances. As the eldest 

child living at home (and second eldest of five siblings), David expressed a strong desire to make 

his parents proud, and to be a role model for his younger siblings. This feeling had stayed strong 

for David since finishing high school. David fondly described his parents: 

Yeah they’re really open minded, and I can say that not all Samoan parents are 

like that. And I’m fortunate to have parents that are pretty good. They don’t try 

to force me to do things that they want. Mum wanted me to be lawyer, dad 

wanted me to be a faifeau [minister of religion], but I told them that’s not what 

I was happy with, and they accepted that; and told me to do what makes me 

happy. I’m very fortunate with my parents, especially because they are so 

traditional. 

David’s parents supported his personal interests and exposed him to new possibilities and 

experiences that firmly shaped his university and career aspirations. He shared how his father 

noticed his “talent to draw at a young age” and told him he “should be an architect”, but David 

wasn’t sure what architects did. His father found television programs “of these guys coming up 

with ideas for designing and building their own homes”. He played an active role throughout 

David’s life, providing him with new experiences and networks that could support him in 
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identifying his passions and seeking to achieve his career goals. David exhibited strong 

commitment to his studies and desire to create new buildings and structures internationally and 

making his family proud of his achievements.  

5.1.2 Junior’s Story 

Junior was a very quietly spoken as a 15 year old in Year 10 (talanoa circle) and was still 

so as an 18 year old young man (one-on-one interview). In Year 10 he shared his aspirations to 

become an engineer and to support his mum and two younger siblings. As a New Zealand citizen 

who arrived in Australia to reside permanently in 2012, Junior was ineligible to defer university 

fees, but this financial burden was not a dominant factor that influenced his aspirations at school. 

His aspirations for, and interest in university, changed dramatically in Year 11 and he did not 

pursue OP subjects (that would allow him to proceed to a university program) as he earlier 

intended; he was “barely scraping a C”. He reported struggling with English as a subject, and 

“spent a lot of time in the library trying to get my grades up”. There was reason for this. 

In Year 10, Junior was nominated by his Year Coordinator Mr S to participate in the 

talanoa circles due to his aspirations for university, academic ability and achievement. Mr S 

strongly supported Junior’s university aspirations, and actively monitored his grades and overall 

wellbeing. At the end of Junior’s Year 10, Mr S moved interstate, leaving a void for Junior who 

spoke affectionately of Mr S in both the talanoa circle and the interview three years later. Even 

more significantly, Junior’s father left the family at the beginning of Year 11. Junior had lost two 

important male role models in his life in a short time, which had a dramatic impact. Junior 

explained, “I was so angry… I just resorted to violence … I was just violent and all that … and 

then drugs and alcohol”. 

Junior shared how he was unable to tell anyone at school about his circumstances; “I 

would always smile and make them [teachers and peers] laugh… and when they did ask me about 

it, then I’d just tell them ‘Nah Sir, I’m alright’”. Junior’s younger siblings did seek help at school, 

so some teachers were aware of the issues at home, and of his changing behaviour and declining 

grades. Another teacher, Mr A, tried to support Junior through his senior years. Mr A was his 

form teacher in Year 12, and was “one of the main reasons” Junior completed high school. As 

Junior explained, Mr A “teared up” as he read Junior’s name at graduation as many, including his 

mother, did not believe he would graduate from Year 12. Junior described it as the “proudest 

moment” in his life.  
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When Junior met for the Phase Two interview, I asked him if he would like to watch the 

footage from the talanoa circles when he was in Year 10. He watched in silence. When asked his 

thoughts, he replied, “I wish I was the same as back then… Sometimes I wish I could go back to 

how I was before and just change all the decisions, especially my temper”. Later he shared in a 

very soft voice: 

I remember before Grade 10, I was just a good boy, always listen to Mum. 

Always tried to... tried to be the best for Mum. But then I just got to this point 

and I just snapped, got into all these bad habits that I never knew I was capable 

of. I always knew that I would end up doing it, but never pictured myself doing 

it so early in life. 

His mum, whom he identified in Year 10 as his role model, taught him not to fight; his 

dad “was the opposite …. My dad would never give me a hiding for fighting at school, but my 

mum would always growl me off. But for something else, my dad would give me a hiding”. 

Junior shared how his father was rarely around, but when his father left his family, he took 

Junior’s official documents – “I had no official ID and no birth certificate, because my dad took 

my passport and my Medicare card cause he didn’t want me to leave the country”.  

Junior also spoke about his drug and alcohol usage in Years 11 and 12 as a way of 

“coping with the pain. You just need to get away”. He left home at the beginning of Year 12 and 

moved in with a school friend. “This other family was different. They’re really supportive too … 

just made me feel secure. Yeah, safe. They made me have respect for a lot of other things … At 

home, when I lose it, I crack it; I just go on a rampage”. The lack of relationship with his 

biological father, and his father’s empty promises to return and live with Junior, left a significant 

void in Junior’s life, which he says is only now beginning to heal with a new father figure in his 

life (his friend’s father). 

Becoming an engineer was no longer an aspiration for Junior at this time in his life. “It 

was, but not anymore. It was just a priority because it was important to my mum”. Clearly Junior 

recognised he was carrying family expectations as a Year 10 student. He shared that his 

relationship with his mum was still sensitive, but reported working two factory jobs and giving 

his younger sister money to support his mum without her knowing. His words in Year 10 had 

become a self-fulfilling prophecy. In the talanoa circle, after sharing his aspirations on attending 
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university he finished with, “Yeah, I think after I finish school I'm just going to work and help my 

family financially. Serious. Serious”.  

5.1.3 May’s Story 

May had been in Australia less than 12 months when she participated in the talanoa circle 

in Year 11. Her family had migrated from Samoa to New Zealand two and half years prior, with 

very little written or spoken English. May had lived in New Zealand during this period with her 

parents and five younger siblings, until moving to reside permanently in Logan. As a Year 11 

student in the talanoa circle, she disclosed of her aspiration to become a high school teacher. But 

since her OP score at the end of Year 12 fell short of the university entrance requirement, she 

decided to pursue a Bachelor of Business instead. In her first trimester of this degree she 

struggled with the content, and transferred to a Bachelor of Human Services degree where she felt 

her “calling to help people”. May and her mother were both very proactive in seeking information 

and resources that could support May’s university aspirations before she began university study. 

Like many of the Phase Two participants, May came as a New Zealand citizen to settle in 

Australia. This was at the end of 2015, so will not be eligible for a HECS-Help student loan until 

December 2025. May therefore had to work several part-time jobs to pay for her university fees 

upfront. For her very traditional Samoan family, cultural values, faith and family were most 

important; “It’s where happiness comes from”. May was very softly spoken and quiet as a high 

school student, but as a university student three years later, she presented with more confidence, 

laughing and joking about her studies, and explaining her need to balance work, church and 

family responsibilities with her university study.  

She shared that she still “thinks in Samoan” and before speaking “has to translate 

information in my head”, but she was finding this process much easier as her ability to speak, 

comprehend and write in English improves. May made a conscious decision to speak only in 

English at university, and even when stuck on a word she took her time until she could articulate 

her thoughts in correct language. Her persistence, work ethic, and determination were obvious.  

May’s mother was also very involved in her schooling and university enrolment. Even 

when May was in Year 11, her mother made numerous enquiries to May’s school and to the 

university, seeking information on the university entrance process, available scholarships, 

assistance with scholarship applications, and other possible supports available. May’s mother 
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spoke very limited English, but she persisted with asking questions, researching information, and 

seeking clarification about resources that could support her daughter. May, both in Year 11 and as 

a second year university student, spoke very affectionately of her mother and her mother’s desire 

for her children to be well educated in Australia. May’s appreciation of her mother’s 

determination for her to succeed had two angles; not only respect and appreciation for her 

mother’s sacrifice for her children’s education, but also, “Well, in another way, she’s always 

putting pressure on me… She’s got really high expectations”.  

5.1.4 Alofa’s Story 

Alofa, who identified as a Cook Island student, was also in Year 11 when she participated 

in the talanoa circle. Her very gentle persona accompanied a big sense of humour. She spoke of 

“loving” Maths and Commerce, as well as her cultural song and dance. In Year 11, Alofa aspired 

to become a lawyer, an occupation strongly aligned with her interest in television programs like 

“Law and Order”. However, she “just lost interest” in Year 12, resulting in her enrolment in a 

Bachelor of Tourism in her first trimester of university, and then transferring to a Bachelor of 

Commerce in her second trimester. This was partly because travel across campuses became a 

challenge, so she changed to a program she was interested in that was offered at her local campus. 

Her university entrance pathway via a Business Outreach school-based program suggested her 

OP score may not have met entry requirements to enrol in a Law degree, which appeared to be 

confirmed when she stated, “I have no idea what OP I got”. 

Alofa spoke of experiences during high school that may have contributed to shifting her 

aspirations away from becoming a lawyer. One was the frequent changes of teachers for her 

Legal Studies subject: “One of the classes we liked kept changing teachers … We had four 

different teachers. I was like ‘What?’, because they all had different teaching and marking ways”. 

Another was her struggle with English: “Me and English don’t work well together. I can work 

with numbers, but too much words (shakes head) ... I just passed English”. Alofa was therefore 

very happy in her current degree program, enjoying her ability to work well with numbers, 

problem solving and formulas. 

Alofa was born and schooled in Australia, but for extended periods over her 19 years of 

life she resided outside Australia. She did not hold Australian citizenship. She was a New 

Zealand citizen through her mother, who chose to retain the New Zealand citizenship to keep her 

connected to her roots and family in New Zealand. This status placed Alofa in an awkward 
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dichotomous position. Alofa was eligible to defer university fees through HECS Help, but not 

eligible for many government social supports, including a study allowance. Her only financial 

support was through part-time employment. Furthermore, applying for Australian citizenship 

would be a very complex and expensive process for her. 

More importantly, life-changing experiences over the five months before our interview 

had significantly impacted Alofa’s life choices and aspirations. In early 2019, her mother’s 

younger brother living in New Zealand unexpectedly passed away from a heart attack. Her 

mother, who was very close to him, returned to New Zealand for the funeral, but three days after 

arriving suffered a stroke and also died. Alofa had to return to New Zealand to bury both her 

uncle and her mother. In Alofa’s words, “This year has been a struggle … but I just keep going 

for my mum”. As the youngest of six siblings, and the only one living at home with her mother, 

her uncle and mother’s passing greatly impacted Alofa. However, she did not tell her lecturers or 

tutors at university about this loss, which would have explained her failure to submit assessment 

items and her lack of engagement in tutorials.  

5.1.5 Sonya’s Story 

Sonya, an Australian citizen, had not changed her aspirations to become a midwife since 

her talanoa experience in Year 12. Sonya enrolled in a Bachelor of Nursing degree as a pathway 

to Midwifery, since her OP score did not meet the entrance requirement for the Midwifery 

program. She was the first in her family to attend university; her older brother could not accept 

the university place he was offered because he had to provide financially for the family. She 

mentioned him often as her role model and inspiration to keep going “when things get tough”, 

especially because he was not afforded the opportunity she had been given to continue study after 

high school.  

When reflecting on her final year of high school, Sonya explained the role of her deputy 

principal, Mrs T, in supporting her aspirations to attend university. Sonya was aware her OP 

score was one point short to qualify for entry into a Bachelor of Nursing. Mrs T called her to 

come to school urgently as “Today was the last day I could apply (for university), and she was 

going to help me write a letter for the EAS (Equity Assistance Scheme)” hoping to get an extra 

point [for me] to meet the course entrance requirement, which she did. “It was funny. Everyone 

hated her. But she was the one that made most of us graduate. She was always on our case saying, 

‘You better finish this, you better finish that’”. This deputy principal held high expectations of 
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her students and put into practice follow-through and consequences. Mrs T went beyond the 

requirements of her position as deputy (the Guidance Officers oversaw career/study pathways 

post-schooling) in supporting Sonya’s transition into university. 

Sonya also identified as a proud young Samoan, the second youngest daughter in a family 

of five children. Family was very important to her, and her family circumstances had ongoing 

impact on her student life. Her father, a local church minister, was diagnosed in January 2018 

with bowel cancer, which had taken a significant toll on his health. One week before our 

interview, her mother was hospitalised (and was still there) with blood clots, and doctors were 

unsure about the cause. Sonya spoke of constant worry and inability to focus on her studies, while 

trying to care for her father, and now mother, and go to work. She was responsible for helping to 

support her family financially, especially since both her parents were unwell and unable to work. 

This mix of concerns and responsibilities had begun to impact on Sonya’s ability to commit to 

her studies. 

Sonya repeatedly failed a number of her courses. Only when she received an exclusion 

notice from the university did she eventually seek help. Even then she was uncomfortable doing 

so, “I was scared. I don’t want to look dumb. I’ll probably go to her [course convenor] and she’ll 

be like ‘why are you even here? You’re too dumb to be at university’”. After receiving the notice 

of academic exclusion, Sonya went to see her course convenor and explained her circumstances. 

She successfully appealed the decision, was placed on probation, and therefore was able to 

continue her studies. Sonya described how, since this episode, she felt more confident seeking 

help and taking responsibility for her learning: “If you put in the work, if you study, you get the 

results – that’s what I know now. Ask for help. I thought I could study the night before and just 

failed”.  

5.1.6 James’ Story 

James was softly spoken throughout the interview, and took his time to answer the 

questions. He was very thoughtful in his responses, speaking slowly and with long pauses, 

considering each question deeply. James, the youngest of four children, aspired in Year 11 to 

study education at university and become a pre-school teacher. This desire was greatly influenced 

by his Nana, who played a significant role in his upbringing: “She cared and looked after 

everyone”. James shared how he struggled academically in high school, finding learning harder 
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each term. As a result, he “dropped all OP subjects” by the end of Year 11, which restricted his 

eligibility for university study when finishing high school.  

Low academic achievement and lack of a sense of belonging left an impact on James: “I 

would ask them [teachers] for help, and when they explained, I couldn’t really understand, and I 

would ask them to explain more, but they wouldn’t be able to…. They would say, ‘Just keep 

reading the question’”. James knew that teachers cared because they tried to help him, but 

trusting people became an issue. In the end, school became a place where James felt he had to be: 

“I didn’t want to start any relationships with any people. I just wanted to go to school and come 

back home. So that’s probably the reason why I didn’t trust anyone, any teachers”. This feeling of 

isolation during senior schooling significantly shaped his desire to work with young people.  

I know how it feels to have no one around you when you're really in need of 

help. And I reckon there needs to be more people that care for the youngsters, 

for the young people that are going through problems. Because I know that the 

majority of young people, they have no one to talk to. Or they don't trust 

people.… I couldn't tell my Mum, or my Dad because they wouldn't 

understand. So basically, then, I just kept everything to myself and just let it 

go. You know what I mean? You just accept things and just let it go because 

there's no one to talk it out with. So basically it was just me, I didn't really 

have anyone to talk to. 

James attributed his ability to complete high school and TAFE studies to his faith in God 

and “constant praying”. Most Phase Two participants claimed religious faith as an influencing 

component of their being, but consistently through our interview James referred to the role of his 

religious convictions and beliefs throughout his life. For example, in sharing how he changed his 

career aspirations from becoming a pre-school teacher to becoming a youth worker, James 

explained that he was exercising at the gym when he was approached by a Samoan man whom he 

had seen before, but did not know well, who told him he should become a youth worker. 

I was thinking like pre-school teacher was my goal. Yeah, it was out of 

nowhere and I was like, “I don’t even know your name”. And he was like, the 

Lord told him to come to me and tell me that I was to become a youth worker. 

Yeah, it was weird. I still remember that day, two years back now … He was 

like “Go study youth work”. I was like “Wow, alright”. And I went home and 
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prayed, and just went online and I looked up a Diploma of Youth Work. He 

was like a little angel that just came, and then he left. It was crazy… and now 

I’m finished.  

Study was not easy for James. He spent many nights praying and rereading his text books 

to understand the content. He experienced trust issues at TAFE similar to those he experienced in 

high school. At TAFE, too, he did not trust his teachers, but for different reasons. In high school, 

he felt that the teachers cared about him as they tried to help him as best they could. In contrast, 

he felt the TAFE teachers did not care about their students. As the youngest (17 years old) in his 

TAFE class of 24 students, James had five changes of teachers within the first semester of his 

diploma study. This resulted in inconsistency across course content and in marking. Many 

students withdrew from the course and demanded a refund on their fees. James was one of only 

six students in his cohort who completed the diploma program. He attributed this achievement to 

his faith, support from his family, and his efforts outside the classroom to consolidate his 

learning. 

 Family played a major role in supporting James’ study and career journey. His mother 

could not help him with course content, but prepared his meals while he studied and drove him 

between TAFE and a university campus so he could access the Wi-Fi and other resources he 

needed. James’s mother would also stay up late with him while he studied to keep him company, 

praying for him and his studies. James shared that this study journey had resulted in a new 

aspiration for him, to become a minister within his faith, which requires a Bachelor of Theology. 

James hopes to work ultimately with young people and families who may be experiencing 

feelings of disconnection and isolation as he once did. 

5.1.7 Diva’s Story 

Diva was born and raised in Australia to Samoan-born parents. She presented as very 

confident and outspoken in the Year 12 Girls talanoa circle, often making the girls laugh at her 

responses while still allowing glimpses into her personal life, especially her relations with her 

parents and her priorities. She was the youngest of seven children, and like her friends she had 

great dreams to study law after high school. But while Diva had aspirations, and capacity to 

achieve these aspirations in high school, her performance and poor choices at school did not 
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support her aspiration. She reflected on her high school journey saying, “I sort of went off track 

with my grades, and don’t think I’m able to now [go to university and] study law”. 

 Poor attendance (below 80 percent), skipping classes, and consistently wearing incorrect 

school uniform was the norm for Diva in senior school. The deputy principal informed her a week 

before she participated in the talanoa circle that she would be dismissed from school if she did not 

significantly improve her attendance and grades. However, attending classes and learning at 

school did not hold Diva’s interest. She felt that what she was being taught was not relevant, 

except for two subjects, Music and Legal Studies. On reflection, she stated that this was “because 

they were interesting” and she felt the teachers “cared” about her.  

Her music teacher played a major role in motivating Diva to complete school: “He was 

like a father figure, we called him Grandpa … He would let us finish our homework for other 

subjects in his class before doing his work. He would always ask, ‘How you going in English’. 

He cared about our grades, not just his subject”. Both Music and Legal Studies were OP subjects 

and she felt that in both “I did really good”. But the consequences of her earlier choices and 

school performance restricted her ability to gain entry to university after school. While in Year 12 

Diva presented as a self-assured, confident young woman who did not care about the opinion of 

others, especially at school. Her self-reflections three years later gave insight to her truth.  

I had instant regrets in my head, and thoughts like maybe if I had made the 

right choices in the past, I'd be on the right path to my dream job. These were 

choices I had control over, but I kept choosing to follow friends and going by 

the saying “YOLO" [You only live once]. I felt so much anger towards myself 

and the choices I made because this whole time I was trying to impress a group 

of people who succeeded in school while I failed.  

My interests have changed over the three years since graduating… and the 

truth is, I'm still trying to find myself while trying to make a living. My 

decision to move to Sydney was based upon the fact that I wasn't getting 

anywhere in Brisbane. I was getting too distracted and was getting caught up 

with the wrong group of people. I was going nowhere fast. 

Moving interstate to live independently with extended family and friends provided Diva 

some independence and opportunity to explore new interests that she had not previously 
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considered such as becoming a flight attendant or event planner. New career aspirations emerged, 

but taking up study to pursue these interests was not a priority at this time. Even so, providing 

financially for her family in Brisbane remained a strong focus for her.  

5.1.8 Wai’s Story 

Wai had moved back to New Zealand to pursue university study, so a face-to-face 

interview was not possible. Instead, with Wai’s consent to include her story in the second phase 

of the study, we engaged in written correspondence via Facebook Messenger. When in Year 11, 

Wai identified as a proud Cook Island and Maori young woman, who aspired to become a lawyer. 

Over the three years since then, her cultural heritage, relationships with family and faith in God 

remained important to her. Like many of her peers, she was the first in her immediate and 

extended family to attend university, studying for a Bachelor of Arts (Major in Psychology and 

Minor in Business) at a university in New Zealand.  

While Wai was able to access a HECS-Help student loan in Australia as a New Zealand 

citizen, she remained ineligible for government support (e.g., Youth Allowance). She chose to 

return to New Zealand with the support of her parents, and to live with extended family to pursue 

her university studies. Study in New Zealand was appealing partly because the New Zealand 

government offered free university tuition worth $12,000 for eligible students who had not 

already entered university, and Wai qualified. She was also able to access government support 

(equivalent to the Australian government’s Youth Allowance) while studying. Returning to New 

Zealand to study provided Wai with new learning experiences, including exposure to many other 

Pacific students studying at university, which she had not seen in Australia.  

I enjoy the study techniques used, although it is a lot different to Australia, 

there’s more (Pacific) language(s) and culture…. My favourite would have to 

be getting that one-on-one time with my lecturers, some who were Pacific 

Island, in my tutorial group. 

Being able to connect with her lecturers and with students from other degree programs 

within her study program was important for Wai in developing confidence and a sense of 

belonging at university. Wai shared that making new friends was one of her strengths in her new 

environment, along with her ability to learn and understand the course content. “Learning at uni 
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wasn’t so much a problem. I understood all that was expected in my assignments, classes, exams 

and presentations”. Wai felt prepared and supported in her transition from high school to 

university study because of the expectations upon her from high school. She found that by 

surrounding herself with positive people, she was able to do well and enjoy her studies. Yet this 

was not all smooth sailing. Wai also shared that being homesick and missing her parents and 

other family members were a major challenge.  

Another challenge would probably have to be staying motivated …. I had to 

travel from Southside to the city and sometimes over the (North) shore so it 

would get a little too much.… But by making this decision it definitely gave 

me a greater scope and understanding on life. It taught me how to be more 

responsible and organised as I relied heavily on my parents to get me through 

my daily duties as well as from A to B. Being of PI descent, it was a hard thing 

for me to do but all Glory to God I made it through the year. 

Wai’s faith in God was a major factor in “getting her through” when life became tough 

for her. Her parents’ desire for her to succeed also kept her “motivated and on top of my uni 

school work”. For Wai, making her parents and siblings proud of her by completing her studies 

was also important, and proved to be a motivating factor to persist with her studies “when things 

got hard”.  

Phase Two Interviews: Data Analysis 

Having considered these brief stories of the eight Phase Two participants as useful 

background, I now discuss key findings from analysis of the semi-structured interviews with 

these participants. I also refer to themes and data that students shared in the talanoa circles at high 

school to develop understanding of the overall experiences that moulded participants’ aspirations 

for university study while they were at school and post-school. My analysis of interview data 

identified four key themes: (a) the Migrant reality, (b) personal responsibilities, (c) personal 

attributes, and (d) friendships.  
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5.2 The Migrant Reality 

This discussion moves forward from the parents’ dream to migrate to Australia in search 

of better opportunities for their children, as discussed in Chapter 4, to the participants’ 

understanding that their parents’ migrant dream has become their own migrant reality. As the 

study participants matured and took on new roles within their families and communities after 

finishing high school, they still felt like migrants in Australian society, but now they were young 

adults. This migrant reality is considered through three aspects: (a) messages about future careers, 

(b) family dynamics, and (c) faith and church – examining the roles of each in shaping students’ 

desire for university study.  

5.2.1 Messages about Future Careers 

Participants’ Phase Two interviews made clear that messages they received from others, 

particularly family, were a significant source of influence upon their life and career aspirations. 

One of the clearest examples of that influence was the participants’ absorption of the message 

about the migrant dream that motivated their parents to leave their island homes seeking a better 

life for their families in Australia, an understanding that parents and other older family members 

had impressed firmly upon their children. Many of the participants had taken on the migrant 

dream, making it their own reality – for them, the migrant reality. Conscious of their parents’ 

hopes for their future, and influenced by messages from various sources, they had moved into a 

new space of defining, shaping and reshaping what their own aspirations for a better life looked 

like. The influence of conversations with others about their future and careers became evident as 

the participants described their personal aspirations and dreams more vividly.  

Life experiences since participating in the talanoa circles at high school varied 

significantly across the eight participants. Yet for all of them, these experiences had shaped their 

worldview and their understanding of the migrant dream their parents had offered them as 

children. These three years of experiences had also shaped and reshaped their aspirations and 

desires for their futures. The parents who continued to pursue their search for better opportunities 

for their children to continue to learn and to develop outside networks after completing school 

reinforced their children’s belief in the migrant dream. For some participants, their aspirations for 

university study remained unchanged – if anything, their dreams and aspirations had grown with 

each passing year. David’s enthusiasm illustrates: 
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I have a real big dream and getting this degree is just one step further to that 

big dream of mine. I have a huge dream! My dream is to own my own 

architect firm and to be based in both Samoa and Japan, and to sort of create a 

linking relationship across the two countries which is supporting my country 

[Samoa] at the same time. And I think getting this degree will help me get one 

step closer and maybe get into a firm and the experience to make my dream 

real. 

David’s eyes came to life when he spoke of his “big dream”, saying he “can just see it”. 

Of all the students who participated in Phase Two interviews, David was the most passionate 

about his “dream” and career goals. He was also the only student who shared specifically and in 

detail about how his father was able to identify and nurture his strengths and interests as a child 

through to adulthood. Father had passed migrant dream to son, who owned and embedded it – 

indeed, “a huge dream” – within his being. Regardless of his family’s financial circumstances and 

competing priorities with his multiple responsibilities at church, David was clear as a Year 12 

student and as a third-year part-time university student that he would achieve his goals. He would 

obtain a university degree and travel the world learning about Japanese architecture and the 

multiple uses of bamboo in building design. And he would support “my country [Samoa] at the 

same time”. 

Sonya shared similar experiences of family members noticing and nurturing her interest 

in career opportunities and associated study pathways via university. Her cousin and aunty took 

interest in Sonya’s passion for babies and children while she was in primary school: 

They always asked me what I wanted to do after school, and at that time I 

didn't know what I wanted to be. I didn't want to go for something that every 

fob [Islander] says, you know like flight attendant, lawyer, doctor…. I was in 

Year 7. My cousin was talking about her dream job, because she's Palagi 

[European], and my cousin was talking about midwifery and her mum was 

saying, “Yeah you should be a midwife”. And at that time I didn't know what 

midwife was, so I looked it up and I found out that a midwife delivers babies. 

So I was like: “Hey, I would be bomb [really good] at this”. It was like: “Hey, 

I would actually make a good midwife one day”, so from then on I told my 

Mum what I wanted to do.  
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While Sonya welcomed the opportunity to develop her passion for working with babies 

and young children, it was her Palagi aunty who developed her understanding of career pathways 

that aligned with her passion and academic ability. This suggests that within her immediate 

environment, awareness of career pathways may be limited to the more traditional roles that 

Pacific Islanders associate with success, such as flight attendant, lawyer and doctor. It was 

through experiences with her non-Pacific aunty that Sonya became aware of possibilities outside 

her norm, enabling her to expand, reconstruct and willingly embody the migrant dream.  

For some participants, such as May, embracing the migrant dream was particularly 

important in terms of meeting parents’ expectations for their children to do well. When May was 

asked what it would mean to her family for her to complete her degree, she replied: 

I would have achieved one of their expectations of me. The main one after 

God. That's like one of their really high expectations for me. Especially setting 

the example for my siblings to follow and it will just mean so much to them. I 

don't know, they will just... I don't know how to explain it. It's just... They'll be 

so happy. My mum would cry.  

Embracing the opportunities that emerged or could be created from their parents’ migrant 

journey was a dream and a pursuit – a lived reality – for most Phase Two participants. For both 

David and Sonya, family members played a key role in making them aware of career 

opportunities and study pathways. For James, as discussed earlier, a stranger at the gym prompted 

him to consider an alternative career pathway given his university study options were limited due 

to his OP score. These messages conveyed by family members and strangers, and their own self-

discovery moments, shaped the participants’ desire to enrich their own lives and contribute to the 

world around them through pursuing university. However, this was not the case for all Phase Two 

participants. In the next section I explore how changing family dynamics impacted the 

participants’ desire for tertiary education, in some instances negatively, and for those who 

commenced university, their motivation to persist with university study.  

5.2.2 Family Dynamics 

Families, especially parents, were important for all Phase One students as they completed 

high school and progressed to university/TAFE study and/or employment. As may be expected, 
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in leaving behind high school and moving into further study or employment, the students’ roles, 

responsibilities and experiences within their families also moved on. For some, their parents 

remained their greatest advocates, encouraging and supporting their aspirations to progress to 

university. Ongoing support from parents nurtured their desire to fulfil their aspirations and to 

persist in the new spaces they were moving into. For others, however, this was not the case. Some 

families separated, a mother died (as mentioned in Alofa’s story), and some parents became 

gravely ill. These family difficulties created emotional turmoil and conflicting priorities, right at 

the time when the former students were grappling with how to navigate their new post-high 

school landscape. 

Junior’s parents separated when he was in Year 11, a family rupture that greatly affected 

his aspirations and ability to keep his mind on schoolwork. Disrupted family life leading to and 

surrounding the separation greatly impacted his choices and behaviour, resulting in him “just 

losing it”. Elements of anger and rage surfaced as he shared, “I was just so-o full of anger, I 

didn’t care about anything anymore … I just got into drugs and alcohol. I became a really bad 

alcoholic at a young age”. He expressed this anger and rage outside the school ground, fighting 

with peers on the street or arguing with his mother and siblings at home. “Back then, I just didn't 

know where I was going. It’s just like I was drifting with the flow and I guess it was like another 

way of coping with the pain. You just need to get away”. But at school he continued to act as if 

nothing was happening, partly because he then saw school as his only stable environment. 

This changed when he was called into the Deputy Principal’s office in Year 12, after a 

video was received of him fighting outside school. Junior recalls: 

I was good in school. I didn't get into any trouble. But outside of school, I was 

a different person. I was just violent. I've had a couple of fights and real bad 

ones, like ones that I didn't want to get recorded on camera. And yeah, it just 

got to the Principal, and the Principal showed it to other teachers, and I don't 

know. They all had this image of me like I'm just a violent kid. Like, no good. 

Junior’s voice remained quiet and very soft throughout his interview with me. He 

repeated how ashamed he was of his behaviour back then, and its effect on others around him. He 

received a warning from the school that he would be excluded if found to be involved in another 

violent incident, alongside a warning from the school-based police officer. Only by leaving home, 

and moving in with a Samoan friend at school, did Junior manage to turn himself around. He 
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found a solid male role model in his friend’s father, who showed him another way of being. “This 

other family was just a whole lot different. I just felt more free from all the stress and that. And 

they’re really supportive too. They just made me feel like secure. Safe”. During his senior years 

of high school, the elements within Junior’s microsystem had greatly shaped his future 

aspirations. These aspirations were no longer to undertake university study; rather they were for 

survival. When asked what made him reply to my text message for the Phase Two interview, he 

replied, “I wanted to feel useful and to say what happened”. 

Health within families (or lack of it) was a common theme that the participants shared. 

This was especially true for Sonya. Her father’s health was a compounding concern for her, as his 

main wish was to see her graduate. His stage III bowel cancer diagnosis and rapid weight loss 

created an imperative for her to complete her studies as soon as she could, yet multiple concerns 

about her family’s wellbeing derailed her study progress. At the time of interview, Sonya had 

been placed on probation by the university after failing several subjects. She attributed these 

failures to the stress at home given her father’s ill health and having to look after her parents, 

while also working part-time to help provide financially for her family. But the underlying 

burden, as Sonya explained, was that she had been unable to tell her parents she had failed some 

subjects, which would delay her graduation. Her parents were expecting her to graduate at the end 

of 2020, and understanding how much her father wanted her to obtain a university degree, her 

greatest concern was that he may pass away before she completed her course.  

Family dynamics for the participants who continued study beyond high school varied 

from being extremely supportive to being absent during the timeframe to complete university 

study. The families that continued to support their child’s aspirations for university were 

predominantly Samoan, from very traditional faith-based homes. Phase Two participants from 

these families understood their role within the family, the family expectations of them, and also 

expressed a personal faith-based conviction. This was especially evident for David, James, Sonya 

and May, as discussed earlier in this chapter. All four displayed common characteristics, 

including speaking Samoan fluently, living their culture in daily life in terms of speaking Samoan 

and being an active member of their community and church, and having their parents manage 

their money. These families were closely interconnected and interdependent.  

In contrast, the other participants shared family dynamics that encouraged or required 

their independence. This was evident for Wai, Junior, Diva and Alofa in the decisions they now 

needed to make for themselves (e.g., where to live, what church to attend). Each of these four 
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participants inevitably had their own personal and family circumstances. Some families were very 

supportive of their child’s pursuit of university and encouraged independence to enable it. This 

was true for Wai, who left home with the support and guidance of her family to pursue university 

study in New Zealand. Although she moved in with extended family in New Zealand, having to 

look after herself and manage her own money was a huge learning curve for her.  

Of the Phase Two participants, Wai was the only one who moved away from her parents 

for university study. While she enjoyed her new-found independence and freedom, like all the 

participants who continued with study post-high school, “making her parents proud” was her 

highest concern. Diva, too, moved away from home after high school, but for her the move was to 

pursue her own path and to remove herself from negative influences from friends and some 

family members at home.  

As Diva explained, many of her choices were motivated by negative circumstances or 

situations. In high school, Diva was motivated to do better at school because of her family’s 

situation: “Bills. Financially, it motivates you seeing your family struggle. You don’t want them 

to struggle”. Her “almost” exclusion in Year 12 due to truancy and misbehaviour of itself 

provided some insight into her choice of approval from her peers at the expense of her learning. 

Her throw-away comment in the talanoa circles, “Nothing I do is good enough”, now provides 

insight into some of her choices as a young adult: “I’m not the me I pictured myself to be three 

years ago, [now] working in a warehouse, but I’m proud of myself regardless”. Her desire to be 

heard and for unconditional approval and acceptance by family was evident: “They need to be 

proud of all their [child’s] achievements, whether it be from working in a factory or working for 

the government. A few hours of discussion can help kids figure out what they truly want”. 

Clearly, the dynamics of family life were instrumental in the understandings, choices and 

behaviours of the Phase Two participants. This was true both while they were high school 

students forming aspirations for their futures, and after completing high school as they pursued 

new life courses – in university, some form of employment, or both. For most participants, their 

families were strong sources of emotional and physical support, supplying encouragement and 

daily needs. All participants maintained their concern for family wellbeing – most of them 

financially, thus working part- or full-time for income to help keep poverty at bay; and some also 

physically, thus their distress about ill health, and death, of family members. To a great extent for 

most, they maintained their concern to meet parents’ expectations, to satisfy their parents’ 

migrant dream, and especially to make their parents proud of them. Beyond family, another key 
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source of influence for most of the Phase Two participants was, perhaps not surprisingly, their 

religious beliefs and connections.  

5.2.3 Faith and Church 

Experiences with their religious faith and church life had profoundly shaped the futures 

that participants wanted to pursue post-high school. This may be expected, given the pre-

eminence of faith and church in the lives of all students who participated in the talanoa circles. 

The migrant dream that participants developed for themselves post-high school was rooted in the 

religious faith and traditions that their parents had brought with them to Australia from their 

island homelands and had embedded in their children’s understanding of life through their 

parenting.  

The participants saw it to be very important to distinguish between the role of faith and 

the role of church in their lives. They saw faith as praying and trusting in God, and saw church as 

the people and cultural practices associated with their religion. David, May, Sonya, James and 

Wai were actively involved in leadership roles within their churches and in mentoring younger 

people in their faith relationships. The leadership roles that these five young adults held at church 

acknowledged their talents and contributions to the congregation, tasking them with 

responsibility to care and mentor other young people. These leadership roles – Assistant 

Treasurer (David), Youth Leaders (May and Wai), Worship Leader (Sonya) and Head Deacon 

(James) – also reinforced for these participants the need to complete their studies in order to be 

positive role models for others at church. James explained, “It’s good just knowing that you have 

youngsters looking up to you. You want to show them how the Lord works, and how to remain 

faithful in God and that means studying hard out even when it’s tough”. 

While these young church leaders identified religious faith as important to them, some of 

them also identified factors that hindered both their relationship with God and their university 

studies. 

It [my faith] is a number one for me, still, but it has been rocky. I admit I'm not 

perfect. I have done things that I shouldn't been doing. I've been drinking 

[alcohol] and... Because back in high school I was so against that, I would 

never touch a drink, never touch a cigarette, never... but I have now. I have 

stopped and now I'm trying to get right with God. (Sonya) 
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Sonya experimented with parties, alcohol and cigarettes alongside her father being 

diagnosed with cancer and her failing university subjects. She explained her experimenting as a 

phase of trying new things, but also a way of dealing with life circumstances. Sonya appeared to 

be seeking some release from the circumstances in her life that were outside her control, more 

specifically, her father’s illness (and subsequently that of her mother’s).  

Alofa also described her relationship with God as very important, but for different 

reasons. She described her mother as “the rock of our family, and when she died nothing worked 

like it used to work. That's one thing we all miss, it’s that rock. Being told like go to church or 

believe in the Lord or give thanks to him”. Since moving in with her elder sister after her 

mother’s sudden death, Alofa felt it was her mother’s faith in God that carried her through her 

university studies when she had wanted to give up multiple times throughout the year.  

I guess – like in everything, just believing in Him is a good thing. Because you 

never know what could happen, you know, and I try to encourage the little 

ones. You don't have to go to church to believe it, but as long as you believe in 

Him everything is possible. That's one thing my mum taught us. 

Some of the participants, especially those in leadership roles, identified faith as a 

motivating factor to pursue and complete university study. They did not, however, identify 

elements of church in this way. A few participants were also conscious of the time they spent on 

church activities, often at the expense of study time. David explained: 

Well I try not to blame this all the time, but just the church cultural life cause I 

live the full EFKA [Congregational Christian Church in Samoa] life, the old-

school traditional Samoan ways. People always coming over and I always have 

to do feaus [chores] for these people and make the cup of teas… cause people 

come over all the time. And also there’s always events happening for church 

where I have to commit myself to practice … But I try not to blame church for 

it, cause it’s not really a good thing to blame, but it’s so time consuming 

sometimes. 

To be successful in his studies at university, and in his duties at church, David needed to 

put into place early time management skills with the support of his family. He understood that 

sometimes at church his attendance was mandatory, usually where his role as Assistant Treasurer 
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was involved, and for other activities where he could negotiate participation. May shared similar 

stories about the conflicting, and sometimes taxing, requirement of church activities on her time. 

When asked about what helped her stay focused on her studies, she replied: 

One thing is church. I've learnt that education is important and so I've always 

been focusing on that ... and even my parents say it too. That's the only reason 

why we're here in Australia coming all the way from Samoa to get a good life 

and to graduate from uni. 

May was also upfront about having to say “no” sometimes to competing requests made of 

her at church.  

Last year was really challenging. It was really tough, mainly because I'm the 

first to graduate or to get into uni from my family. Everything was new to me. 

I had to put more effort in starting to, with balancing my time, as well as 

within church stuff and work.  

She voiced her need to focus on her studies, but also listening “for my calling” in line 

with her religious beliefs as a member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, sharing 

that she may need to take leave from her studies to “go on her mission” should she receive her 

calling prior to completing her degree. Under circumstances such as these, all the participants 

who had continued study after high school identified their need to balance priorities, including 

focus on church and study, as challenging at times. Many of these participants advised that they 

found comfort in addressing such challenges by negotiating and renegotiating priorities and 

boundaries. Yet also evident across the group was a sense that they wanted to not let people 

down, including, or in some instances particularly, the young people whom they were leading. 

Participants reported experiences with their faith and church that supported, and 

sometimes competed with their study aspirations. Despite these occasional tensions, all placed 

high value on the role of faith in their life journeys and future goals. Of all the participants in both 

phases, it was Diva who, in comparison to the other participants, made little mention of faith or 

church in the views she expressed in both the talanoa circles and her interview. This may have 

been because we conducted the interview through email, which meant she needed to write her 

responses rather than express herself verbally, as all bar one of the other interview participants 

did. Expressing herself in written form may have caused her to limit both the amount and the type 
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of information she was comfortable expressing, especially in relation to more sensitive topics 

such as the roles of faith and family in her life at that time. Junior, conversely, did not hold back: 

“Got to have faith. I wouldn't be anywhere else [here] if it wasn't for Him. I would be on the 

street right now. But He provided me with a roof over my head and a loving family. He still keeps 

us safe”.  

Phase Two participants’ understanding of life, and certainly the practical circumstances of 

their being – particularly through family/peer group and work/study commitments as well as 

faith/church responsibilities – shaped the perceptions of these young adults about their 

obligations in the various aspects of their lives. In the next section, therefore, I discuss the 

participants’ experiences relating to their perceived obligations, especially the experiences that 

help to support or erode their aspirations for continuing education.  

5.3 Personal Responsibilities 

A key theme identified in students’ contributions to the talanoa circles was their sense of 

obligation, as discussed in Chapter 4. From transcript data for the eight participants’ interviews in 

Phase Two, I have identified that three years later the participants had developed beyond this 

sense of obligation to others, to understand that they have responsibility for others and for 

themselves. Foremost, the participants revealed their sense of responsibility to their family: to 

help care and provide for their family after leaving school, regardless of their education and/or 

employment pathway. This was rooted in their understanding of reciprocity; their parents had put 

efforts into raising them through childhood and providing guidance and support – for most 

participants that was still the case – so as young adults they felt they needed to give back by 

helping to provide financial assistance and ongoing care for parents and the family unit. The 

dynamics concerning obligations to family that students spoke of in the talanoa circles were now 

a reality for all Phase Two participants, who had also come to recognise responsibility for looking 

after themselves. This section therefore explores the change and continuity in participants’ 

understandings of their responsibilities post-school as young adults, by exploring two key themes 

relating to their families and their futures.  
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5.3.1 My Family  

Participants repeatedly expressed their responsibility to care and provide for their family. 

They spoke of how parents provided them love, guidance and encouragement to pursue and 

continue university study, particularly through their time, words of affirmation, and prayer. Since 

all participants except David were the first in their families to undertake university study, they 

acknowledged their parents had limited ability to support them in understanding course content 

and navigating university systems, but parents provided support in other ways, as James 

explained: 

My Mum would always come sit next to me when I'm doing my [TAFE] work. 

Sometimes I'd tell her, “Oh Ma, I need to focus”. But she still stays there and 

talks to me. And then she always talks to me about “always remember to thank 

God” and stuff. She played a big part in me finishing my diploma. … And 

sometimes when I waste time on my phone – games and YouTube, yeah. 

Freak, I would always be on that, yeah. My Mum would always tell me to get 

off, and I would get back to my work. Mum helped me do it all. 

Alofa spoke of receiving from her mum similar support and encouragement in pursuing 

her university degree before her mother’s sudden death. This support included driving Alofa 

between two of the university campuses, between dropping off her younger nieces and nephews 

to school and sporting events. Alofa’s stay-at-home mum looked after the extended family and 

was often described as “the rock” that kept everyone together. In high school, Alofa shared her 

dream to provide financially for her mother by buying her a house; at one point Alofa and her 

mother were homeless and couch surfing (moving between peoples’ homes) since her mother had 

lost her job, and as a New Zealand citizen did not qualify for government support. Life lessons 

from this upbringing, and seeing the dream her mother held for her future, enabled Alofa to 

continue her focus on studying after the deaths of her uncle and her mother three days apart: 

So this year's been a struggle for us. Like I didn't see myself continuing. I 

wasn't going to come back to study or like come back and work. I thought I 

was staying there [in New Zealand] and helping my grandparents, but then my 

big sister was like "Nah, come back finish your studies". … I think that's just 

the way I can give back, still give back to them [my family] even though it's 

not my mum. But, I can still provide for them and give them the life they want 
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from me studying. It's [studying at uni] a big thing, because I have other 

cousins who went to uni but they're like my second cousins and I'm the first 

out of our immediate family to go to uni. And they all expect high of me. I was 

like, might as well just keep going for my mum. 

Family support and encouragement were vital motivation for interview participants who 

continued studying after high school. Reciprocating was just as important for these participants, 

who felt responsible for contributing to financial and overall care of their families who had 

always supported them on their educational journey. All participants therefore needed to pursue 

paid work to help generate income for their family, regardless of family circumstances or their 

own post-school pathway. I also identified from interview data two factors central to shaping 

participants’ life experiences and decision making, and thus their aspirations for university or not: 

(a) the employment status of their parents/caregivers, and (b) capacity to manage their earnings 

effectively. Of these two, parents’ employment status provided greater insight into the factors 

motivating students’ desires, or not, to continue with study after high school.  

For eight Phase Two participants, one set of parents was unable to perform paid work due 

to illness and another set of parents was retired. Two participants lived in homes where only the 

father was employed and their mothers were responsible for home duties and child raising. One 

participant, who had left home after completing high school, came from a single-parent (mother) 

income home. Only two participants lived with their families where both parents were employed. 

One student resided with her older sister, whose husband was the sole income earner in the 

family. The relative absence of income earners and the low level of their incomes within 

participants’ family homes left many participants realising they had very limited options after 

completing high school, given their sense of responsibility to contribute financially to their 

families and for some, the prospect of up front university fees. Indeed, they saw that in their post-

school life they were responsible for providing or contributing income to support parents who 

were unable to work, or unable to find work, even if they were not living at home with their 

parents. Junior explained: 

When I used to hang back at home, my mum would always get on our back 

about it [expenses]: “Stop showering so long, turn off all the plugs when you 

leave the house”, and like, “Don't leave your phone charging at night”. She 
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was really strict on us with electricity and water, and like she'd always tell us 

to turn off the wifi when we go to sleep. I was like ... Oh yeah. 

When I got to Grade 12, I got into more trouble, and Mum got sick of it. So 

that’s when I left [home]. Now I'm trying to work two jobs to pay her back and 

just trying to help her out. But she doesn't know, but I just give the money to 

my sister and I say, “Hey give this to Mum”. That's what I do. 

Junior’s desire to support his mother financially is strongly aligned to the guilt he feels 

for his choices and behaviours in and after his senior years at school. Significantly, he wants to 

support his mother without her knowing. When asked why he didn’t want his mother to know, he 

replied, “Nah, just don’t want her to know”, which was not pressed further. Junior saw that his 

relationship with his mother was “not good”, but he still felt he needed to support her. Without 

Junior’s explanation, I sensed that he saw this giving as an act of atonement; he felt that if she 

knew he was financially contributing to her expenses, she may have rejected his offering. Junior’s 

situation was different from that of the other participants, whose parents and other family 

members were very involved in their earnings and financial matters.  

The responsibility that all participants felt to contribute financially to their family 

bespeaks the financial insecurity of many Pacific Islander families through low-income jobs, 

under-employment and unemployment in an ever evolving and competitive employment market. 

Not one participant mentioned any additional source of income that parents may have to support 

themselves without the support of their families. Sonya shared how the bank had repossessed 

their family home just before Christmas; her father’s illness and inability to work meant her 

family could no longer meet mortgage repayments. Therefore, her family had to move into a 

smaller rental property, while she had to balance her university studies and help to manage her 

father’s cancer treatments. Her family needed her income to pay the rent and utilities, given her 

parents’ inability to work. Similarly, David was working three part-time jobs to support his 

family while also saving for university fees that he had to pay upfront each trimester. He shared: 

I was also helping out Mum and Dad, so all the money goes to Mum and Dad 

to help with stuff like bills, stuff like rent, electricity bills, wifi and bills 

especially, cause I need it for my courses and that. I’m the one that needs the 

internet access. So I’m helping pay that off, and whenever there wasn’t 
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anything going on like bills due, then that’s when I start saving up. So by the 

time the uni fees are due for my courses, I’ll have that money saved up. 

May, also a New Zealand citizen paying her university fees upfront, described similar 

experiences: 

Yep, I’m paying fees upfront. I work at Woolworths. It's been two years now. 

It's all right, but I'm trying to look for something different. Well, at the 

moment we're not really struggling, only because my mum is really good at 

saving money. She was working at ANZ bank back in Samoa, so she knows 

how to save money. Every time I work she asks me to put in the money. Like 

sometimes it's $100 a week, and I'll just give it to her. So she gets everything 

ready before the next semester. 

David and May provided their earnings to their parents, who then allocated a portion back 

to them for the week or fortnight. Their parents managed all budgeting matters, including paying 

bills and saving for university fees. David and May claimed this saved them the stress of having 

to worry about money, and that their parents made sure there was always enough money for the 

next trimester fees. But this would sometimes mean taking a part-time rather than a full-time 

load, that is, two to three courses instead of four. David advised that his father, who “is really 

good at maths”, often calculated David’s expected earnings and would know how much money 

was expected that week or fortnight, so it was hard for David to access his earnings without his 

father’s knowledge or approval. David felt an underlying tension in wanting more financial 

independence, but also not wanting to dishonour his father. May, on the other hand, expressed 

repeatedly that her mother knew best for her, and May trusted her mother’s judgement on all 

matters relating to managing money.  

While there was a slight undercurrent of resentment for David as he spoke about his 

father managing his earnings, he also stated how important it was for his parents that he started 

university studies straight after school so he would not “get used to the money” which would 

deter him from going to university: 

At school I thought that a good idea for me was to get money, try and work for 

a whole year and to save up, and then study after I had saved enough money to 

get me into university so that I don’t have to worry about taking time off to 
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work and all that. But I guess Mum and Dad really wanted me to start straight 

away, but I was thinking more of helping them out first… I think they were 

worried that if I took a year off I wouldn’t have the same drive, or keep 

wanting to go to university.  

David’s experience of his parents’ strategy of managing money was both negative and 

positive, and influenced his decision to pursue studies at university straight after completing high 

school, while continuing to help provide financially for his parents through part-time work. He 

understood his parents’ intentions to keep him focused on obtaining a degree, rather than 

experiencing some freedoms including independence associated within earning money through 

full-time employment. Being focused on the present, including providing for their family and 

paying for university costs, was common for all Phase Two participants who moved straight into 

university after high school.  

5.3.2 My Future  

Participants expressed a strong sense of responsibility to their parents and families, but 

they also shared their personal dreams and hopes for their own futures. For many, this looked like 

completing their university degree and progressing on to a job that had originally motivated their 

interest in studying. For those who did not continue with education after school, it was about 

trying to find out their purpose and new pathway, given their journey had differed from their 

original plan. Regardless of their pathway after school, all participants still held hopes and 

dreams for their lives that continued to shape the decisions they made in the present. For some, 

trying to balance their responsibility to the wider family with their own personal future goals 

created tension, while for others their personal goals were intertwined with their families’ desire 

for their lives. 

Students who had left home and did not continue to study after high school lacked clarity 

on how they might progress their career goals. Diva shared, “I chose to move here (interstate) for 

a fresh start, to finally focus on myself and to be independent. The truth is, I’m still trying to find 

myself while making a living at the same time”. This lack of clarity is evident in the occupations 

for which she expresses some interest – flight attendant, lawyer, or an event planner. Yet she also 

expressed lack of desire (at this stage in her life) to pursue any training pathways to fulfil these 

career aspirations. She spoke of these aspirations as distant goals that she evidently did not 
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recognise as tangible or achievable given her current priorities: “I was driven and determined 

once I got that first pay cheque and I started buying things for myself and just being able to 

provide for myself and my parents”. As this comment conveys, while Diva desired independence 

and distance from her family, responsibility for her family remained important. Her aspirations 

for university study after high school as she expressed in Phase One, had become the aspiration to 

be independent and help provide financially for her family by the time of our Phase Two 

interview.  

Understanding that they needed to make short-term sacrifices for their longer-term future 

surfaced across interview discussion with all the participants who continued their education 

straight after high school. Experiences of having to sacrifice their immediate desires to spend 

time with friends, have money, and be independent in order to achieve their longer-term goals 

recurred throughout their stories. For Wai, it meant moving away from her parents to live with 

extended family in New Zealand so she could afford to study at university while being immersed 

in her culture. For May, this sacrifice looked like not being able to attend her grandmother’s 

funeral in Samoa with her parents, due to the financial cost and a university exam scheduled at 

the same time. May was very close to her grandmother whom she was named after, and she 

wanted to go to this funeral. She explained, “I knew I had to stay [at home and study]. There was 

no other choice. I couldn’t [afford to] use my fees money and I had an exam”. David captured 

this notion of sacrifice when sharing his thoughts on why some Pacific Island students are 

successful at university and others are not: 

I think it’s the sacrifice really because some of the Polynesian friends I have 

that go to uni, they don’t really sacrifice what they want to do to make sure 

they go to lectures and every single workshop they need to. The same thing for 

myself. In the first year at uni I didn’t really make the sacrifices that I needed 

to as what I have now in the second and third year. When I saw my failing 

grades, I knew I wasn’t sacrificing my study time for my fun time anymore. 

David explained that in his first year studying at university, he was exposed to a new 

group of friends and new interests like playing basketball. It was an exciting time when he was 

studying with other students from different backgrounds who had the same passion for 

architecture and design. But these new interests distracted him from his study. He failed a number 

of assignments, which impacted his Grade Point Average (GPA) in his first trimester. He did not 
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fail these courses, but failing these assignments was enough to scare him into quickly making 

better decisions about the priority he needed to give to his university commitment.  

Yeah, I’ve made a whole lot of sacrifices in terms of going out with friends 

and stuff. Given up all of that, so that I don’t have to give up my time for 

things that are more important and using that time to study because I know that 

I am not smart. I know that in order to do well I need to study a lot more than 

other people in my area. I just realised that the reality … Some people are born 

with a talent for that particular area, and some just need to work hard. And I’m 

one of those people who needs to work hard. So once I realised that, by my 

second year, I decided to make a sacrifice so that I’m maintaining those grades 

to keep up with the other guys who are just naturally good at it. 

David identified some of his challenges at university – a foundational one being that 

learning did not come easy for him. He also identified how because his time circumstances 

differed from those of many of his peers in first year, he would be out of synch with them as they 

moved through the degree program. His peers were studying full time, which meant they would 

complete their degree within four years. However, because David could not study full time – he 

had to work for an income while taking his degree since he had to pay university fees upfront – 

he would take five to seven years, rather than four, to complete his degree program.  

Overall, the interview participants who moved straight into university after high school 

exercised personal will to make sacrifices in the short term so they could meet both ongoing 

responsibilities to their family and the requirements of their university study program in pursuit 

of their future goals. Capacity for sacrifice was one of several important personal attributes that 

had influenced the desire and ability of these participants to pursue their aspirations to attend 

university. In our interview discussions, other significant personal attributes also became evident 

across the Phase Two participants.  

5.4 Personal Attributes  

The stories of all Phase Two participants perhaps inevitably revealed the influence of 

personal attributes on their choices and behaviour after completing high school. All of them 

demonstrated resilience and persistence, regardless of the study/employment pathway they had 

taken. Indeed, their life circumstances and family dynamics demanded resilience and persistence 
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as they transitioned into adulthood, while for some in particular, very challenging times 

effectively ousted them from the long-standing comfort zones they had known so well inside their 

family. Many had experienced loss, grief and confusion during this transition out of high school 

into the next stage of their life, especially those who suffered the death or serious illness of 

parent/s, who left home, and/or had to find a new support system in their life as discussed earlier. 

Most had navigated these challenging transition experiences while undertaking university or 

TAFE studies and part-time/full-time employment, and foremost meeting their perceived 

responsibility to help provide for their families as needed. Phase Two participants relied on 

personal attributes, especially resilience and persistence, to pursue their desire for university 

regardless of their circumstances.  

 The eight participants were encouraged to articulate the influences upon their life 

choices since completing high school and the positive and negative consequences of those 

choices. Here we consider the significance of participants’ personal attributes in this picture, first 

those that supported the participants in actualising their aspirations to pursue university study, 

then those that shaped experiences that distracted students from focusing on their university or 

other aspirations. 

All five students who progressed to university had kept in mind their university goal as 

they worked towards the end of high school. When describing what they thought life would be 

like once they had completed their university studies, their body language would change, with 

eyes lighting up and voices becoming excited. They spoke of regularly visualising the “finish 

line” and their graduation ceremony. Wai shared:  

Sometimes when things get tough, I just imagine myself walking across that 

stage and getting that bachelor degree, and my family yelling from the back of 

the room, and then that massive feast after the ceremony. I think of my family 

being so proud, and that pushes me when times get hard with assignments and 

exams. 

May talked about the importance of visualising her goal of graduating from university, 

explaining, “Sometimes when it [university] gets hard I just pray and think about that 

[graduation] day, and I see my mother crying. She will be so happy and that helps me keep 

going”. For David visualising his graduation, “I just imagine my family being so happy on that 

day”, which helped him to persevere when stressed by financial, study and church pressures. But 
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David also spoke vividly of the bigger dreams he held, “Cause one of my dreams is to support my 

family both here in New Zealand and in Samoa” through the architecture business he planned to 

develop in Japan and in Samoa. He was the most vocal in the group, talking excitedly about how 

his accomplishments at university would have a direct impact on his future life and the lives of 

his family. David’s more expansive aspirations were in part due to the influence of his father’s 

experience of university and his father’s ability to expose David to life possibilities beyond 

Logan City, Samoa and New Zealand. 

For Sonya, though, visualisation was bitter sweet. She said she could see how happy her 

parents would be when she graduates, but in the shorter term how disappointed her father would 

be when he finds out she will not graduate in the expected three-year timeframe, due to failing 

some subjects. 

Dad will be so disappointed. He's been holding on for me to graduate for the 

three years… He thinks that he doesn't have long [before he dies from cancer], 

and he's holding on for me to graduate. That's what he always says, so it's 

going to be really sad for me to tell them. 

Visualising the end goal of their university aspirations – graduating with a university 

degree – helped most of the five participants who continued into university to persevere with their 

studies when things became challenging, including when they failed subjects. However, as Sonya 

conveyed clearly, anticipating parents’ disappointment at some personal failure inhibited their 

willingness to talk with their parents about what was actually happening at university in terms of 

their attendance and academic performance.  

Sonya’s explanation of why she felt some Pacific Island students did not complete their 

university degree was also revealing: “I think it's just the fact of, you got into uni; it looks cool. 

But when you get into it, it's harder than you think”. Since her own entry into university was the 

pathway through the Educational Access Scheme (EAS) points system rather than directly 

through a sufficiently high OP score, this indirect entry may be viewed as a predictor of 

university preparedness – or otherwise. Other participants also spoke of how life difficulties, like 

Sonya’s father’s cancer, impact negatively on a student’s capacity to focus on and give priority to 

university studies. Their comments in interviews also suggested that failing subjects along the 

way and/or failing to complete their degree created for students a sense of isolation and distance 

from their parents, limiting students’ ability to communicate openly about the events in their 
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lives. Phase One participants in the talanoa circles had identified similar understanding about the 

challenge of communicating openly with parents. At that time the students expressed their 

inability to speak openly with their parents about some things that were happening in their lives, 

especially in relation to their academic achievement, as they “did not want to disappoint or hurt” 

their parents.  

Most Phase Two participants still struggled with talking to parents about the negative 

impact of family and home dynamics upon their ability to focus on university studies, but they 

also indicated they were more confident in asking lecturers and other university staff for help and 

additional support. For Alofa, David, May, and Sonya, their confidence grew in their second year 

of university study in response to having failed subjects, and then having to engage with their 

lecturers and tutors. May described her strong discomfort in having to engage with other students 

in her first year of university, and how she purposely would avoid attending tutorial classes due to 

the group work dynamics and small group activities. She had failed two courses in her original 

Bachelor of Business program, which as an upfront fee-paying student, had major repercussions 

on her family and their already limited budget. May then changed to a Human Services degree 

program where she enrolled in the Interpersonal Skills course. It was this course to which May 

attributed her newly acquired communication skills and confidence to ask for help:  

That [course] has taught me a lot. It was really good. I think I'm getting good 

at it [communicating with others] too, talking to lecturers as well. Even inside 

tutorials, because last year I didn't go. I went to tutorials for the first two weeks 

and then after that it was – nah [shakes her head]. I don't know, because I 

didn't like talking to people, cause you know, how when they do tutorials they 

like interacting with other people… But this year I set myself a goal to attend 

all my lectures and tutorials and I've been doing that, which is... yeah makes it 

[university] easier. 

They [lecturer and tutor] always encourage us to ask for help... If you don't 

understand something make sure you go through the contents again before 

asking a question. Sometimes I just go over the content enough to find the 

answers in there, so there's no need for me to ask them. 
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May had a big smile on her face as she spoke about her learning experience in the 

Interpersonal Skills course. She was proud that she had persevered with courses by attending all 

lectures and tutorials and had developed stronger communication skills. Engaging in 

conversations with others, especially group-work activities with other students, had been very 

difficult for her due to her command of English.  

Last year was really, for me personally, it was boring because of the language. 

I do understand some basics, but sometimes when they [lecturers] go over 

things for so long, I just... nah. It's hard to focus as well, to like keep focusing 

on for two hours in a lecture. It's a lot of effort, but I'm getting there [big 

smile]. 

English as an additional language posed several challenges for May. She described the 

process of hearing information in English, translating the content in her mind in Samoan to 

process, and then responding in English. This, coupled with the two-hour lectures, followed by 

tutorials, was taxing on her ability to concentrate, engage and consolidate her learning. It was not 

solely the ability to process content of lectures that impacted May’s learning experience. Her 

limited ability to express her views confidently with her peers was also a concern for her. What 

she learned from course work in the Interpersonal Skills subject enabled her to have a more 

positive learning experience at university. More specifically, by feeling empowered and 

supported to ask questions, and encouraged to seek further information, May learnt how to 

reframe information to enhance her relationships with her peers and lecturers, and to consolidate 

her learning outside university life. May struggled with processing the content of her university 

studies because of her limited English proficiency, and it was her resilience and resourcefulness 

that enabled her to persevere with her studies. Her tenacity and persistence in turning up to 

classes even when things were hard, that enabled her to push through and to consolidate her 

learning, resulting in a more positive and productive university experience for her.  

Ability to ask for help was another attribute that enabled the Phase Two participants to 

successfully engage in their learning at university. All of them spoke about their experiences of 

asking for help from lecturers and university staff, although this behaviour was most evident in 

their second year of study after failing an assignment (David), or after failing complete courses 

(May, Alofa, Sonya). David had passed all courses, and shared how he did not realise how much 

not going to class and playing Basketball with the boys would affect his grades. For Sonya, it was 
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not until her enrolment at Griffith was about to be cancelled that she sought help from her course 

convenor: “Yeah, it [her grade] was bad, but I couldn’t deal with it”. She appeared to have 

approached her university difficulties with avoidance; concern about the issues at home with her 

father’s health and needing to financially provide for the family enabled Sonya to push aside the 

challenges confronting her at university. As noted earlier, Sonya feared she would be perceived 

as “dumb” and a fraud for being at university when unable to pass her courses. However, once 

she did reach out and ask for help, she received immediate support and a plan to help her achieve 

her study goals. 

I did really bad on the exam so I failed that subject. But Patricia [course 

convenor] came, because I was already on prac… She came to me, and she 

was like, “Do you want to keep going with the prac? You don't have to”. And I 

chose to keep going, so I'd know what I'm getting myself into the next time 

when I do it again. But she gave me a choice, and I appreciated that. 

Having a choice, and feeling a sense of ownership in her learning process, encouraged 

Sonya to continue to seek help, and to talk with her lecturers – before assessment items were due 

and in preparation for exams. “I thought I could just study the night before. I did that on that 

exam that I failed, even with anatomy, physiology. I would study, but I wouldn't study hard. Now 

I'm actually putting my head down, and I'm studying, you know”. She also learnt how to seek 

help, when needed. 

Not all students though, asked for help. For James, staff support at TAFE played a very 

minor role in his education journey, sharing how he often felt a lack of support or encouragement:  

Because I was young, I was 17 when I started studying and they were all 24 

[years old] and over. So after class I would try and ask them [the teachers, for 

help] and then they were like, “Aah, it’s all in the books.” And they would just 

go. No. I just went home and I prayed and then I just studied. Looked at my 

books. Read my books and just tried my best, and then I passed. 

James demonstrated ongoing resilience and determination with his TAFE studies, 

regardless of the staff turnover and lack of support he received. His personal traits of keeping to 

himself and not sharing his learning experiences with others, as evident in high school, were still 

apparent while he was a student at TAFE, where he continued his approach of praying and 
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persisting. His lack of trust of teachers and educators was reinforced while studying his TAFE 

diploma. As in high school, it was his mother and faith in God that pulled him across the finish 

line.  

5.4.1 Friendships 

Friendship had significant influence on the behaviour and decision making of virtually all 

participants in this study. Phase One participants in high school had identified their friendship 

groups as very important. For the Phase Two participants, however, the source and nature of 

friendships shifted after leaving high school. The five who continued to university, developed 

friendships through university courses and study groups more than through interest groups or 

with other Pacific Island students. Only Wai who had returned to New Zealand spoke of the 

importance of being surrounded by other Pacific students and lecturers, and the role this played in 

her sense of belonging at university. She described how Pacific cultures were immersed in her 

university in New Zealand, with a special “Fale Fono” (meeting place) for Pacific students to 

study and be mentored by other Pacific staff and students in similar degree programs.  

In contrast, the four who pursued university study locally talked of making friends in their 

course programs, and most of these friends did not have Pacific backgrounds. They still viewed 

their Pacific friends at church and elsewhere outside university as important, but described 

forming friendship groups with Pacific peers at university as distracting from their studies and 

study/work schedules. Earlier I noted David’s observation that some of his Pacific Island friends 

were not willing to give university study sufficient attention and energy, which resulted in their 

poor grades. For example, TJ, who participated with David in the talanoa circles and was 

studying at the same university but in a different degree program, was actively involved in the 

university’s Pasifika student association and other outside interest groups. TJ failed a number of 

subjects and had recently deferred from his studies. Such examples strongly influenced David’s 

decision to befriend only students who held the same determination as he did to complete 

university study, most of whom were Palagi or Asian backgrounds. 

The Phase Two participants’ involvement in the Pasifka student association was limited. 

May explained: 

I signed up [for the Pasifika association], but I don’t have enough time to get 

involved in the activities. I met some new friends this semester, but I reckon 
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it’s just better to work on my own. That’s what I found out. I found it better to 

work on my own than working as a group because we all have different needs, 

and we all work differently. It just depends on the people, but that’s best for 

me. If I had more time, maybe. 

David and May both needed to attend to study/work/family commitments while paying 

their university fees upfront, so they saw it was very important to ensure all relationships and 

activities they engaged in were aligned with their study priority. Alofa shared this disposition; 

university life was the first time she had made Palagi friends:  

Yeah, I’ve made Palagi friends [laughs nervously]. It’s actually pretty cool. In 

high school it was hard to talk to them [Palagi’s] because they were scared - 

I’m scary [laughs]! But now, they like to talk a lot like us Islanders… They’re 

just so easy to get along with. I like how they’re open to trying new things. My 

Islander friends are more reluctant to try new things. Yeah, they’re too scared. 

I’m like, just do it now. I’m willing to try new things now… just to be more 

outgoing because I’m always stuck at home. I don’t like going out, or when I 

do go out, I’ll rather come back home. Yeah, so now I like try going out and 

being around people, trying new things, to do stuff that I’ve never done before. 

Alofa’s new group of Palagi friends at university exposed her to new experiences that she 

welcomed and embraced, even though acknowledging her discomfort with “trying new things”. 

The same was true for Sonya, as she described her African friends who supported her learning 

and helped her keeping focused when things became tough. “They are crack up – so funny. They 

help me too with my quizzes and stuff like that. They tell me what I’m going to do next year”.  

The role of friends in the lives of Phase Two participants who continued into university 

had evolved significantly since the talanoa circle in high school. These participants more 

purposefully chose university friends who would support their study goals and be open to new 

experiences alongside their study journey. But while they saw non-Pacific friends at university to 

be important in sharing and supporting their learning as students, church, family and friends 

associated with both continued to play an important role in reinforcing and supporting cultural 

values and practices as discussed earlier.  
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5.5 Summary 

In this chapter I have discussed findings from the semi-structured interviews conducted 

with eight participants in Phase Two of the study. These interviews provided in-depth rich data to 

further understanding into the experiences that encouraged or enabled participants, and/or 

discouraged or disabled them, from fulfilling their high-school aspirations for university study. 

The four key themes identified from the interviews in Phase Two were (a) the migrant reality, (b) 

personal responsibilities, (c) personal attributes, and (d) friendships. Analysis of interview data 

revealed the main sources of influence on participants’ aspirations and abilities were messages 

about future careers through conversations, family dynamics, faith and church, personal attributes 

such as resilience and persistence, and new friendships formed at university. In the next chapter, I 

explore the significance and underlying meanings of the experiences that kept participants 

motivated, or not, to pursue or continue with university study. Findings will be critically 

discussed in the context of the existing literature to answer the study’s research questions.    
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Chapter 6 Presenting the Fala (mat) 

The purpose of this study was to identify the experiences that shaped the aspirations of 

Pacific Island high school students in Southeast Queensland to attend university. This inquiry 

proceeds from recognition that a disproportionately low number of Pacific Island students 

commence university study with fewer completion rates in degree programs. As a result, the 

capacity to move beyond low socio-economic status (low-SES), and fulfil their parents’ and 

grandparents’ migrant dream to have a “better life” became problematic. This thesis sought to 

explore the understandings and life experiences of Pacific Island high school students residing in 

Logan City, where a large share of the population is of Pacific Islander heritage. The detailed 

discussion of research findings in the previous two chapters now enable critical analysis of how 

these findings respond to the six central questions. 

2. What experiences encouraged students’ aspirations for university study? 

3. What experiences inhibited students’ aspirations for university study? 

4. What experiences assisted students to achieve these aspirations? 

5. What experiences prevented students from achieving these aspirations? 

6. For those who commenced university study, what experiences supported their successful 

participation? 

7. What experiences prevented their successful participation?  

 

The research findings concern a broad spectrum of students’ life experiences, thus by 

their very nature, respond to the six questions in synthesis, rather than singularly to each 

individual question. This is consistent with the analytical framework set out in Bronfenbrenner’s 

(1995, 2005) bioecological model used in this study, which explains the reciprocal nature of 

interactions between individuals and their environments. The inextricable nature of linkages 

across the micro-, meso-, exo-, and macro systems in which participants experience life, and the 

overlap of these systems’ primary components – person, process, context and time – make it 

inappropriate and potentially misleading to claim that particular life experiences answer each of 

the six guiding questions independently. In this chapter, I therefore weave together the findings of 

this study to present a holistic understanding of the phenomena. This understanding clarifies how 

for the participating students, it is the interweaving of their life experiences point-in-time, within 

the four systems in which they live (according to Bronfenbrenner), that shapes their aspirations 

for, and experience of higher education. In this way the chapter presents metaphorically for the 
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study the final fala – as introduced in Chapter 3, the mat common in Pacific Island cultures 

comprising threads woven together purposefully and carefully by its maker into a useful whole 

for the receiver. It is a precious gift, passed from one to another where sharing, learning and 

reflecting take place for all willing to learn and grow in their understanding. The fala is often the 

place where sharing, learning and reflecting take place for all willing to learn and grow in their 

understanding.  

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model (1995, 2005) provided the framework to 

synthesise the research findings in this chapter, particularly through the mesosystem and the 

macrosystem that connect the participants respectively to direct and indirect influences shaping 

their lives. I begin with the mesosystem where participants as individuals were influenced by 

those they connect with directly in their microsystem, predominantly family, school, church and 

peer/friendship groups. The macrosystem is then discussed where participants’ experiences were 

shaped by indirect influences, particularly government through citizenship and residence status, 

and educational institutions through early intervention and other support programs via school and 

university. It became clear that most students had limited exposure within their micro and 

mesosystems to experiences that could support and sustain their high school aspirations, hence 

many were ill equipped when pursuing their university goals. 

6.1 The Mesosystem: Relationships among family, school, church and peer/friendship 

groups  

Participants’ understanding of, and relationship with, higher education was shaped in the 

mesosystem predominantly in their schoolings years, through experiences with people in their 

microsystem – members of their family, church, school, and peer/friendship groups with whom 

they directly engaged. This was particularly true of immediate family more specifically parents, 

who played a dominant role in shaping the aspirations and career choices of their children. Here, 

the competing values between the Pacific and Western cultures in which participants lived 

created a non-alignment within their interconnected microsystem worlds of family, church, 

friends and school, with consequences for how participants appreciated and could respond to 

educational opportunity. This was evident for most participants in (a) the priority of 

responsibilities to family/church/community before education; (b) the connection to the collective 

in contrast to individual experience (at school/university); and, (c) their identity and sense of 

belonging – within Pacific Islander, or Palagi culture dominant at university.  
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It became clear that parents had embedded in students the aspiration to go to university, 

through sharing their migrant dream stories. Their desire for opportunities which motivated the 

migrant journey from Pacific homelands was repeated in participants’ stories. However, the non-

alignment of worlds which participants experienced was also evident for their parents. Some 

parents did not recognise the vital role they played in supporting their children’s education and 

ability to navigate the educational system in Australia. For those who did, their command of 

English, coupled with their responsibility to care for and financially provide for their larger 

families, may have been experienced as a barrier preventing them from actively participating in 

their child’s education. As a result, many parents may not have been able to encourage 

educational experiences for their children that could equip them for university life. Further, some 

parents had embedded in their children values giving priority to responsibilities to 

family/church/community before education. The participants’ stories suggest to some extent, 

some parents believed they had largely fulfilled their responsibility to supporting their children’s 

educational achievements by bringing their children to Australia. Opportunities in Australia 

would then provide their children the chance to go to university. 

 These experiences and the understandings parents had perhaps unconsciously encouraged 

through the mesosystem, left many participants unprepared for the expectations and demands of 

university study. Some participants who continued from high school straight into university had 

construed going to university as getting admitted with minimal understanding of the requirements 

of a full university degree program. Overall, life experiences in the microsystem equipped most 

participants with the desire to bring to reality their parents’ aspirations that their children go to 

university, and more importantly, to make their parents proud. However, as many of these 

experiences gave education low priority, most participants were not equipped with an 

understanding on how to navigate university, or to possess the financial capacity to sustain their 

learning, and commitment to complete their university studies. The main sources of influence on 

these life experiences, mostly of them directly or indirectly, are now discussed. 

6.1.1 The Migrant Dream 

The migrant dream, told through parents’ and grandparents’ stories of their quest for a 

better life, was instrumental in planting the seed of higher education into the participants’ 

aspirations for their future. The study findings found the migrant dream stories conveyed to 

participants as to why parents had left their Island homelands - leaving behind closely attached 
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communities and more relaxed, even if economically poor lifestyle, to pursue opportunities and 

education for their children to carry the family forward is strongly supported in the literature 

(Paulsen, 2018; Ravulo, 2015, 2019). In this study the findings where consistent with this 

literature on this point that their experience of the migrant dream story, as was particularly 

evident in the talanoa circles, where they spoke often about their parents’ urging for them to “get 

a better life” and to “get a degree”. The contributions in Phase One of the study revealed an 

absence of university experiences that could have further nurtured participants’ emerging 

aspirations to attend and succeed in higher education. The exception to this, was David who, as 

the only participant with a parent who had attended university, shared about his father’s 

university experiences which not only motivated his desire for university study, but also prepared 

him for the journey he was able to commence. This unfortunately was absent for the other 

participants where the “go to university” urging in parents’ migrant dream stories conveyed to 

them what to do, but not how to do it and thus did not prepare them for pursuing university in 

Australia. 

6.1.2 Relationship with Parents  

Relationship with parents were perhaps inevitably complex for participants as teenagers 

attempting to express their views, which at times conflicted with those of their parents. Many 

participants explained that they hesitated or felt unable to communicate openly with their parents 

for fear of disrespecting or dishonouring them, especially if they disagreed with their parents’ 

views or decision making. They spoke of their desire to express their views openly even if 

contrary to their parents’ views. However, for many of the participants in the study, their desire to 

openly express their views which may sometimes contradict the views of their parents, was often 

silenced. This was because communication was often experienced as being linear meaning “one-

way flow of messages from sender to receiver” (Moran, Harris, & Moran, 2007, p. 16), with 

parents providing the instructions, and participants expected to obey. An explanation for this can 

be found in the Pacific value of fa’aaloalo (respect) with children raised to honour their parents 

by obeying parents’ instructions and requests (Tupu Tuia, 2019). Sonya (Year 12 Female) 

explained in the talanoa circle that, “I tend to shut them out. I haven’t talked to them ever about 

this stuff. I talk to my mum sometimes, but my dad, I always avoid talking to him”. The “stuff” 

Sonya and other participants referred to often were the experiences that restricted their ability to 

focus on schoolwork such as responsibilities to care for siblings, housework and having to help 

out with church and community activities. It is not unusual for young people with migrant 
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backgrounds to experience challenges in talking with their parents, teachers or significant others 

(Schneider & Arnot, 2018), but as can be expected, inability to talk openly with parents about 

learning difficulties at school and where they needed support worked against participants’ desire 

and ability to meet aspirations for university study.  

Another source of tension for participants in their relationships with parents was their 

perception of heavy expectations upon them – at the expense of their education. The majority of 

participants felt their parents held high and often unrealistic expectations of their ability to 

participate in family, church and community activities, contribute to supporting the family 

financially, and excel academically. They felt family and community at large expected them as 

young people to continue to support the collective first, regardless of the importance of their 

study, and even after beginning university as identified by other studies in this field (Kearney et 

al., 2011; Kearney et al., 2018; Ravulo, 2018; Teevale et al., 2016; Teevale & Teu, 2018). They 

felt obligated and willing to perform activities such as household chores, caring for parents and 

siblings, and supporting church and community activities however, fulfilling these 

responsibilities took their focus away from their studies. It became clear that while caring for the 

collective is very important, it also at times came at a cost. The majority of participants expressed 

this view about parent and community expectations when they were high school students in the 

talanoa circles. In the interviews three years later, only two (May and David) of the five 

participants who were attending university disclosed that they had been able to leverage more 

time for study by telling their parents they had to focus on study or they would fail their 

assignments and/or subjects.  

While many parents appeared to lack understanding of the study requirements at 

university, they were able to support their children in other ways. As James (Year 11 Male) 

observed, “Mum would sit next to me and make me food when I studied late… and she was 

constantly praying for me, telling me to always remember and thank God … she played a big part 

in me finishing.” This type of emotional and practical support from parents through ongoing 

encouragement, prayer, late-night meals for their children while studying and transport to and 

from university and casual work enabled participants to focus more on their studies and other 

demands of university life. This finding supports various studies identifying the important role of 

Pacific parents in encouraging and practically supporting their children to achieve their university 

aspirations (Ali & Narayan, 2019; Brown et al., 2018; Kearney & Glen, 2017; Kearney et al., 

2018; Ravulo et al., 2020; Teevale et al., 2016). 
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6.1.3 Impact of Parents’ Health 

A new finding from this study was the importance place of parents’ health. As the 

participants’ stories in the second phase of data collection revealed, many had to manage and deal 

with their parents’ ill health. Five of the eight students’ parents were experiencing major health 

issues ranging across type 2 diabetes, high blood pressure, prostate cancer, blood clots, and a 

heart attack that resulted in one parent’s death. The impact of parents’ ill health on participants’ 

studies was profoundly negative, especially for Alofa who moved in with her older sister after her 

single-parent mother died. Participants had experienced their parents’ ill health in the second 

phase of the study after they had completed high school. Some were employed full-time and 

some were balancing part-time employment with full-time university. Some from both groups 

also became responsible for the ongoing care of their parent/s, supporting the household, and for 

contributing significantly to family income given the inability of one or both parents to maintain 

employment due to their health.  

The scale and pace of poor health among Pacific peoples in Queensland is increasing, as 

many reports and studies acknowledge (Durham et al., 2019; Hill, Ward, Grace, & Gleadle, 2017; 

Mihrshahi et al., 2017; Vaughan et al., 2018). Samoans, Tongans, Fijians and South Sea islanders 

present with preventable diseases, including coronary heart disease, stroke, chronic obstructive 

pulmonary disease and type 2 diabetes, at rates higher than for the Queensland population overall 

(Vaughan et al., 2018, p. 606). These trends apply beyond Queensland and beyond the adult 

population. Across Australia, 30 percent of Pacific Island children aged 2 to 14 are reported to be 

obese, in comparison to the national average of 11 percent (Mihrshahi et al., 2017). The majority 

of Pacific peoples in Australia  are reported to be in the 0–24 years age bracket, in comparison to 

the national average being in the 25–49 years bracket (Durham et al., 2019), which indicates the 

relative youth of the Pacific community in Australia. Health issues affecting Pacific parents’ 

quality of life and life span are now present in their children, which is especially problematic 

given the rapid growth of this youthful population (Matheson, Park, & Soakai, 2017). 

Pacific communities in Australia and New Zealand continue to suffer from obesity-

related diseases at alarming rates. These communities highly value abundant food and 

family/community feasting that is often associated with wealth, social standing and prestige 

(Mihrshahi et al., 2017). The greater the feast, the more hospitable and respected is the host. The 

challenge presents when these eating traditions and cultural practices begin to adversely affect 

loved ones. This is especially evident at Samoan funerals that celebrate the lives of loved ones 
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who have died as a result of preventable diseases, but family and friends who come to mourn are 

provided large amounts of food high in saturated fats that contributed to the death of their loved 

one. This food is low nutrient and cheap (Durham et al., 2019), and communities have limited 

access to culturally appropriate resources to learn how to improve their health outcomes through 

diet and exercise (Akbar, Gallegos, & Baguley, 2016).  

So how did parents’ ill health affect participants’ ability to successfully navigate and 

participate at university? It was not just through the time participants took to provide practical 

support and personal care at home and to contribute to family income. In the interviews the 

participants shared how the stress and uncertainty they experienced as a result of their parents’ 

health issues impacted directly on their ability to concentrate on their studies. This situation 

highlights how on some levels, families, schools and universities may be working together to 

achieve better educational outcomes for Pacific students, but the real challenge remains within 

the home. Parents remain the most influential people for many Pacific children, so within the 

family unit their personal health and overall wellbeing is important. Further understanding of 

factors that shape health outcomes for Pacific peoples will provide greater insight and inform 

strategies to better support healthy lifestyles for families. This would also have a positive cascade 

effect onto the ability of young people to focus on fulfilling their aspirations for university study 

rather than managing parents’ health.   

6.1.4 Participants’ Personal Responsibilities 

Participants revealed their need to meet family and community expectations, which 

proved challenging when attempting to manage study time effectively. The study circumstances 

of Pacific students have continued to draw scholarly attention (Ali & Narayan, 2019; Kearney et 

al., 2011; Ravulo, 2018), but it was not just family and community responsibilities that directed 

their attention away from studies. Another factor that deserves attention here is the participants’ 

capacity to regulate their own behaviour which was at times compromised. This played a major 

role in the amount of time participants dedicated to study and contributed to their (low) self-

efficacy, as (Brown et al., 2018) identified in their New Zealand study. A number of participants 

acknowledged their difficulty with time management, identifying social media as the main 

distraction. Teariki (Year 10 Male) explained, “You get addicted to it [Facebook, Instagram and 

Snapchat]. You always go there, all the time”, a disposition shared by participants like Tavita 

(Year 11 Male) who claimed, “You jump on for five minutes, and then you spend all night 
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scrolling [on-line]”. Lack of self-discipline when applying themselves to schoolwork had 

impacted negatively on the study journey of a number of participants. This may be partly due to 

the disposition of Pacific young people being more extrinsically motivated than others to please 

parents, teachers and peers, and less intrinsically motivated to developing innate understanding of 

study content (Radmehr et al., 2018). Therefore, it is important for young people to set intrinsic 

goals where they have ownership and take responsibility for the outcome of their efforts, 

especially in relation to school and university study. 

Participants explained how some teachers created positive relationships with them based 

on respect, trust, and care, which motivated them to do well in the subjects those teachers taught. 

This was evident for the Year 12 girls who in their talanoa circle shared enthusiastically their 

positive response to their music teacher, who was interested in all their subjects and not just the 

subject he taught them. Other teachers who had formed less positive relationships with 

participants had achieved the opposite outcome. Sione (Year 11 Male) shared that he and other 

students chose not to engage in class with a teacher they did not like, and that they would 

purposely disrupt lessons. Participants explained that teachers who held high expectations of 

them, encouraged them to do their best, and specifically demonstrated care for them as students 

had motivated them to do well in school and consider further study, as supported in the literature 

(Paulsen, 2018).  

6.1.5 Identity and Belonging  

Identity was a complex matter for participants given their Pacific heritage and their 

citizenship status in Australia. Some participants felt strongly connected to the Pacific Island 

homeland of their parents even though they had not left Australian shores. Some had drawn the 

label “plastic Islander” suggesting they were “not a real Samoan or Tongan”. Clearly the lived 

experiences of participants shaped their identity and understanding of self and cultural values, 

just as their identity and understanding of self and cultural values shaped their lived experiences, 

but a tension existed. The migration experience of their families had created for many participants 

a conflicting sense of identity. Where did they belong – to Australia where they lived, or to the 

Pacific Island nation of their heritage? Participants spoke strongly about their connection to 

family, culture and faith. However, what was notably absent in their stories was mention of their 

connection with and relationship to Australia. It appeared that Australia was more a matter of 

citizenship and permanent residency status, and thus access to services and opportunities 
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available, and less so with identity. Identity was often associated with family heritage, practice 

and customs, underscoring the firm embedding of this understanding by parents and 

grandparents. 

In this context a theme began to emerge about parents and grandparents expressing their 

desire to return home to their Pacific nations once their migrant dream of education and financial 

prosperity was fulfilled. The non-aligned worlds as described in the literature (Kearney et al., 

2011; Teevale et al., 2016; Theodore et al., 2018) surfaced in participants’ stories, however, they 

were not limited to the physical spaces of school, home or church. These non-aligned worlds 

often included the imagined world of their heritage Island home, with romanticised notions of 

peaceful, lush tropical paradise that their parents and grandparents said they longed for (Wilson, 

2018). With this was the desire to return “home”. Parents had supported this returning home 

journey for grandparents while many participants were still in high school. Now that participants 

had completed school and were employed or studying, the responsibility to enable the same 

journey home for their own parents was beginning, but to varying degrees, with some parents 

choosing to remain in Australia due to access to health services.  

The migrant reality for the study participants many times involved a future without their 

grandparents and at times parents, who had instigated and nurtured the migrant dream, yet who 

chose to return to Island homelands. It appears that part of the motivation for this return journey 

is the understanding that when grandparents and parents return to their Pacific nation homes, they 

reconnect the bonds for their children to the Island nation, creating a sense of cultural belonging 

and loyalty for future generations who were not born or raised there  (Sagapolutele, 2018). 

Participants often raised the matter of heritage connection in their stories, especially when in high 

school. However, the challenge here is to identify how young people can form a sense of identity 

and connection to their home in Australia, while retaining their cultural identity and sense of 

belonging across the seas.  

The nature of this study also takes us to another place where identity, belonging and 

connection to a collective is important. That place is the site of institutional learning in both 

school and university. The majority of participants revealed a sense of belonging and being 

valued as a learner at school. They shared that the school staff and environment embraced and 

promoted diversity and the inclusion of all cultures and faiths. Research suggests a positive 

correlation between students’ sense of belonging and schools embracing diversity, noting this as 

important for achieving successful student outcomes (Ali & Narayan, 2019; Hynds, Averill, 
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Hindle, & Meyer, 2017). However, sense of belonging and being valued as a learner are not the 

experience of many Pacific Island students, who continue to remain over-represented in the data 

for underachievement in New Zealand and Australian university settings. The challenge is to 

transfer Pacific students’ reported sense of belonging in high school to a sense of belonging in the 

tertiary sector, with consequent success in learning outcomes and qualifications.  

A useful way to understand this sense of belonging – or not belonging – is the concept 

“fish out of water”, which Leach (2013 p.117) used to explain the phenomenon of Pacific Island 

students in the unfamiliar setting of university. “Fish in water” as counterpoint refers to Pakeha 

students who did not notice the water since it was a natural setting for them to belong and to 

succeed, as reflected in retention and completion rates (Ali & Narayan, 2019; Brown et al., 2018; 

Leach, 2013). The stories of participants in the present study who transitioned to university 

directly after high school revealed the impact of not belonging, especially on entering university. 

They felt they had to navigate new oceans with changing currents and unfamiliar reefs, without 

knowing how to read the map they were given, i.e., the migrant dream story, to reach their 

aspired destination, and without having others who could support them on their journey, 

especially within their home and family life. “Fish out of water” captures this experience well. It 

provides a visual of students struggling to breathe, feeling confused, upset and out of place, not 

belonging and unable to excel in this foreign space. Participants told how it was as first-year 

students that they struggled to balance study, home and work priorities, which resulted in 

struggling through coursework and failing assignments and exams. In this sense, their 

experiences reinforce this metaphor of “fish out of water” in an Australian university.  

The academic achievement and attainment of students in high school emerged as a key factor in 

shaping their aspirations for, and later against, university study. At the time of conducting the 

talanoa circles, 27 students held aspirations for university study, and four were identified as 

having capability for university study but they were unsure of their aspirations. As students 

progressed through senior schooling, many struggled academically with the standard of work 

required. In fact, all of the eight students who participated in the second phase of data collection 

had aspired to university study while at high school, yet only one student received an OP score 

that enabled them to enter the degree program they nominated in the talanoa circles. In fact, the 

other students who progressed to university in Australia all transitioned via indirect entry 

pathways (school-based university-discipline-specific programs), or by the Educational Access 

Scheme via the Queensland Tertiary Admissions Centre for university entry. This lack of OP 
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attainment in high school is reflected in some of the learning challenges they experienced in their 

first year of university study as discussed in Chapter 5. 

6.1.6  Connection to the University Collective through Peer Support 

Adjusting to the self-directed learning environment of university, in comparison to the 

heavily supported high school environments is often problematic for Pacific Island students when 

commencing university study, especially in their first year (Chesters & Watson, 2016; Devlin, 

2013; Stanley & Kearney, 2017). This makes building connection to a new collective, which was 

important for participants, a difficult experience usually associated with Pacific students’ 

unfamiliarity with the university environment, and their own experience as first in family to 

attend. Formation of strong support networks is important for developing sense of connection and 

belonging, especially for young people progressing to tertiary education (Ali & Narayan, 2019; 

Radmehr et al., 2018; Teevale et al., 2016; Teevale & Teu, 2018; Van den Broeck, Demanet, & 

Van Houtte, 2020). In high school, the participants’ peer and friendships groups often centred on 

other Pacific Island students with life experiences similar to theirs.  

These dynamics changed as participants transitioned from high school to university with 

new friendship groups forming from study in discipline areas and less from cultural similarities or 

backgrounds. In fact, the university friendship groups for five of the six students who studied at 

university in Australia comprised students from non-Pacific backgrounds, more specifically 

Palagi, African and Filipino. These participants reported being proud of their cultural 

background, but also aware that studying with their Pacific peers at university proved many times 

distracting which perpetuated the stereotype of Islander underachievement in education. Wai, 

who returned to New Zealand for university study, was the exception with a peer group of 

predominantly Pacific Island students. Being surrounded by other Pacific students and having 

lecturers and tutors of Pacific heritage was a new experience for Wai which instilled a strong 

sense of belonging and connection to place. Her university experience highlights the progression 

of Pacific people in tertiary studies in New Zealand, and the visible presence and achievements of 

Pacific peoples in this setting. While her university learning environment was vastly different 

from schooling in Australia, much is still required to increase the representation of Pacific 

academics and staff in New Zealand universities (Naepi, 2019).   
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6.1.7 Reading the Map of Aspirations 

Discussion above makes clear that participants’ understanding of and relationship with 

higher education was shaped in the mesosystem in so many complex ways, through experiences 

with members of their family, church, school, and peer/friendship groups with whom they 

engaged directly in their microsystem. These understandings and experiences while living in 

Logan indelibly shaped participants’ aspirations for and experience of university in Australia. The 

intermingling, or at times collision of values of Pacific and Western cultures in which participants 

lived resulted at times, in the non-alignment of their interconnected worlds. It has been most 

evident in participants’ needs to place priority on responsibilities to family, church and 

community before education; to connect with the collective rather than work individually (at 

school/university); and to establish an identity across their heritage and their new home context of 

Logan City in Australia. The interaction of both Pacific heritage and low-SES is evident. This is a 

vital consideration since many families in Logan are single-parent and balancing multiple jobs to 

provide financially for the family, including their extended family (ABS, 2016a), while 

supporting their children through an education system that for many is foreign to their own 

experiences (Cuthill & Scull, 2011).  

Most study participants had aspiration for university study. Yet for many of them, life 

experiences made fulfilling their aspiration less of a priority, at least in the short term. For those 

who entered university, limited exposure to university throughout their lives to the end of high 

school made navigating this new place a difficult experience; none of the participants found 

transition to university an easy experience. Appadurai’s (2004) notion of capacity to aspire 

reframes aspirations as the ability to read “a map of the journey into the future” (p. 76), rather 

than an individual trait, goal or dream. This interpretation allows a viewing of the fala through a 

new lens. It is a positive lens that enables us to move away from the deficit discourse continuing 

to link Pacific peoples with underachievement (Ali & Narayan, 2019; Hynds et al., 2017).  

The map for participants’ aspirations is inspired by their parents’ migrant dream. Yet 

knowing how to read this map (Bok, 2010) to make the migrant dream a reality is often 

problematic. This study considers how the migrant dream presents participants with the 

destination – prosperity, via university – but not instructions about how to reach it. Parents have 

told participants to ‘go to university’ as the route to a prosperous and fulfilling life. However, 

most of the participants’ life experiences shared in this study do not equip them with the 

knowledge, skills and understandings about how to navigate this route. In short, for the majority 
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of participants, their life experiences did not cultivate the ability to read the map.  Appadauri 

(2004) proposed that the capacity to aspire is shaped by social, cultural and economic 

experiences. Students with extensive exposure to social and economic experiences that embody 

academic success and achievement become more likely to successfully navigate these spaces and 

actualise their aspirations (Appadauri, 2004; Bok, 2010).  However, Bourdieu (1984) noted that 

the availability of navigational information is not equally distributed across cohorts; those with 

less social capital in the dominant Western culture have less access to information and fewer 

opportunities and life experiences that position them to actualise their aspirations. Bourdieu’s 

observation has particular relevance for the present study as many Pacific Island students in 

Logan present with less social capital, access to information, and range of experiences in 

comparison to their non-Pacific peers, which may position them less favourably to actualise the 

full scope of their aspirations. 

This study makes clear the value of early exposure to the requirements and demands of 

university study for all Pacific Island young people. This can help them to learn how to read and 

navigate the map they have been given through the migrant dream, which comes to most of them 

without roads, street directions, guideposts, or any of the necessary navigation tools. Each player 

within the microsystem plays an important role here in developing the skills needed to read this 

map which is transferred via the mesosystem – in the relationships and exchanges held. Young 

people require early exposure to, and conversations about the skills they need to be successful in 

school and in wider society since these skills are useful for navigating through all of life (Platt & 

Parsons, 2018). These skills are then transferable into life after high school and the university 

setting enabling Pacific students increased opportunities to be successful in these spaces. 

Therefore, the migrant dream which presented as a motivation for participants’ desire for 

university study, also created tension as they struggled to understand the environment, systems 

and the requirements of students within the university sector to better enable them to complete 

their degree, and continue on towards prosperity to fulfil their parents’ migrant dream. 

6.2 The Macrosystem: Indirect influences through citizenship status and educational 

programs  

Participants’ experiences of indirect influences through the macrosystem were shaped 

particularly by government through citizenship and residence status, and by educational 

institutions through early intervention and other support programs in school and university. Life 
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experiences in the mesosystem did not prepare many participants well for university, and for 

some participants their citizenship/residence status in the macrosystem coupled with this limited 

exposure to university limited their ability to access and effectively engage in learning 

experiences at university.  Sections 6.2 and 6.2.1 then consider the implications of citizenship and 

residency status, and educational support programs.  

Citizenship and residency status are extremely important for Pacific Island families in 

Australia. The pathways for migration and permanent residence / citizenship status are often 

complex, with significant implications for Pacific Island young people in Australia considering 

university study (Hamer, 2014; Kearney & Glen, 2017). Having Australian citizenship enables 

access to students loans and other social supports such as study assistance for individuals 

considering university study (Study Assist, 2019a). Living in Australia with New Zealand 

citizenship can be convoluted, since government supports depend on arrival date, and the length 

of time students have resided in Australia (Hamer, 2014; Paulsen, 2018; Stanley & Kearney, 

2017). The findings of this study highlight the confusion and difficulty caused by these variations 

in citizenship status, enabling us to better understand the migration journey of Pacific students 

and the impacts of these variations upon families seeking to fulfil their migrant dream. 

Figure 6.1 presents details of how citizenship status determines participants’ eligibility for 

various forms of government support. Four categories identify participants’ citizenship status and 

length of time residing in Australia, and some of the supports they were able (or unable) to 

access. Importantly, data in this figure makes clear the unequal ‘starting place’ for Pacific Island 

young people considering university study in Australia. Participants with Australian citizenship, 

Figure 6.3 Citizenship Matters 
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including those born in Australia and those born outside Australia who have obtained Australian 

citizenship (i.e., in Group 1 and Group 2), were eligible for all supports that the commonwealth 

government offered to Australian citizens. For those in Group 3, New Zealand citizens with 

Australian permanent resident status, their entitlements vary according to the date they arrived in 

Australia, which can produce miscommunication within community groups and create confusion 

for families. Those in Group 4, who are not Australian citizens and who have resided in Australia 

for less than 10 years are ineligible to access student loans and Centrelink support. This 

compounds the difficulty for Pacific Island young people from low-SES backgrounds who may 

also be the first in their family to pursue university study (Ravulo, 2018, 2019). The complexity 

of citizenship status highlights how the issue of under-representation of Pacific peoples studying 

at university is not straight forward, as Figure 6.1 suggests. 

As discussed in the literature review in Chapter 2, Kearney and Glen (2017) explored the 

effects of citizenship and ethnicity in their study with young Pacific Island people in Southeast 

Queensland. This study supports a number of findings from Kearney and Glen’s (2017) study, 

including the impact of first in family and low-SES background that make university for some, less 

attainable. Both studies found the majority of participants commenced employment on completion 

of high school, predominantly in low-skilled positions. This also applied to the casual employment 

of participants in the current study, who were studying full-time at TAFE or university and 

supplementing income to help support their families financially. Again, both studies have also 

identified how ineligibility for HECS-Help was a barrier, deterring many Pacific young people 

from pursuing university studies. Here the data in Figure 6.1 highlights an instructive anomaly 

which indicates the challenge of upfront fee payment and lack of government support did not fully 

explain the low representation of Pacific peoples studying at university. Over half of the 

participants in Groups 1 and 2 (n=18) were eligible as Australian citizens for university study loans, 

and the majority (n=13) were also able to access Study Assist support payments while they studied. 

But while citizenship status provided some stability through financial support, almost half of these 

18 participants in Groups 1 and 2 did not pursue their high school aspirations for university study.  

As other studies (Radmehr et al., 2018; Teevale & Teu, 2018) also identified, a major 

dynamic that prevented participants in the present study from pursuing their university aspirations 

was responsibility to help support their family financially. Acknowledgement of their 

responsibility to the family or extended family collective emerged repeatedly throughout 

participants’ stories, as high school students and as school leavers. Instrumental here is the issue 

of Australia’s unique citizenship status requirements. Permanent resident parents who arrived 
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before 26 February 2001 are eligible for full government support including disability and aged 

pension payments however, over half of the participants’ families did not meet this requirement. 

Kearney and Glen’s (2017) study identified a similar dynamic. Many Pacific young people in 

similar situations will be required to financially support their parents should parents be unable to 

work for whatever reason, including ill health, due to the lack of government-financial support.  It 

also became clear that responsibility to provide or contribute to family income also deterred some 

participants from even part-time university study. They felt they would be unable to focus on 

study at all, or at least sufficiently to meet university requirements, while providing financially 

for the family. A few others, however, were motivated by a rather different consideration. They 

understood that the migrant dream was not their dream, and instead, pursuing independence and 

self-reliance, they would create their own path.  

6.2.1 Educational Support Programs: Information on University Pathways and Future 

Careers 

For most participants and their families, their migrant reality included very limited 

knowledge of the Australian university system. Most were unaware of the various pathways to 

pursue university study, recognising only the traditional pathway directly after high school. They 

were also generally  unaware of the makeup of the university student population; that over half 

the students enrolled in Australian universities are referred to as adult learners who did not 

proceed directly to university after completing high school (Craft, 2019). As participants’ stories 

revealed, some chose to obtain employment after finishing high school to support their families 

financially instead of continuing onto university study. Two participants no longer held interest in 

university as their life circumstances had changed significantly between the two phases of data 

collection. One participant who completed a diploma at TAFE recognised university as an option 

for the future. Overall, there was poor understanding that the map to university has many 

different roads; that some roads take longer than others to reach graduation but they are no less 

valid. Indeed, they may be more suitable for those who will have a more valuable experience as 

adult learners, with more life experience and deeper understanding from which to draw. 

Unawareness of the multiple roads to university or other higher education institutions will 

continue to perpetuate the under-representation of low-SES students, including Pacific Island 

students, in the university sector (Devlin, 2013).  
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Findings of the present study support those of Brown et al.’s (2018) New Zealand study 

that found that Pacific and Maori students were more likely to disengage during their first year of 

university study, less likely to complete their degree program, and less likely to progress to higher 

degree programs in comparison to their Pakeha peers. That study identified that the reason for 

this higher rate of disengagement was the focus of educators on “what to learn” instead of “how 

to learn” (p. 640). University teaching staff appear to still assume that students enrolling in 

university understand the study demands and have the skills required to succeed in a self-directed 

learning environment. Some transition support for Pacific Island students is available in New 

Zealand universities in various models (Chu, 2018; Chu et al., 2013; Ravlich, 2016), but this 

support is largely absent in Australia (Tualaulelei & Kavanagh, 2015). The few programs 

available are dependent on short-term funding through the Higher Education Participation and 

Partnerships Participation Program (HEPPP) (Ravulo, 2018).  

Here it is useful to recall Appadauri’s (2004) concept of reading the map. Positioning 

Pacific students most effectively with skills to read the map to and through university needs to be 

informed by understanding of these students’ values and preferences. One of the core values 

shared by Pacific peoples and affirmed in the literature is the importance of the collective, as 

discussed in the present study. This suggests the utility of providing structured mentoring and 

peer-support programs to best enable students to progress collectively beyond enrolment to 

eventually complete the academic journey they have chosen. Such a mentoring strategy needs to 

be long-term, focusing on how to learn, what to learn¸ and who one can learn with, enabling 

Pacific students to develop the academic skills they need to achieve more successful outcomes 

from their university experience.  

Developing a sense of belonging is also significant among Pacific students in both school 

and university settings. Teachers in high school who held high aspirations for participants as 

students strongly influenced both their students’ belief that university was a place where they too 

belonged, and their academic and behavioural efforts. The same applied for university lecturers 

and tutors. Those who believed in participants’ ability to learn and grow within the university 

space encouraged participants to focus on their studies and seek help when they needed it. These 

study findings align strongly with the literature (Hynds et al., 2017; Leach, 2013; Radmehr et al., 

2018; Theodore et al., 2018). Nevertheless, it is important that teachers and academics working 

with Pacific young people understand that Pacific students are more likely to be motivated by the 

extrinsic need to please their family and therefore will focus on assessment, rather than undertake 

learning to develop an innate understanding (Brown et al., 2018). Attempts to ensure that Pacific 
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students experience meaningful rather than surface learning need to include understanding that 

participants place importance on the role of the collective group, which helps to shape their 

motivation and self-efficacy and is therefore fundamental for supporting student learning, 

understanding and attainment.   

It is perhaps stating the obvious to acknowledge that Pacific students need to see other 

Pacific people being successful in the university sector. Seeing the success of others who appear 

to be similar supports aspirations and self-belief that they too belong and can excel in the 

university sector (Ali & Narayan, 2019; Theodore et al., 2018). The people whom participants 

nominated as their role models were mostly their mothers, grandmothers and fathers. The 

participants’ lived experiences were absent of academically achieving Pacific role models who 

had successfully navigated the tertiary sector to fulfil the inherited migrant dream. Engaging at 

university with other Pacific peoples who shared similar stories, cultural practices, values and life 

experiences would have demonstrated to them that fulfilling the migrant dream is achievable.  

Pacific students’ need for similar Pacific Island role models to legitimise and encourage 

their own university journey makes it all the more important for Pacific peoples to continue to 

move into academic spaces within university where they serve as positive role models. Yet in 

New Zealand, moves to encourage Pacific academics as positive role models have not necessarily 

increased their number of Pacific academics. Data reveal that despite some moves taken 

strategically to this end, there was no growth in the percentage of Pacific Islander in academic 

positions across New Zealand universities from 2012–2017 (Naepi, 2019, p. 225).  

Overall, in exploring indirect influences on participants’ experiences through the 

exosystem we have seen that government does play a role through policy and legislation. 

Participants whose families’ permanent resident status did not entitle them to welfare support if 

they needed it were deterred from university by the possibility of needing to financially sustain 

their family. For those permanent resident citizens like David and May who did proceed to 

university, having to pay university fees up-front appeared to create the imperative to effectively 

focus and complete the degree given their family’s financial investment in it. This imperative was 

not at play for Australian citizen students who could access student loans to pay university fees 

and could withdraw early in their study program without accruing debt. As to educational 

institutions, some of which may be government funded but not shaped directly by 

government policy, well informed and targeted support programs in school and university 
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may have capacity to encourage and help sustain Pacific students towards, or within 

university. However, positive impact will take some time to become evident.  

6.3 Findings Overview 

This study’s findings reveal that living in Logan, participants were geographically, socio-

economically and culturally distant from their families’ Island homeland, but their life 

experiences, understandings of life and aspirations were shaped powerfully by those around them 

in Logan with whom they shared their life journey. Many of these people in family, school, 

church and local community were also of Pacific backgrounds, so participants could share many 

of their experiences and develop understandings with somewhat like-minded others. Significant 

for most participants, it was with embedded understanding that they are a carrier, a central player 

and the purpose of their parents’ migrant dream that their life experiences shaped their imagining 

of university.  

This imagining was poorly informed – introduced to them by parents’ hope and 

aspiration, but with no or minimal knowledge of the Australian education system and almost 

always no first-hand experience. It did not provide participants with the ability to read the map 

that their parents’ migrant dream presented – a map with destinations but without roads or 

signposts. Indeed, one of this study’s key findings is that although some Australian schools and 

universities now make supportive information available, the limited knowledge/understanding 

and experience of university that Pacific students gain through their life experiences to the end of 

high school inadequately prepares them to go to university directly after high school. As a result, 

some participants had limited capacity to engage in the full scope of learning and life 

opportunities that university offers once they had entered, and some who are permanent residents 

continue to face the heavy disincentive of up-front fees which perpetuates the under-

representation of Pacific peoples studying at university is a major consequence.  

In presenting these findings, my study of participants living in Logan can be a source of 

helpful learning in this field. The findings are generally consistent with those of studies discussed 

in Chapter 2, particularly studies conducted in Australia or in New Zealand on issues closely 

related to my study (Kearney & Glen, 2017; Ravulo, 2015; Stanley & Kearney, 2017; Teevale et 

al., 2016; Teevale & Teu, 2018; Theodore et al., 2018). Like those studies, this study has found in 

pursuing university study, Pacific students commonly experience challenges associated with low-

SES circumstances and non-alignment of the worlds in which they live as members of migrant 
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families, but considered moves through well-informed, targeted intervention programs have 

potential to begin increasing the flow of Pacific peoples into – and ultimately as graduates out of 

the university system.  

A distinguishing feature of my study, in terms of existing Australian research, is its 

phenomenological approach. Guided by Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model (1995, 2005) this 

approach applies a more holistic method in comparison to other Australian studies. I understand 

that to identify the influences upon a particular aspect of the participants’ life journeys and 

choices, we need to recognise that life is an amalgam of lived experiences that continue to shape 

understandings, aspirations, choices and experiences throughout life. What has shaped the 

participants’ journeys into, through, away from, or nowhere near the university system in 

Australia in their early post high-school years are not just singular experiences or types of 

circumstances. Rather, it is the composite of influences through life experience, across systems 

(micro, meso, exo, and macro) and their primary components (people, process, context and time). 

I have explained at the start of this chapter the utility of the six guiding questions for data 

collection, and across the chapter have woven together the findings from this data into a holistic 

picture. Thus, the fala for this study is completed.  

6.4 Summary 

All Pacific young people have aspirations for their future, as do their parents who pursued 

their own personal aspirations of providing better opportunities to their children. The challenge 

identified in this study is how to nurture and support the transition of these aspirations so that 

students enrol and participate confidently at university. The migrant reality for Pacific Island 

youth in Logan can no longer be dreaming about university, or even enrolling in university only 

to withdraw sometime in the first year of study. The aspirations of students and their parents now 

need to develop further, recognising the need for students not just to enrol into university, but to 

maximise the opportunity this presents to develop valuable and enabling knowledge and 

connections, to help build satisfying lives for themselves and their families. This is achieved by 

participating earnestly at university, graduating on completion of their degree, and moving on to 

fulfilling and financially rewarding work that can support themselves and their families for the 

long term. It requires students to have the ability to “read the map” of their university aspirations, 

and to reach out for guidance and support through education institutions and those in their direct 

sphere of influence, especially family.  
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In the next chapter I conclude this study with acknowledgement of its contributions to 

knowledge and its limitations; recommendations for policy, practice and further studies; and 

reflections on my own rich learning journey while researching and writing this thesis. As 

researcher, I too have been a participant in this study, conscious of my own life experiences as an 

Australian Samoan woman living in Logan, while navigating my way through not just the 

university system at postgraduate level but also through what I recognise is the extremely 

important task of creating knowledge. The fala I have presented in this chapter constitutes the 

weaving together not just of findings from this study as a researcher, but also of the stories 

participants have told about their own life experiences. It therefore contributes knowledge created 

jointly through all of us as participants, seeking to deepen understanding and enable better 

informed responses to the under-representation of Pacific peoples in Australian universities.  
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Chapter 7 Conclusion  

In this final chapter I discuss the study’s contributions to knowledge about what shapes 

university aspirations and experiences of Pacific Island young people in Southeast Queensland 

and acknowledge the limitations of this study. The contribution to knowledge and 

recommendations are presented as informed by study findings for policy, practice, and further 

studies, recognising that better understanding of the study participants’ lived experiences and the 

interactions between these experiences can usefully inform action to help address the cyclical 

disadvantage that many Pacific Island families in Logan and elsewhere in Australia experience. 

The chapter concludes this study with reflections on my own rich learning journey while 

researching and writing this thesis. 

7.1 Contribution to Knowledge  

Scholarship concerning the education of Pacific Island youth in Australia is limited. This 

study of 31 Pacific Islander students at a high school in Logan, Southeast Queensland, helps to 

deepen understanding about how these young peoples’ lived experiences, and interactions 

between these experiences, shape the university aspirations and ultimately their university 

experiences. The study findings can usefully inform policy, community and other action to both 

increase the number of these students who not only enter university but also complete their 

university study, and to enrich the experience of these students while they study at university. In 

helping to extend and improve the university education of these students, findings from this study 

can make a very useful contribution to address the cyclical disadvantage that many Pacific 

Islander students and their families experience in Logan City and elsewhere in Australia, with 

possible applications in other countries with similar populations. 

The conceptual contributions of this study come about particularly through the distinctive 

qualitative approach taken, consistent with the values, analytical considerations and exploratory 

frameworks used thoughtfully in and for Pacific research. My research approach was to present a 

more holistic picture than those of related studies. This is the rationale as to why 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1995, 2005) bioecological model was applied as a framework to analyse and 

interpret data on participants’ life experiences and, van Manen’s (1990) phenomenological 

approach to help better understand the essence of these experiences. For data gathering I 

embedded Pacific values and methods in the talanoa circles in Phase One when participants were 
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high school students, and conducted interviews with participants in Phase Two after they had 

completed school. The six core research questions concerning influences on students’ university 

aspirations and experiences enabled the gathering of rich data through both phases to usefully 

apply the chosen analytical framework. 

The study has also made practical knowledge contributions to its field. One is its 

uncovering of the complexity surrounding the citizenship and permanent residency statuses of 

Pacific Island young people. While similar issues around the non-alignment of their social, 

economic, cultural and educational worlds also impact Pacific young people in New Zealand, 

many Pacific young people in Australia are further disadvantaged by complex issues surrounding 

their residency status. The complexity in this area results in unequal distribution of financial 

support and access to (or ineligibility for) HECS-Help student loans for people considering 

university study. This study extends the findings by Kearney and Glen’s (2017) study in two 

ways. First, it points to the confusion that continues for families who are entitled (or not) to 

access government support and student loans based on the date they began their permanent 

residence and their length of time in Australia. Second, it maps participants who aspired to 

university study and were entitled to access HECS-Help loans and social benefits, but did not 

pursue university on completing high school. The complexity of participants’ lived experiences 

reflected the complexities of their migration status. Kearney and Glen (2017) suggested the need 

to explain this trend which has now been achieved in this study. 

Another distinctive finding of this study is the significant role Pacific parents’ health 

contributes to this picture. Other studies have acknowledged the important role of Pacific parents 

in providing practical and emotional support for their student children throughout all stages of life 

(Paulsen, 2018; Ravulo, 2018, 2019; Turner, Rubie-Davies, & Webber, 2015). The new finding 

uncovered in this study is the significant impact Pacific parents’ health had on their children’s 

participation at university. Parents, when health compromised, were unable to provide the same 

support for the extended family and this placed additional physical and economic stress upon 

their student children, thus impacting their ability to engage in their studies. Serious ill health 

issues resulted in a noticeable share of participants’ parents who were not physically able to earn 

an income for their family, transferring the responsibility onto their student children. 

Unfortunately, many of these health issues were preventable chronic diseases due to dietary and 

lifestyle choices. This finding further informs knowledge of what distracts Pacific Island 

university students from their studies, thus contributing to the very limited literature on Pacific 

young people pursuing higher education in Australia.  
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7.2  Limitations of this study 

Several considerations, concerning the nature of the school where the students studied 

and the approach to data collection with the students, deserve discussion here. One limitation of 

this study is the lack of generalisability of the findings, given the localised context of the study 

and unique characteristics of the school and students studied. For example, in comparison to other 

schools in the area, the school where this research was conducted had invested significant 

resources specifically to support Pacific Island students. These resources were not available at all 

low-SES schools at the time. This was a distinctive feature of the school where the participating 

students were studying, however, this does not distort this study’s findings or their relevance for 

understanding the Pacific Islander students at Logan high schools, especially since the approach 

to data collection and analysis concerned these students’ life experiences at large and not just 

within their high school context.  

Another consideration concerns the themed questions prepared for participants’ 

contributions during the data collection phases. Some students may have been uncomfortable to 

answer questions honestly in front of others in the talanoa circles for example when asked about 

their family support given the implications of some possible answers. That is because Pacific 

Island students come from a collective cultural framework in which respect for parents and other 

family members is highly valued (Fischer et al., 2019; Reynolds, 2019; Singh & Zhang, 2018).  

However, it was important that participants, especially when in high school felt comfortable with 

the talanoa process, and their ability to share their stories within a safe environment. As far as I 

could observe, the students openly shared their experiences with each other throughout the 

talanoa circles, and oneonone with me in the semi-structured interviews. I believe that possible 

obstacles were considered and accommodated sensitively and appropriately in development of the 

study design. Furthermore, through journaling my thoughts and reflections after each talanoa 

circle and interview, I was able to become more aware of my own biases and how they may 

influence my interpretation of the data when producing research findings. I would regularly 

discuss these personal reflections with my supervisors to seek clarification of ideas, and to ensure 

that I honoured the integrity of the students’ experiences and stories.  

An additional limitation for this study was my ability to interview only eight of the 31 

participants in the second phase of the study. Being able to interview one-on-one all of the 

students who participated in and contributed to the talanoa circles may have provided additional 

insights that could not be presented in this study. Various attempts were made to reconnect with 
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as many participants as possible within the study timeframes. That being the case, the stories that 

the eight participants shared in the second study phase presented a range of rich experiences, with 

many similarities in challenges and strengths by these interviewed participants.  

7.3 Recommendations for Policy and Practice  

Findings from this study can usefully inform a number of areas of policy – of government 

and of educational institutions – particularly concerning education within school and university 

and for the general public. This study highlights the urgent need to collect self-nominated 

ethnicity data on all learners in Australia, especially Pacific Island students who consistently rank 

low in educational outcomes. Without knowing about the students sitting in our classrooms, we 

are unable to provide early intervention and appropriate support strategies to improve their 

learning experience and the quality of their life overall. Since the 2016 census data identifies 

Pacific people as over represented in low-skill, low-paid employment (Ravulo, 2018), the 

capacity to identify these students in early education and primary school settings would enable 

better targeted strategies to support learning outcomes for these students and their families. More 

importantly, this measure will benefit all students studying in Australian schools, not only Pacific 

Island students by first providing measurable benchmarks, and second holding all parties 

including parents, schools and government accountable to achieving these benchmarks. 

Second, further exploration is required on the university entry pathways available to high 

school students who do not meet the required OP (overall position) score to enrol in their 

nominated degree program. The study highlights a nonalignment of most students’ anticipated 

schooling outcomes with their academic results on completion of year 12. This raises the concern 

that high school students are being set up to fail by these alternative entry pathways as students 

have not demonstrated the academic skills required to qualify university entry. Further study is 

required to better understand these dynamics which will help inform decisions made by students, 

families and educators as they consider university pathways. 

7.4 Recommendations for Further Research  

This study points to the following areas of research and development that can usefully 

contribute to knowledge in this field. First, useful research can be undertaken to improve 

understanding of how to bridge the need of Pacific Island high school students for sense of 
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belonging within learning institutions and their intrinsic motivation to achieve academically to 

better prepare for university study and university life. Second, bridging courses can be designed 

specifically for Pacific Island students, and workshops conducted to development students’ 

communication and study skills through small group discussions and experiential learning 

activities.  

Third, notably absent in the Australian educational system are benchmarks and targets to 

identify and evaluate the effectiveness of strategies being implemented. One strategy involves the 

Australian federal and state governments embedding national data collection mechanisms and 

processes that enable self-identification of ethnicity for all students and their families. After all, 

how can actions seeking improvement for Pacific Island learners be evaluated if we do not know 

who these learners are and identify their needs. This is especially important in the university 

context to identify whether a cohort is over-represented in attrition data. Currently, information 

on participation and attainment at university is provided via the national census every four years – 

a system which requires self-reporting. Research to inform design and implementation of 

effective strategies and to evaluate the effectiveness of such strategies in real-time will therefore 

be especially helpful.  

It is also important to understand language ability in the schooling sector. A student may 

identify as having a language-background-other than-English (LBOTE) identity, however may 

possess English language proficiency and excel in classroom learning. For others, especially 

students from low-SES backgrounds, this is often not the case (Creagh, 2014). Being able to 

identify who our students are, and what their language ability is, will enable (a) targeted and 

culturally appropriate communications with parents and families at home, and (b) the design of 

university bridging courses for students in need. This will create a partnership of learning where 

both students and parents feel valued and included in their children’s learning environment. Yet 

to create culturally appropriate and targeted parental engagement strategies, knowing students is 

essential. At present, schools collect ethnicity information and data as best they can. A national 

system that enables students and parents to self-identify their ethnicity will begin to provide more 

accurate data to enhance Pacific students learning outcomes. 

Fourth, the impact of parents’ health on their children’s ability to successfully pursue and 

engage in university study can also call for policy attention. Preventable chronic health issues 

experienced by parents significantly shaped participants’ desire and ability to focus on their 

higher education goals. Here, the migrant dream of educational and economic opportunities that 



217 

 

had inspired parents’ migration journey to Australia had for many participants, within one 

generation, become restricted by parents’ lack of wellbeing and ill health. Recognising that 

parents play a vital role in shaping and supporting their children’s educational aspirations, policy 

that seeks to establish an Islander community information program about family health, 

particularly to inform about and guide against obesity, can make a valuable contribution across 

Islander society, including for those who are aspiring to or are already studying at university 

 It will also be useful to deepen understanding of how educators can more 

effectively engage Pacific students from low-SES backgrounds in learning. Part of the challenge 

identified in this study was that some students felt unable to share with teachers the issues they 

were experiencing at home that were negatively affecting their schoolwork. Therefore, further 

research and development can deepen understanding of effective, culturally appropriate methods 

of communication among Pacific young people, their parents and teachers. This should enable 

young people to feel more confident and able to express their thoughts and feelings with their 

parents and teachers, and allow them to better understand the experiences of their children and 

students. The consequences of improved parent-child and teacher-student communication is 

likely to have positive flow on to the students’ educational performance, irrespective of the nature 

of this communication. 

7.5 Personal Reflections  

I was raised on the migrant dream of my Samoan mother and grandparents, and the 

participants’ stories shared in this thesis have many times mirrored my own experiences. The 

goal, passed to me through the migrant dream stories, was always to “go to university” but 

understanding how to get to university and be successful at university was always problematic. 

These were skills that I learnt much later in life; I was 22 years old when I began study at 

university. Raised in a single-parent home, as were many of the participants in this study, time 

with my mother while growing up was limited due to her work demands and having to financially 

provide for our extended family with 13 children, where I was the middle child. There was one 

income earner and many mouths to feed. I could appreciate that while parents dream of great 

futures for their children, many children need exposure to experiences and strong relationships 

with others outside of their immediate family circles to successfully facilitate this dream. Others, 

whom children engage with in their microsystem, as Bronfenbrenner (1995, 2005) describes, can 

support the parents’ visions for their children. Bronfenbrenner’s model also refers usefully to 
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systems we engage with indirectly, for example, policy and legislation by government that 

influence the outcomes of our lives to fulfil or to abandon aspirations.  

My own experience makes me appreciate the importance of giving Pacific Island young 

people permission to claim their space they want to identify as home. Some participants 

experienced tension around feeling connected to the homelands of their parents and grandparents 

without having been there. Here arises the question of what it means to embrace an Australian 

identity and Australia as a home nation when one’s family identifies as Samoan, or Tongan or 

Cook Island. In addition, Pacific peoples in New Zealand have come to use the terms “Pasifika”, 

“Pasefika”, and even “Kiwi” to define their migrant status. Yet in Australia, this conversation 

about terms for identity is still taking place. Young people use “Pacific Islander” or “Islander” 

because it is the term they have heard given to them. The challenge for Pacific peoples in 

Australia when unpacking identity and connection to Australia is the varying status of Pacific 

peoples. Those who arrived after 2001 and remain in low-skilled, low-paid work are not well 

placed for Australian citizenship. This means that a Pacific person who arrived in Australia aged 

over 18 as a New Zealand citizen who gains employment, buys a house, has children and pays 

taxes in this country – could remain ineligible for citizenship if they arrived after 2001.  

A challenge for the Pacific Island communities in Australia today is identifying how to 

apply a strengths-based approach to utilise the collective to change the migrant reality. This 

entails a shift from under-achievement in the education sector, and over-representation in low-

skilled employment, to collectively owning and excelling across all spaces. I believe that my 

study is contributing to this approach. I believe these circumstances make the subject of this 

thesis important for public debate in Australia. Almost 20 years after the Australian government 

changed permanent resident circumstances, many New Zealand citizens continue to advocate for 

support as an Australian citizen. Meantime, whatever the policy intention, the Australian 

government continues to create an underclass of Pacific Island migrants with their own distinctive 

experiences – some have travelled from Island homelands, others via New Zealand, and still 

others born and raised in Australia – with different citizenship or permanent residence status 

shaping their identity in this country. Yet all are grouped as Pacific Islanders.   

As stated in Chapter 1, this study is deeply personal for me. My four children were born 

and raised in Australia to parents of Samoan and Canadian, and Cook Island and New Zealand 

heritages. So while this study has sought to help and improve the outcomes of my community in 

Logan, and the participants involved, it also gave me great insight into the experiences that shape 
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and influence the aspirations of my own children. As the study participants shared, “All parents 

want their children to do well”, and while my children adore their Samoan and Cook Island 

Nanas, they are also navigating their own personal journeys of self-discovery, identity and desire 

for (or not), university study, as they are presented with new learning experiences and 

environments.  

It is important to acknowledge here, without their grandmothers’ migrant dreams which 

involved leaving beloved Pacific homelands, or their push for us, their children to make these 

dreams a reality - these opportunities my children now have not would not exist. Yet, without the 

guideposts – the life experiences that develop skills – for Pacific young people to read and 

understand the map, increased representation of Pacific peoples in Australian universities will 

remain stagnant, and here lies our responsibility These circumstances in Logan Southeast 

Queensland call out for more attention to the education of Pacific Island children – and our 

families – so we are all better equipped to make the migrant dream – the migrant reality.  
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