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Abstract 

In recent decades, there has been an influx of Pasifika peoples into Australia via Aotearoa (New 

Zealand), often motivated by educational and employment opportunities. However, there is a 

paucity of research in Australia relating to the educational journey of Pasifika students and 

therefore a lack of evidence to support the development of robust initiatives to increase 

participation, retention, and success of this student cohort at university. In this study, I have 

provided some much-needed insights into Pasifika student success: the tensions, ambiguities, and 

ambivalences of self-efficacy formation as Pasifika students engage in Australian universities in 

preparation for their intended professions in the global marketplace. The research insights extend 

Hau’ofa’s metaphor of the Pacific Ocean to these shores: an ocean that Western knowledges assert 

separates the islands within it, as opposed to traditional Pasifika knowledges that assert the ocean 

is that which connects them. These perspectives platform diverging narratives and mindsets, 

feelings and behaviours – one of hopelessness and the other of hope. 

Narrative inquiry, and its key dimensions of temporality, place, and sociality, was adopted as the 

methodology for the study, due to its alignment to Pasifika worldviews and its ability to foreground 

the participants’ stories about their success and self-efficacy. The research was underpinned by 

postcolonial theory and informed by Pacific epistemology and ontologies. Six Pasifika students 

and graduates participated in this research – two were university students at the time of the 

interviews, two were recent graduates (graduating in the year before the interviews), and two were 

graduates who had been working in management positions in their given industries. Their stories 

or narratives were presented as a whole and aligned with the research lens of narrative inquiry. 

Four themes emerged from their narratives: (a) sources of self-efficacy, (b) the impacts of their 

self-efficacy on their educational outputs, (c) bridges and barriers to educational success for 

Pasifika peoples, and (d) self-efficacy in the collective context. 

The findings of this study inform the development of educational initiatives to support Pasifika 

student self-efficacy and success so that the motives for migration may be realised. The research 

concluded that Pasifika students are motivated by the collective success of their surrounding 

community: family, peers, church, and/or the Pasifika community in general. Current self-efficacy 

measures need to incorporate the effects of collective cultures on educational outputs to be relevant 

for Pasifika peoples. Incorporating this collectivity can allow for more comprehensive data to 

evidence the real protective factors for Pasifika success. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

“Oceania is vast, Oceania is expanding, Oceania is hospitable and generous, Oceania is humanity 

rising from the depths of brine and regions of fire deeper still, Oceania is us. We are the sea, we 

are the ocean, we must wake up to this ancient truth and together use it to overturn all hegemonic 

views that aim ultimately to confine us again, physically and psychologically…” 

Professor ‘Epeli Hau’ofa (1994) 

 

In his seminal work “Our Sea of Islands”, Professor Epeli Hau’ofa (1994) reflected on 

the difference between Western and precolonial Pacific perspectives of the ocean. The Western 

discourse, he says, is considered through the lens of macro-economics and macro- politics; as 

“islands in a far sea”. It is focused on the separation between the islands and depicts them as small, 

poorly resourced, and isolated within the ocean. Alternatively, the traditional Pacific community-

level conceptualisation of the ocean is that it is a “sea of islands”, being that which connects the 

islands and their peoples rather than separating them. This view supports a connected and shared 

history of Pacific peoples whose forebears traversed the world’s largest ocean on finely crafted 

canoes, and who navigated their way between islands by mapping and reading the stars. Innate in 

this boundless exploration was a warrior spirit, courage, guile, resilience, curiosity, and faith. 

Even today, Pacific peoples have continued to be highly mobile, motivated and 

empowered by the same traits as their forebears. As Besnier (2015) noted, many have now settled 

far beyond the rim of the Pacific, mobilised through their professional qualifications and athletic 

capabilities as far afield as the Global North. 

 

Context 

Migration patterns: Peoples and terms. 

European explorers in the 18th and 19th centuries categorised the Pacific Islands into three 

regional groups to simplify the complex and diverse populations they encountered in their travels. 

These regional groups were Polynesia, Melanesia, and Micronesia. Polynesia includes 

Aotearoa/New Zealand, Samoa, American Samoa, Tonga, Niue, Cook Islands, Hawaiian Islands, 

Rotuma, Midway Islands, Tokelau, Tuvalu, French Polynesia, and Easter Island (Rapa Nui). 

Melanesia includes Papua New Guinea, the Indonesian provinces of Papua and West Papua, New 

Caledonia, Vanuatu, Fiji, and Solomon Islands. Micronesia includes the Northern Marianas 

Islands, Guam, Wake Island, Palau, Marshall Islands, Kiribati, Nauru, and the Federated States of 

Micronesia (Macleod & Delany, 2009). In diasporic communities, the grouping of Māori and 

Pacific Island peoples together has largely been driven by socio-political agendas and remains a 
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contentious point of debate (Gounder, 2009). Aligned with his big-picture reflections and the 

centrality of the ocean, Hau’ofa (1994) called for the people of these three regions to be identified 

as Oceanic. 

‘In the 1960s, the New Zealand government encouraged Pacific Island peoples (mostly 

Polynesian) to come to Aotearoa/New Zealand to meet the growing needs of the country’s 

unskilled, semi-skilled labour market. This provided a cheap labour source for the New Zealand 

labour market post-WWII (Mallon et al., 2012). Many subsequently chose to settle and raise their 

families there, rather than in their island homes. Just as the Pacific Islands were categorised for 

simplification purposes by early European explorers, in Aotearoa/New Zealand the pan-ethnic 

label “Pacific Islanders” was coined for the familiar convenience of others. Therefore, much of the 

literature from this migration wave applied the term “Māori and Pacific Islanders”. More recently, 

“Pacific Islanders” has been challenged on the premise that it connotes a homogenous populace 

that disregards the unique and diverse languages, cultures, traditions, histories, and cosmologies 

of each island nation (Cullen, 2009). This led to the appropriation of the term “Māori and Pacific 

peoples”. Aligned with the seeking of appropriate terms, the term “Pasifika” has since been coined 

by the Ministry of Education and embedded widely in Aotearoa/New Zealand as a Pacific-centric 

description of migrants from the Pacific Islands or those who identify with the Pacific Islands 

through ancestry or heritage (Gorinski & Fraser, 2006). 

The clear distinction between Māori and Pacific Island peoples in Aotearoa/New Zealand 

distinguishes and recognises Māori as “tangata whenua”, or Indigenous people of the land, 

notwithstanding their linked histories and identities within the Pacific (Somerville, 2012). This 

recognition is consistent with the Māori concept of “manuhiri”, used to describe guests to a marae 

(a meeting place usually located on the traditional land of a tribe). Implicit in manuhiri are the dual 

roles of guest and host; the guests being visitors and hosts being those peoples with a spiritual 

connection to the land upon which the marae is located. In their relationship in Aotearoa/New 

Zealand, Māori are rightfully recognised as hosts to their Pacific migrant guests and are therefore 

termed separately. 

Here in Australia, the contestation of terms has continued. It has been touted within 

communities that Māori and Pacific peoples would be better positioned to advance collectively 

under a single, unified term in the social, political, cultural, and economic frameworks of Australia. 

This argument is also grounded in light of Māori and Pacific worldviews on Indigeneity, spiritual 

connections to land, and the roles espoused in the concept of manuhiri. Applying these roles in 

Australia, Māori and Pacific peoples are manuhiri or guests on Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples’ lands. 
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In this thesis, and after much deliberation in view of the above evolution of terms, the 

preference is to use “Pasifika” to describe Melanesian, Micronesian, and Polynesian peoples. 

However, because most of the literature is from Aotearoa/New Zealand and Māori and Pacific 

peoples are often separate there, the terms “Pasifika” and “Māori and Pacific peoples” will be used 

interchangeably to mean the same, unless used independently of the other. 

Although Pasifika is a term that is heavily influenced by Polynesian discourses from the 

Aotearoa/New Zealand context, the decision to adopt this term aligns with what appears to be the 

contemporary prevailing discourse within Australia. In particular, Pasifika appears as the term of 

preference for the target group of this research, namely Māori and Pacific Island university 

students in Brisbane (and even more specifically, Griffith University and Queensland University 

of Technology students). The Griffith Pasifika Association (GPA) and Queensland University of 

Technology Pasifika Association (QUTPA) both self-identify as Pasifika inclusive of Melanesian, 

Micronesian, and Polynesian (including Māori). Adding further weight, the QUTPA has named 

its peer program the “OneNesia Mentoring Program”: OneNesia representing the unification of 

the three “nesias” (Melanesia, Micronesia, and Polynesia) and the people who belong to these 

islands. 

 

Pasifika in Australia. 

Pacific peoples have an historical association with Australia through their proximate 

identities within the Pacific Ocean (Ravulo, 2015), trade and aid (H. Lee, 2009), and the Pacific 

origins of Torres Strait Islanders and Australian South Sea Islanders (McGavin, 2014). However, 

in recent decades the predominant migration path for Polynesians in particular has been from their 

islands to Aotearoa/New Zealand, and then on to Australia. 

The Pasifika population comprises 1.3% of the total Australian population (Kearney & 

Glen, 2017). It is a youthful and rapidly growing group with the majority ranging between 0- 24 

years of age, compared to the Australian general population majority range of 25-49 years 

(Vaughan et al., 2018). For some time now, there has been an influx of Māori and Pacific Island 

migrants into Australia, mostly via Aotearoa/New Zealand (Durham et al., 2019). 

Zakus and Horton (2009) asserted that the prevailing pull factor for resettlement is for a 

better life. Included in this is a desire for increased educational opportunities (McGavin, 2014), 

improved wages and work conditions (Horton, 2014), improved lifestyle, and to be closer to family 

and kinship ties (Ravulo, 2015). 

However, a number of issues and challenges relating to Pasifika peoples’ participation in 

Australian society have become apparent. Employment trends indicate that Pasifika peoples are 
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highly engaged in unskilled and low-income occupations (Ravulo, 2015). Scott et al. (2018) noted 

that Pasifika youth are overrepresented in the youth justice system, while Krauss et al. (2014) 

found Pasifika youth to be at higher risk of experiencing mental illness than the general population. 

Pacific peoples also have a disproportionate level of chronic disease (Mihrshahi et al., 2017). Of 

particular relevance for this study is research showing that Pasifika students face particular 

challenges in education across language, literacy, under- representation at university, and failure 

rates when enrolled at university (Kearney et al, 2018; Tualaulelei & Kavanagh, 2015). These 

statistics are incongruent with Pasifika peoples’ motives to resettle here for a “better life”. 

 

Research Focus 

“Smallness is a state of mind.” Professor ‘Epeli Hau’ofa (1994) 

 

This research is concerned with the migration wave of Pasifika peoples into Australia It 

seeks to gain a better understanding of why Pasifika student outcomes are poor, despite access to 

a quality education being a motivator for migration. While these are often parental aspirations, the 

realisation of these aspirations by their children remains to be seen. The purpose of this study is to 

assess the enablers and constraints to Pasifika student success, and their impact on student 

motivation and self-efficacy. Bandura (2010) defined self-efficacy as an individual’s belief in his 

or her ability to influence events that affect one’s life. According to self-efficacy theory, students 

who are more efficacious about their learning should be able to self-regulate better and create 

effective environments for learning. This study explores the formation and influencing factors on 

Pasifika student self-efficacy from the perspective of successful students. Two questions guide the 

study. 

 

Research Questions 

1. What are the enabling and constraining factors that influence Pasifika student success at 

university? 

2. What are the influencers on self-efficacy of successful Pasifika students in their academic 

pursuits? 

 

Justification of Topic 

Research focused on Pasifika student success is a growing field, but yet still relatively 

scarce. Within the research that is currently available, a range of factors have been found to be 

enablers and/or constrainers for Pasifika student success. Most of this research has been conducted 

abroad – mostly in Aotearoa New Zealand. One of the most striking features of the current corpus 
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of research is the lack of it from within Australia. It is questionable whether research undertaken 

outside of the Australian context is relevant and translatable to Australia because of contextual and 

environmental differences. Similarly, the same questions around relevance of research to the 

Australian Pasifika setting can be asked in relation to the relevance of research on self-efficacy 

which has largely been conducted in America. These questions present a major challenge for 

policymakers, universities, and Pasifika communities in designing support systems for Pasifika 

student success and efficacy. It also highlights the importance and opportunity this study provides 

to bridge that gap, and thus to support Pasifika student success. 

This research seeks to explore the tensions, ambiguities, and ambivalences of self- 

efficacy formation as Pasifika students engage in Australian universities in preparation for their 

intended professions in the global marketplace. The reasons for the selection of this topic are 

twofold. Firstly, there was a paucity of research found within Australia. Secondly, the topic is 

aligned to the realisation that most if not all systems have positive and negative elements to them. 

Similarly, most if not all educational systems (and more specifically, universities) will privilege 

some people and be inequitable to others, often dependent on whose knowledge systems are valued 

and validated. The inadequacies of the systems are usually and largely beyond the control of the 

individual within it. Conversely, what is in the control of the individual, to a greater extent, is 

belief in his or her ability to be successful. Of course, these beliefs are influenced by a myriad of 

factors, many of which will be explored in this research. Notwithstanding these factors, and often 

in the face of them, supporting Pasifika students’ self-efficacy has the potential to transform their 

self-perceptions, self-beliefs, and educational outcomes. After all, as Hau’ofa so aptly stated, 

“smallness is a mindset”. 

 

Researcher Positionality 

O tu, aganu’u, ma agaifanua a le tamaititi o le a le mafai ona ulufale atu i le potuaoga sei vagana 

ua fa’atauaina ma faaulufaleina muamua i le loto ma le agaga o le faiaoga. 

[The culture of the child cannot enter the classroom until it has first entered the consciousness of the 

teacher.] (Allen et al., 2009) 

 

Before proceeding, it is appropriate to declare my personal positionality and the possible 

influences on this research. All research is informed by assumptions, motivations, and values 

(Smith, 1999). Therefore, interrogating the positionality of the researcher is important (Lee, 2020). 

Mohammad (2001) aptly stated that the relationship between those being researched and the 

researcher has inherent power dynamics that are articulated through either difference or sameness: 
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difference is expressed through an objectifying distance, while sameness refers to the shared 

position and shared social location of the researcher and those being researched. Bishop (2005) 

posited that researchers who share sameness with participants are better placed to conduct research 

and have greater authenticity and moral authority. 

When writing about mentoring relationships for Pasifika university students, Wellington-

based academic Dr Cherie Chu consciously abandons the clinical-methodical approach to 

academic writing (Chu, 2014). Mentoring, she says, evolves from “heart matters” and so she elects 

to write from the heart. I will follow her lead for the purposes of this section. 

I am Samoan; my father comes from the villages of Safa’ato’a, Salelologa and Sagone 

and my mother from the villages of Alamagoto and Matautu. I consider myself to be a Samoan by 

blood, a Kiwi by birth, and an Aussie by choice. Layered over these nationalities, I am also Pasifika 

– a pan-ethnicity that has emerged from the diasporic community of the Pacific Islands. My 

multiethnic identity has been a source of strength and pride in my life, as well as a basis for cultural 

confusion and identity crisis. The cultural challenges I have faced have largely been based around 

difference. These differences, I assume, reflect sameness with many of the target group of this 

research. I have completed an undergraduate degree in law, another point of sameness, and another 

tick for my “insider” status. 

The personal narrative outlined above qualifies me as an insider researcher. Insiders are 

said to be those researchers whose similar biology (race, gender, class, etc.) with those being 

researched gives them a lived familiarity (Wilkinson & Kitzinger, 2013). My sameness with the 

majority of the target group stems from my “Pasifika-ness”, being of the Pasifika diaspora, being 

a migrant, and my completion of a university degree. I am also a current student at an Australian 

university. Rubin and Rubin (1995) suggested that an effective researcher is able to recognise and 

tolerate different styles of conversation. I would extend this to include recognising and tolerating 

different styles of being, thinking, and knowing (Devine, 2013). Hayano (1979) said that the 

understanding in communication between indigenous researcher and native participants represents 

empathy and emotions which insiders share from knowing their subjects on a deep, subtle level. 

These feelings emanate from our sameness, as well as the heart- and spirit-based motivations for 

undertaking the research in the first place. 

However, this insider knowledge is not without limitations. Hayano (1979) also warned 

that an insider’s position is not necessarily an unchallengeable “true” picture; it is but one possible 

perspective. The primary common denominator for sameness between myself and the target group 

in this research with students is culture. Yet culture and identity are fluid and dynamic. The factors 

of sameness and difference are complex and interconnected. I am an insider researcher but at 
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varying points in time and depending on many variables, my position is ever sliding along the 

continuum of positionality (Herr & Anderson, 2005). 

In Brayboy and Deyhle’s (2000) paper on insider-outsider research in US-Native 

American communities, they pointed out that they had worked hard to be good researchers and 

good “Indians”. In her PhD thesis, Ng Shiu (2011) described herself as a Samoan researcher rather 

than a researcher who is Samoan. To her, Samoan-ness precedes her position as researcher. 

Throughout this project, I have consciously and subconsciously allowed my Pasifika ways of 

being, thinking, and knowing to inform the approach through which I have understood the 

literature, conducted the interviews, and analysed the data. For me, my heart and my spirit have 

preceded my mind. 

 

Thesis Outline 

This thesis will be structured in the following way. In Chapter Two, I review the literature 

relating to the main concepts in my research questions: enablers and constrainers of Pasifika 

student success, and self-efficacy. 

Chapter Three is an examination of my research design, beginning with an explanation 

and rationale of the theoretical framework I have chosen. I provide an outline of why I have chosen 

narrative inquiry as my research method, and how I use that theory to collect and analyse data for 

this study. Finally, I present ethical considerations for this study, how they are dealt with, and 

provide evidence of my research ethics approval. 

Chapter Four contains my findings from the research interviews, laid out in story form 

aligned to the narrative inquiry methodological approach. From these narratives, common themes 

and events which can be linked to the various elements of the theoretical framework are noted as 

points for discussion in the next chapter. 

The fifth chapter contains the main points of discussion and the conclusions from this 

study. It sets out to address the research questions with an in-depth discussion of the findings 

framed by the intersecting theories I have adopted. Self-efficacy as a theory is screened for 

relevance to Pasifika peoples, and a perspective is tendered for why and how self-efficacy can be 

negatively impacted due to postcolonial narratives and the incongruence of self-efficacy metrics. 

Finally, conclusions and recommendations arising out of this research are tendered. 

The purpose of this chapter has been to provide context around Pasifika: how this pan- 

ethnic term came to be, and why I choose to use it over others in this research. I also explained the 

research focus, questions, and justification, leading into the next chapter which is a review of the 

relevant literature. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
“The Ocean is our sea of islands. One thing we all have in common is the ocean, 

the same sea washes the shores of all islands and also the coastline of Australia and 

New Zealand.” 

Professor ‘Epeli Hau’ofa (1994) 

 
 

This chapter investigates extant literature, starting with the theorising of Pasifika students 

and the impact of theoretical perspectives. This is followed by an overview of Pasifika 

participation in university. The enablers and constrainers to Pasifika student success are then 

scoped and categorised into institutional, external, and personal factors. Finally, the literature in 

relation to self-efficacy is reviewed. 

 

Theorising: Strengths-Based Versus Deficit-Based Perspectives 
 

“People in some of our islands are in danger of being confined to mental reservations, if not 

already to physical ones.” 

Professor ‘Epeli Hau’ofa (1994) 

 
 

The extended metaphor of a Pasifika lens and mindset in this study holds the notion of 

strengths-based and deficit-based theorising as absolutely critical to the understanding, 

interpretation, and definition of student success – from the perspectives of the education system 

and of the student. It seeks to evaluate and challenge the origins of the perceptions, perspectives, 

and representations of Pasifika students by wider society, as well as by Pasifika peoples ourselves. 

It raises the question of whose knowledge is valued and validated at “knowledge institutions”, 

what impact that has on who is deemed successful or not, and what cost that “success” has on 

students and their self-efficacy. 

As alluded to by Hau’ofa (1994), the theoretical lens through which Pasifika peoples see 

ourselves is essential to our esteem and actualisation. In the same way, how Pasifika students are 

viewed, by themselves as well as the educational institutions they engage with, is critical to their 

performance. Bandura’s (2010) work reflects this notion through his categorisation of the various 

types of self-efficacy that include the students, the groups they work within, and their teachers. A 

strengths-based perspective values and validates Pasifika students and their ontologies and 

epistemologies. On the other hand, a deficit-based approach disregards the baskets of knowledge 

that those same students bring onto campus with them by narrowing the lens of knowledge and 

marginalising other ways of being, knowing, and doing (Martin & Mirraboopa, 2003). 
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Matapo and Baice (2020) posited that cultural deficit theorising and victim-blaming as an 

explanation for the existence of inequalities between Māori and Pacific cultures and other minority 

cultures in Aotearoa/New Zealand is misplaced. The alternative discourse contends that inequities 

are instead a result of society’s and institutions’ inability to recognise and understand cultural 

differences (Sauni, 2014). Ng Shiu (2011) reinforced this by asserting that culture can help us to 

understand the process of learning, and who decides what can be taught in schools and universities. 

Recognising and catering for cultural differences, if ignored and not addressed, can lead to 

(further) marginalisation and disengagement of students from those cultures at university. In 

essence, the institution has failed the student. According to Durie (2006), the solution is to shift 

from a paradigm of deficit and risk to one of potential and discovery. This perspective provides 

for a strengths-based approach and one that is framed in hope and optimism rather than in injustice 

and despair (Schreiner et al., 2012). 

In his musings, Hau’ofa (1994) lamented over his own promulgation of Western 

perspectives of the Pacific Islands and the supposition that they are small, poor, and isolated. He 

reflected on the ripple effects of such narratives and how his students were led to believe that these 

islands were languishing in a sea of hopelessness. Dependence on other countries seemed the only 

solution in the circumstances. By propagating this message, he regretfully conceded that he had 

inadvertently become an active agent of neocolonialism by belittling and subjugating his own 

people and their mindsets. From that point on, he made a conscious decision to conceive of himself, 

his peoples, and their lands and waters as his ancestors had in the grandiose of their myths, legends, 

and oral traditions. 

Much of the insider research on Pasifika education takes Hau’ofa’s lead and warns against 

the dire effects of deficit-based theorising. This study is mostly interested in its impact on Pasifika 

students’ self-efficacy: Some effects of what Hau’ofa termed “neocolonial belittling” can be seen 

in Pasifika students in universities today. 

 

Pasifika in University 
 

Most of the literature relating to Pasifika students in education emanates from the 

Aotearoa/New Zealand context. This wealth of literature has allowed the Aotearoa/New Zealand 

government and tertiary institutions to develop evidence-based strategies specifically for Māori 

and Pacific students to increase participation, retention, and success. 

Meanwhile, the paucity of Australian-based research has restricted a deeper 

understanding of Pasifika students’ experiences at Australian universities and the factors that 

enable and/or constrain their success. One of the major barriers to filling the research gap is that 
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ethnic-specific data beyond New Zealand citizenship are difficult to obtain, making the Pacific 

Island origins of the cohort obscure (Durham et al., 2019; Kearney et al., 2011). Consequently, 

strategies and initiatives that promote educational success for this migrant community are also 

limited (Cuthill & Scull, 2011), reinforcing the importance of studies such as this. 

Aotearoa/New Zealand context. 
 

In Aotearoa/New Zealand, ethnic distribution data of undergraduate levels report that 

Pakeha (Caucasian) students (39.16%) comprise more than twice the number of Pasifika (Māori 

and Pacific) students. Completion rates tell a similar story, with 20.7% of Pakeha attaining a 

bachelor’s degree, compared to 9.9% of Maori and 8.9% for Pasifika peoples (Ministry of 

Education, 2015). At postgraduate level, the gap is even wider, with 9.26% being Pasifika 

compared to 44.47% Pakeha (Mayeda et al., 2012). Beyond participation, retention rates of 

Pasifika students indicate that they are achieving poor academic outcomes at university (Nanai et 

al., 2011; Theodore et al., 2017). Pasifika students are less likely than students of other ethnicities 

to complete their degrees, even after factors other than ethnicity have been isolated (Tumen et al., 

2008). Juhong and Maloney (2006) provided detailed statistics highlighting that Māori are 42% 

more likely than Pakeha to discontinue their studies and Pacific students are 53% more likely to 

drop out without completing their degrees than their Pakeha counterparts. Furthermore, the same 

study showed a disparity between grade point average (GPA) scores across the three ethnicities: 

The mean GPA for Pakeha was 3.87, 2.81 for Māori students, and 1.72 for Pacific students. These 

statistics have led the Aotearoa/New Zealand government and tertiary institutions to develop 

strategies specific to addressing this disparity. 

Australian context. 
 

In Australia, the limited research that is available is similarly inauspicious, especially at 

university level. In 2015, Ravulo compiled a report using Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 

census data that provided a human geography review of Pasifika peoples across a broad range of 

life domains. His findings showed that while 3.8% of the Australian Pasifika community hold a 

bachelor’s degree, 10.9% of the general Australian population have the same, while at 

postgraduate degree level only 0.7% of the Pasifika community has attained such a qualification 

compared to 2.9% of the general Australian population. 

 

Enablers and Constrainers to Pasifika Student Success 
 

As Towner (2017) reported, support systems for Pasifika educational achievement is a 

newly developing field of academic research. The research that is available on Pasifika student 

retention has focused on understanding the students: firstly, their being, knowing, and thinking, 
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and then how those factors support retention and/or attrition (Maori, 2007; Sauni, 2014). For most 

Pasifika students the decision to discontinue tertiary education is not the result of one factor 

(Maori, 2007; Theodore et al., 2017). Equally, their success is the result of a combination of 

complex, interconnected factors that develop over time. Therefore, to disaggregate educational 

outcomes into single factors for analytical purposes is useful yet limited on various levels. Pasifika 

researcher Ng Shiu (2011) explained that individual factors are insufficient in themselves to 

explain success or otherwise and should be viewed as part of an integrated whole where each of 

the categories contributes to the other. 

As the body of insider research grows, more studies are finding that poor retention is not 

a result of an inability to understand academic learning or to participate in university culture. 

Rather, it is largely to do with “external” or other factors (Sauni, 2014); these will be outlined 

below. For the purposes of this review, the enabling or constraining factors that influence Pasifika 

student success will be categorised into institutional, external, and personal factors. 

 

Institutional factors. 
 

There is concern in the literature that little attention in research has been given to the 

impact of teaching practices on student outcomes, especially on Indigenous students the world 

over (Phillips et al., 2014). Key institutional factors that impact on student outcomes are teachers’ 

cultural understanding and empathy, institutional culture and curriculum, access to information, 

sense of belonging, and the visibility of role models. 

Effect of teachers’ cultural understanding on teaching practices and effectiveness. 
 

Curtis et al. (2012) explored the impact of the educator and teaching methods (amongst 

other things) on Aotearoa/New Zealand indigenous and ethnic minority success at a New Zealand 

university. Their research focused on teaching practices in the “non-lecture” context that help or 

hinder Māori and Pacific students’ success. Despite the target group being from a foundational 

course rather than an undergraduate course, the Māori and Pasifika students in Curtis et al.’s study 

emphasised the importance of teaching and learning approaches that are holistic; that is, supporting 

the academic and affective, cultural, and pastoral aspects of study. 

Teacher empathy. 
 

The notion of “knowing” students in order to provide teaching that caters to the learning 

needs of all has led to some researchers advocating for an increase in Pasifika staff. Most of the 

key informants of Benseman et al.’s (2006) study commented on the value of Pasifika academics 

as role models, mentors, and support for Pasifika students. They also expressed concern about their 

low representation in academia. However, Coxon et al. (2002) stated that increasing the number 
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of Pasifika teachers is not the only way to increase cultural capital. They cited Pasikale (1999) 

who found that it is teacher empathy, not necessarily teacher ethnicity, that is critical for successful 

teaching and learning. Other researchers (Bishop, 2005; Hawk et al., 2005) endorsed the benefits 

of empathy, comprising teachers’ attitudes, values, behaviours, effort, and skills, and 

demonstrating understanding and empathy with Pasifika cultures. Mayeda et al. (2014) suggested 

that university staff take the initiative in respecting, learning, and applying Māori and Pacific 

worldviews in their courses. They also encouraged universities to provide cultural awareness 

training for staff. 

If the ability to empathise with Pasifika students is an enabler to their educational success, 

then the lack of literature around Pasifika students is problematic in that teachers are limited in 

building their understanding of the cohort. This intensifies the necessity to bridge the research gap 

so that policy and teaching methods will be more contextual and effective for Pasifika students. 

Institutional culture. 
 

Airini (1998) contended that higher education institutions resist and counter Indigenous 

cultures, knowledge systems, and teaching and learning styles. In recent times, research has shifted 

from integrating Indigenous students into the culture of the university to looking at how the 

institution itself is implicated in which students succeed (Wilson et al., 2011). In Australia and 

Aotearoa/New Zealand, equity and social justice have changed the focus of success. In Australia, 

the Federal Government’s Higher Education Participation and Partnerships Program (HEPPP) 

funding pool supports universities to undertake activities and implement strategies that improve 

access to undergraduate courses for people from low socioeconomic status (SES) backgrounds, 

people with disability, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, people from rural and remote 

areas, people from a non-English speaking background, and women in non-traditional areas of 

study (Zacharias et al., 2015). In Aotearoa/New Zealand, public policy has been focused on 

fostering greater tertiary responsiveness to the needs of Māori and Pasifika students since 2000 

(Nakhid, 2006). In Māori and Pasifika Higher Education Horizons (Frierson et al., 2014) the 

contributing authors reimagine university success to include the cultural identities, values, and 

practices of Māori and Pacific students and their communities. For this to be achieved, a 

commitment from the institutions’ leadership is imperative (Nanai et al., 2011). 

University curriculum. 
 

Much of the literature has asserted that university curriculum is a barrier to Pasifika 

student success. A major factor of this is pedagogical, due to the cultural mismatch of home, 

institutional, and classroom-based practices, and the impact of this on students. Studies have 

shown that it is difficult for students to stay true to themselves in an environment that does not fit 
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their lived realities (Van Every-Albert, 2008). Nakhid (2006) strongly suggested that rather than 

students (and families) changing to fit the institution, the institution’s curriculum should reflect its 

students and their experiences. 

Access to information. 
 

Navigating and absorbing the plethora of information required to succeed at university is 

an immense undertaking that requires assistance and access to information. Van de Meer’s (2010) 

study on retention of Māori first-year students found that 41% of participants did not know where 

to go to discuss their future course of study. Furthermore, 42% reported that they found it difficult 

to ask for help from academic staff. Buissinck-Smith et al. (2010) reinforced these statistics by 

finding that two of the three main sources of advice from which Māori and Pacific students drew 

were not lecturers or university support services, but the enrolment pack and family. Family 

support and having family role-model success at university is a protective factor for Pasifika 

student success at university (Kearney et al., 2018). Pasifika students in Australia are more likely 

to be first in family to attend university (Krause et al., 2005). This may imply an issue of Pasifika 

student self-efficacy due to the lack of opportunity to know vicariously what is coming from family 

members’ prior experiences. 

Sense of belonging. 
 

Pasifika peoples are collective and relational (Suaalii & Mavoa, 2001). Hawk et al. (2005) 

stated that relationships are, in fact, a prerequisite to learning for Pasifika students. Mayeda et al. 

(2012) took up this notion and suggested that staff should interact with Pasifika students in ways 

that foster a genuinely respectful and mutually beneficial rapport. The goal is to create safe havens 

for Pasifika students within the faculty to promote their sense of belonging and to support their 

academic success (Curtis et al., 2012). 

In Aotearoa/New Zealand, most universities have responded to the connection between 

relationship, access to information, and success by providing ethnically based support services in 

faculty and in central services (Mayeda et al., 2012). Moreover, cultural spaces, such as marae and 

fale, have been built on Aotearoa/New Zealand campuses to demonstrate cultural diversity and to 

provide communal spaces for study and social activities (Madjar et al., 2010). In Australia, the 

Australian National University has also set aside a space on campus for Pasifika students – the 

Farea Pasifika. In South-East Queensland, Griffith University, Queensland University of 

Technology (QUT), University of Southern Queensland, and the University of Queensland all have 

very dynamic Pasifika student associations. All are very collegial and work together to provide 

social, cultural, and academic support to Pasifika students in their respective universities, as well 

as in high schools. For this study, two of these student bodies (Griffith University and QUT) were 
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used to recruit participants. 

Role models. 
 

Ng Shiu (2011) advocated for the importance and positive influence that role models have 

on Pasifika students, particularly those from within their own communities. Cuthill and Scull 

(2011) endorsed this view but highlighted the general lack of visibility of role models from Pasifika 

communities in Australia, particularly teachers and university education professionals. Bensemann 

et al. (2006) suggested that increasing the Pasifika presence at universities, including Pasifika staff, 

could bridge this gap, while Mayeda et al. (2014) pointed out that postgraduate students stand out 

as obvious role models for undergraduate students. Modelling or vicarious experience is a factor 

that leads to the development of self- efficacy (Gist & Mitchell, 1992); therefore, a lack of role 

models should be considered a hindrance to self-efficacy for Pasifika students. 

 

External factors. 
 

Socioeconomic status. 
 

In Aotearoa/New Zealand it is well documented that Māori and Pacific peoples are 

disproportionately represented in the low-SES group (Tukuitonga, 2013). Research has also linked 

Māori and Pacific SES with low rates of academic success and completion (Juhong & Maloney, 

2006). 

In Australia, low-SES populations are underrepresented within higher education (O'Shea 

& McKay, 2011) and are a target group for increased participation and retention at universities. 

However, accurate data connecting Pasifika populations in Australia to SES are difficult to 

ascertain. The data set indicators for cultural and linguistically diverse populations are country of 

birth and main language other than English spoken at home. These do not capture accurate 

estimates for Pasifika peoples: Aotearoa/New Zealand citizenship comprises a multitude of 

ethnicities. However, the data in Australia cannot be disaggregated beyond citizenship. Moreover, 

many Pasifika peoples speak English at home (Queensland Health, 2011), limiting the accuracy of 

the language-spoken-at-home data domain. The challenges with data, therefore, leave Pasifika 

peoples largely invisible in official statistics (Durham et al., 2019). 

In a longitudinal study of Māori and Pacific primary students undertaken in 

Aotearoa/New Zealand, socioeconomic factors have been shown to be a greater influence on 

education performance than ethnicity (Coxon et al., 2002). However, once admitted to university, 

students from low-SES have success rates comparable to those of their higher SES peers (James 

et al., 2008). Whether this relates to an increased sense of self-efficacy throughout the journey to 

university or not may be relevant in this study. However, further research investigating the 
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reliability of linking SES with success and retention relating to Pasifika students is required. 

Government policy implications. 
 

Financial assistance (such as institutional equity scholarships) supports the success and 

retention of low-SES (Gale & Parker, 2013). This is a particularly significant finding in the face 

of current Commonwealth Government policy in Australia. The Trans-Tasman Travel 

Arrangement provides Aotearoa/New Zealand citizens with a Subclass 444 Special Category visa 

(SCV) for entry into Australia, essentially classing them as temporary residents. This status 

provides very limited pathways to permanent residence or citizenship, without which 

Aotearoa/New Zealand citizens are unable to access the HECS-HELP deferred payment scheme. 

Despite recent amendments to legislation and policy, Kearney and Glen (2017) highlighted that a 

significant number of Aotearoa/New Zealand citizens (and thereby Pasifika peoples) are still 

required to pay their fees upfront, an issue that has been raised on both sides of the Tasman. 

Personal factors. 
 

This section outlines the ecology of enablers and constrainers relating to Pasifika students 

themselves: their attributes, their worldviews, and the influence of their social networks and social 

institutions. It includes the proximate factors pertaining to self and concludes at the innate. 

Family. 
 

Pasifika peoples are very family oriented (Vaughan et al., 2018), with the notion of family 

often including the extended family (Ioane, 2017). Rilometo (2005) observed that in traditional 

Pacific societies, “ways of teaching and learning are integrated within family and community life” 

(p. 14). As mentioned earlier, Ravulo (2015) showed that despite the stereotype, Pasifika peoples 

are achieving across educational levels. In fact, more Pasifika peoples are going on to Year 11 than 

in the general population, but this is not translating to university participation. Ravulo observed 

that this is likely to be linked to students leaving to seek employment to support their families due 

to economic, cultural, and societal responsibilities. 

Further to this, educational research shows that family support and parental involvement 

are positive external factors for a child’s educational success at any level, and for any ethnic group 

(Auerbach, 2006). For Pasifika students, family has been shown to be both an enabler and a 

constrainer to university retention. Ng Shiu (2011) expounded that family can support Pasifika 

success in that they provide motivation for doing well and completing studies. Students are 

inspired to repay their families for the sacrifices made for them, such as migrating away from their 

island homes. They are also motivated by making their families proud. Interestingly, neither of 

these enablers relates to the moral family support and parental involvement that research shows 
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aids educational success (Fairbairn-Dunlop, 2014). Other studies have highlighted the importance 

of parents’ perceptions and attitudes, including the valuing of education (Utumapu-McBride et al., 

2008). 

Flowing from the importance of parental contributions, a common theme that arises in 

the literature is that there is a lack of Pasifika parents’ involvement in the student experience. 

Traditionally, education has been viewed by Pasifika parents as the realm and responsibility of the 

institution. So, rather than parents being disinterested, lack of engagement is motivated by a respect 

for the teacher and system (Kearney et al., 2011). Studies in Queensland also highlighted that 

Pasifika parents may not be able to support their children because of their lack of formal education 

or understanding of how to navigate university confidently (Cuthill & Schmidt, 2011). This 

extends beyond the parents, research showing that entire families lack experience in higher 

education and so are unable to provide appropriate information, support, and direction to young 

people, with the lack of vicarious experiences, modelling, and social and verbal persuasion 

impacting their self-efficacy (Cuthill & Scull, 2011; Kearney et al., 2018). 

Te Tari Matauranga Māori (2007) found that most of the external factors contributing to 

retention and attrition rates related to the family, or whanau. They include a lack of guidance and 

support from whanau; employment commitments and time pressures; family responsibilities; 

significant changes in family/employment obligations; the primacy of traditional Māori values 

(such as whanau); personal, emotional, and family reasons; and being a solo parent. Bensemann 

et al. (2006) added to this list the social disposition of families and extended families; financial 

obligations including remittances to families in the home islands; and lastly and most aptly, 

prioritising their family first and academic studies second. 

Australian research echoes these findings. The sense of duty to support the family in areas 

such as caring for younger siblings, accommodating visitors, or contributing financially to the 

nuclear and extended family create a conflict in priorities and a barrier to university success 

(Cuthill & Scull, 2011). If family support is a predictor for student success, then parents’ lack of 

understanding about university, lack of family cultural capital, and family commitments can be 

deemed as constrainers to success for Pasifika students (Kearney et al., 2011). 

Cultural discontinuity. 
 

The cultural mismatch of institutional and classroom-based practices impacts upon 

Pasifika student success. Inherent in this are the ways that students mediate their experiences 

through culturally embedded identities and practices (Phillips et al., 2014). Some researchers 

articulate that it is difficult for students to stay true to themselves in an environment that does not 

fit their lived realities, particularly true for second-generation Pasifika students in Australia 
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(Kearney et al., 2011). Negotiating the “two very different worlds” provides a challenge for 

students who must navigate through juxtaposed expectations of parents and classroom teachers in 

regard to roles and responsibilities and opposing communication methods. Fitzpatrick (2005) 

contended that schools need to recognise the diverse and complex spaces with which students 

engage, allow students to actively examine influences and crossovers, and challenge essentialist 

perspectives. 

Peers. 
 

Australian and Aotearoa/New Zealand literature are aligned in that friends can act to both 

enable and constrain Pasifika student success and retention. Studies have shown that Pasifika 

students easily form friendships with other Pasifika students (Ng Shiu, 2011; Stanley & Kearney, 

2017). Their shared identity and ability to empathise with each other’s lived realities at university 

and in life allow for these bonds to form quickly. However, these bonds can also distract students 

from their studies through absenteeism or speaking in class rather than listening to the lecturer. 

This can inhibit aspiration. 

Commitment to faith and church. 
 

Similar to friends, commitment to faith and church is both an enabler and a constrainer. 

As the Fonofale model shows, spirituality is a core and essential dimension of Pasifika identity. 

Cuthill and Scull (2011) stated that the church provides a strong foundation for maintaining culture 

and community life. However, Australian and Aotearoa/New Zealand studies have found that 

church commitments can draw heavily on family time and finances (Cuthill & Scull, 2011; Stanley 

& Kearney, 2017). Some students voiced concerns at the level of influence the church has in their 

lives and how that impacts upon their studies. 

Values and beliefs. 
 

Spirituality is a core dimension at the essence of a Pasifika person’s being. Genealogies 

are traced back to creation stories and connected to the cosmos (Efi et al., 2008). A growing body 

of insider research is focused on va, another concept that illuminates the variance in perspectives 

between Western and Pacific systems of thought, and one that sits within a spiritual framework. 

Va is the “interstitial space between”. Just as the ocean separates or connects its islands, the space 

in between can be viewed either as empty or as connecting of people, places, and things. In Pacific 

worldviews, these spaces need to be valued, cherished, nurtured, and taken care of (Anae, 2010). 

This reinforces Ravulo’s (2015) assertion that strong spiritual relationships hold capital in Pacific 

communities, compared to Western perspectives where knowledge is power. These types of tenets 

and practices highlight the disconnect between the secular curriculum and the importance of the 
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spiritual space for Pasifika learning, and suggest it could be an inhibitor to the fulfilment of 

students’ learning potential. 

In Ng Shiu’s (2011) thesis, participants acknowledged that their spirituality gave them a 

clear purpose and direction. Eighty percent of participants acknowledged that God was an essential 

source of strength and a coping mechanism during their university experience. Ng Shiu implied 

that fostering students’ spirituality will in turn foster within them a clear purpose and direction. 

Attributes. 
 

In one of the few studies conducted with Pasifika students in Australia, Kearney and           

Donaghy (2010) examined the enablers and constrainers for two successful students. They outlined 

that personal and intrinsic causes influenced them to succeed, including resourcefulness, agency, 

persistence, and self-regulation. The students also had strong aspirations and a clear sense of 

purpose. Kearney and Donaghy suggested that schools and universities need to find ways to foster 

these. Although agency was mentioned as a factor, it was not examined in depth and self-efficacy 

was not mentioned. These areas require more investigation. 

The framing of such attributes is dependent on subjective worldviews. As stated above, 

Ng Shiu’s (2011) participants acknowledged that their spirituality gives them a clear purpose and 

direction. How that operates within a secular system, as well as other ontological and philosophical 

differences, can load conflicting cross-cultural pressures on students, and subject them to changing 

politics of recognition (Mila-Schaaf, 2011). The impact of such tensions on a student may lead 

them to lack confidence and motivation, two personal constrainers outlined in Kearney and 

Donaghy’s (2010) study. However, the impact is difficult to gauge due to the limited body of 

literature available, a problem that this study seeks to counter. 

 

Self-Efficacy 
 

It is important to understand and interrogate the factors and effects of self-efficacy before 

assessing its relevance and effects for Pasifika students in Australia. Bandura (2010) defined self-

efficacy as an individual’s belief in their ability to influence events that affect their lives. 

According to self-efficacy theory, students who are more efficacious about their learning should 

be able to self-regulate better and to create effective environments for learning. Unlike broader 

trait conceptions such as locus of control, self-efficacy theory refers to expectancies about very 

specific interactions with one's environment. According to Bandura, there are four sources 

determining self-efficacy: (a) mastery experiences, (b) vicarious experiences, (c) social or verbal 

persuasion, and (d) physiological indicators. 
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Mastery experiences are those experiences gained when one confronts a new challenge 

and succeeds. They allow us to practise on tasks, learn from failures, and grow our confidence in 

our capability to acquire new skills and habits. Vicarious experiences involve observing others 

successfully completing a task and absorbing the positive beliefs of that individual themselves, so 

raising their own levels of self- efficacy. Persuasion is the process by which a person’s attitudes 

or behaviours are influenced. With social persuasion, individuals are influenced by their 

socialisation and group culture, while verbal persuasion is the influencing by communications 

from others. Physiological indicators relate to one’s stress reactions to tasks and minimising 

negative emotional proclivities of one’s physical state. 

 

Self-efficacy and ethnic identity. 

 

Much of the early research on the relationship between self-efficacy and ethnicity relates 

to how ethnic identity impacts self-esteem, and how individuals view themselves and their ability 

to control/impact their lives (Blash & Unger, 1995; Smith & Brookins, 1997). It suggests that 

ethnicity plays a significant role in the development and exercise of self- efficacy, particularly for 

minority ethnic groups, which is very relevant in this study (Marat, 2003). Essentially, positive 

perceptions of one’s ethnicity or culture in the study context have been found to lead to a positive 

perception of self and to foster self-confidence. This positive self-confidence nurtures positive 

mindsets, attitudes, decision-making, and behaviours. According to Marat (2003), “though 

efficacy beliefs operate in a similar manner irrespective of the nature of the society, it is the way 

they are developed, exercised and the purposes for which they are used that vary across cultures” 

(p. 3). 

In a closely related study, Oettingen (1995) examined cross-cultural perspectives on self-

efficacy for students using Hofstede’s (1991) four dimensions of cultural differences – 

individualism/collectivism, power distance, uncertainty avoidance, and masculinity/femininity. 

Hofstede’s (1980) definition of culture in the context of cultural difference is “the collective 

programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of one human group from another” (p. 

25). Oettingen (1995) asserted from his research that the primary source of cultural difference lies 

in the culture’s value systems. Considering the Pasifika context, and looking at self-efficacy 

through the lens of Hofstede’s four dimensions, raises the question whether the very notion of self-

efficacy is appropriate. Pasifika cultures are collectivist and therefore the notion of self is largely 

tied to the identity of the collective group – extended family and community groups (church, 

specific Pasifika cultural groups; Anae, 2010). We believe ourselves to be relational beings – we 

only exist in context and in relation to other beings and things, both animate and inanimate (Anae, 



Pasifika Student Self-Efficacy: Minding the Mindset of Success 

29 

 

 

2010). Bong (1998) and Zimmerman et al. (1996) asserted that self-efficacy is a context-dependent 

construct and is therefore heavily influenced by task-related variables as well as by personal and 

contextual factors, affirming the need to interrogate the relevance and elements of self-efficacy in 

this study. Diving deeper into the contextual factors, Hofstede (1991) noted that children from 

collectivist cultures pursue performance goals that benefit the collective rather than expand their 

own competencies, and that collectivist pursuits are affirmed by the evaluation of the in- group 

members. Self-efficacy for collectivist cultures, therefore, is based not on task or performance per 

se, but on the evaluation of the task/performance by the collective. In contrast, children from 

individualistic cultures are mostly motivated to pursue performance outcomes to realise their own 

individual potential; the pursuit of personal goals is not premised on the appraisal of a collective 

group. For collectivist groups and Pasifika peoples, promoting one’s potential is inextricably 

linked to how this contributes positively to the collective good/potential (Oettingen, 1995). 

Using individualistic measures that are based on a Western concept could not only be 

irrelevant for collectivist cultures such as those of the Pacific, but it could also have negative and 

long-lasting effects. By not meeting self-efficacy elements and metrics that are intrinsically 

culturally incongruent, Pasifika students could be labelled and perceived as “self- inefficacious” 

or as not measuring up to self-efficacy criteria. This could lead those students, through the stages 

mentioned by Bandura (2010) and Marat (2003), to a negative self- perception and low self-

confidence, breeding negative mindsets, attitudes, decision-making, and behaviours. Further, inapt 

metrics of self-efficacy can heighten feelings within Pasifika students as being seen as the “Other” 

and make them question, challenge, and rebuke their own traditions, innate motivations, and 

values. Non-alignment of worldviews to school curriculum design and assessment metrics has 

been examined in other studies, but research relative to the impacts on self-efficacy is sparse 

(Kearney et al., 2011; Stanley & Kearney, 2017). 

 

Self-efficacy and Pasifika peoples. 
 

There is no literature on the development or exercise of self-efficacy for Pasifika students 

in Australia; however, there has been some self-efficacy work with students in New Zealand. 

Marat (2003) investigated self-efficacy in mathematics and its impact on achievement at a 

secondary school with a high proportion of Pasifika students. Her findings were that though the 

students displayed high self-efficacy levels, their mathematics competence/capabilities did not 

meet the national “pass/achieved” standard. Her discussion of these findings suggested that this 

could be due to self-efficacy results reflecting answers students believed the researcher/interviewer 

wanted to hear rather than their personal beliefs, or that the measurements used were not culturally 

relevant. She found that the determinants synonymous with the construction of self-efficacy for 



Pasifika Student Self-Efficacy: Minding the Mindset of Success 

30 

 

 

her cohort were (a) motivation strategies, (b) cognitive and metacognitive strategies, (c) resource 

management, (d) self- regulated learning, (e) meeting others' expectations, and (f) self-

assertiveness. Her recommendations included and emphasised culturally appropriate strategies 

encompassing (a) currency of learning resources, (b) helping students to deconstruct socially 

constructed knowledge and to learn about shared values and group differences, and (c) providing 

access to non-formal learning contexts and extracurricular activities with a strong leadership team 

focus. Marat (2003) emphasised the need for: teachers to work towards uncovering and identifying 

personal attitudes toward racial, ethnic, language and cultural groups, [to] reject deficit theorising, 

[to] acquire knowledge about diverse cultures and ethnic groups, and [to] acquire knowledge and 

skills to develop and implement an equity pedagogy which provides all students equal opportunity 

to attain academic and social success. (p. 28) 

Marat’s (2003) research highlighted Oettingen’s (1995) concern of implementing an 

individualistic concept with collectivist cultures in the school setting. Her findings were that the 

incongruent results were due to students reporting what they believed the researcher wanted to 

hear (a power distance issue according to Hofstede [1991], where individuals respect authority to 

the point of withholding their true feelings or opinions) or to the irrelevance of the measurements 

used. 

This research aims to assess how the self-efficacy beliefs of Pasifika students and 

graduates are developed and exercised, and the purposes for which they are used, to ascertain 

whether the current standard measurements of self-efficacy are relevant for Pasifika students and 

graduates in Australia. Self-efficacy will be examined in light of the bridges and barriers outlined 

at the start of this chapter. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 

 
In this chapter I explore the importance of culturally nuanced research. I explain the key 

theories that I adopt in this research, being self-efficacy and postcolonial theory, and then     

consider why narrative inquiry is a natural fit with the purpose of this research project and Pasifika 

worldviews. The recruitment of participants is discussed along with procedures for data collection 

and analysis. Finally, ethical considerations are outlined to indicate how the study was conducted 

according to accepted university human research ethics protocols. 

 

Research Design 
 

Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999), in writing about scientific research, posited that the term 

“research” is “one of the dirtiest words in the indigenous world’s vocabulary” (p. 1), inextricably 

linked to colonialism. Denzin and Lincoln (2008) stated that qualitative research in many, if not 

all, of its forms stands as a metaphor for colonial knowledge; a scientific means for representing 

“the Other” to the White world. This historical and foundational account of research provides a 

precautionary backdrop to the study at hand. It demands care and diligence from researchers in the 

methods and instruments they adopt to acquire, use, and benefit from the knowledge, insights, and 

experiences of others. Taking this into account, the method used for this study had to be culturally 

appropriate for Pasifika peoples and align with Pasifika worldviews as much as possible. 

This study used a qualitative approach to gather detailed information on Pasifika students’ 

experiences and attitudes. It was exploratory and identified themes, factors, and issues that Pasifika 

students regarded as significant in their educational pursuits. The exploration of the influencing 

factors for success and self-efficacy provoked a better understanding (and further research) of why 

those factors and dimensions were so prevalent. 

A qualitative approach allowed for the study of people and other living organisms in their 

natural setting and interpreted them using the terms of the meanings those beings have for them. 

The researcher became a part of this setting, the role including gaining a holistic overview of the 

setting including its logic, arrangements, and explicit and implicit rules (Miles & Huberman, 

1994). These were important considerations in a study that dealt with an “Othered” group, 

especially in view of Smith’s (1999) comments relating to the representations of earlier 

researchers. Moreover, situating the researcher with the participants provided a platform for the 

cultural nuances of Pasifika peoples to be captured, providing deeper insight into the essence of 

their perspectives. 

This research explored the range of enabling and constraining factors that influenced 

Pasifika student success at university. As Ng Shiu (2011) explained, their success is a combination 
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of complex and interconnected factors that develop over time; individual factors are insufficient 

in themselves to explain success or otherwise. Once these factors had been scoped, the focus turned 

to their self-efficacy and how the various factors impacted on the students’ belief in their own 

success. 

 

Theoretical Framework 
 

The key theories relevant to this study were self-efficacy theory, postcolonial theory, and 

Pasifika epistemology and ontologies. 

 

Self-efficacy. 
 

Bandura (2010) defined self-efficacy as individuals’ beliefs in their ability to influence 

events that affect their lives. According to self-efficacy theory, students who are more efficacious 

about their learning should be able to self-regulate better and to create effective environments for 

learning. Self-efficacy has been researched extensively in education and psychology and has 

shown positive correlation with performance attainment in academic achievement (Marat, 2003). 

Gist and Mitchell (1992) drew on Bandura’s (1986) work to identify four primary factors that lead 

to self-efficacy development: (a) enactive mastery, (b) vicarious experience, (c) social persuasion, 

and (d) physiological responses. These four concepts will be explored from the perspectives and 

cultures of the participants, and in light of the literature above. 

Traditionally, psychological processes have been seen as culturally invariant and so 

standard measures that have been developed in Western frameworks have been applied by 

educational psychologists to all students, irrespective of their cultural backgrounds (King & 

McInerney, 2014). Of late, an increasing amount of research has found that students from non-

Western cultural backgrounds may respond differently (Magson et al., 2014). This gives rise to a 

gap in the literature that this study seeks to fill in some part: how Pasifika students’ cultural 

backgrounds influence their self-efficacy. The domains of self-efficacy are cognitive, 

motivational, choice/assessment, and selection processes and so a qualitative, narrative inquiry 

methodological approach to the collection of data was developed using these domains. 

Postcolonial theory. 
 

Postcolonial theory was adopted as a framework through which the participants’ 

narratives were analysed and deconstructed. Postcolonialism explores the philosophical, political, 

economic, and sociocultural consequences of colonisation (Matthews et al., 2004). It     draws from 

the work of Foucault whose thesis suggested that knowledge and power are intimately connected 

and who described the ways in which this connection was used by colonialists. Matthews et al. 

(2004) furthered this argument and demonstrated that knowledge, discourses, and ideologies of 
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colonialism are as powerful as the material impacts of subjugation. Postcolonial theory seeks to 

“change the way people think, the way they behave, to produce a more just and equitable relation 

between different people of the world” (Young, 2003, p. 7) to counter how people of non-Western 

communities have been marginalised through mainstream images and representations that render 

them as the Other. 

 

Hau’ofa’s “vast” mindset. 
 

This study draws from Hau’ofa (1994) and the implications on Pasifika peoples’ mindsets 

that emanate from the opposing ideologies of the Ocean: the Western view being “islands in a far 

sea” and the Pasifika view being “a sea of islands”. Hau’ofa expounded that these discourses 

impact on how Pasifika peoples see themselves, their histories, traditions, and futures – as either 

vast like the oceans, or small like the islands. Depending on the view taken, the corresponding 

mindsets either subdue or support Pasifika peoples’ success, belittle   or liberate them, and locate 

or dislocate them in their new surroundings. 

An important feature of this research is that it is informed by Pasifika epistemology and 

ontologies. Thaman (2003) proposed that the interrogation of such themes depends on factors 

including the cultural contexts in which people have been socialised, their formal education, 

beliefs, and values, and the universities attended. She stated that to reimagine Pacific studies is 

important because: 

1. It is about acknowledging and recognising the dominance of Western philosophy, 

content, and pedagogy in the lives and the education of Pacific peoples; 

2. It is about valuing alternative ways of thinking about our world, particularly those 

rooted in the indigenous cultures of Oceanic peoples; and 

3. It is about developing a new philosophy of education that is culturally including and 

gender sensitive. (Thaman, 2003) 

This study seeks to extend Thaman’s thinking through the experiences and narratives of 

successful Pasifika students in Queensland, Australia. 

 

Method 
 

This study was framed using narrative inquiry because of its resonance with Pasifika 

worldviews. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) described narrative inquiry as stories lived and told; 

“a way of understanding experience. It is a collaboration between research and participants, over 

time, in a place or series of places, and in social interaction with milieus” (p. 20). Narrative inquiry 

emerged from their earlier work as they sought to understand people and their experiences in 

telling, retelling, and reliving their lives within certain social and cultural plotlines (Clandinin & 
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Huber, 2002). Clandinin and Connelly (2000) drew heavily from Dewey’s (1934) work and his 

idea of “life as education” and his recognition that learning takes place with others, in various 

environments, upon the continuum of time or across a series of experiences. These foundations fit 

well with the high-context nature and oral cultures of the Pacific. Our traditions and histories are 

based on connected narratives that hark back to time immemorial and to the cosmos; kept alive 

through oratory, song, chants, rituals, dances, honorifics, genealogies, and names passed on 

through time and space (Efi, 2005). 

 

Three dimensions. 
 

A defining feature of narrative inquiry is its three necessary aspects: temporality, place, 

and sociality. These dimensions strengthen the appropriateness of this method for the study and 

align strongly with one of the most cited models articulating Pasifika ontologies: Pulotu-

Endemann’s (2009) Fonofale model (see Figure 1). This model illustrates the dimensions of 

Samoan identity using the metaphor of a traditional thatched-roof fale or house. The model 

portrays a relational self that only has meaning in relationship with other people, inseparable from 

the interstitial relational space that connects them with others (Tamasese et al., 2005). The roof or 

culture symbolises protection; the foundation is built on kinship connections and the poles that 

keep the fale steadfast and upright are their physical, mental, spiritual, and social dimensions. 

Encircling the fale are the environment, time (current and historical), and space dimensions that 

highlight its dynamic and continuous nature. These directly correlate with the three-dimensional 

aspects of narrative inquiry. 

Figure 1. 

Fonofale Model of Health 
 

Note. From “Fonofale Model of Health”, reprinted from Health Promotion Forum of New 

Zealand – Runanga Whakapiki Ake I te Hauora o Aotearoa, by F. K. Pulotu-Endemann, 2009 

(http://www.hauora.co.nz/resources/Fonofalemodelexplanation.pdf). 
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Therefore, both narrative inquiry and the Fonofale model acknowledge the importance of 

temporality, situating a person upon the continuum of time and acknowledging that their stories 

span across the past, present, and future. Similarly, narrative inquiry and the Fonofale model 

acknowledge the place or context in which people live and the significance of their lived 

experiences. Finally, both also recognise sociality and the impact of peoples’ relationships with 

others and the environment on their narratives. These fundamental parallels support the use of 

narrative inquiry methods for this study. 

The other critical link for this framework is that while temporality, place, and sociality 

provide context, these elements envelope the ontological dimensions of family, physical, spiritual, 

mental, social, and culture. Pulotu-Endemann (2009) asserted that mental health research, 

strategies, and policies should consider these dimensions, and similarly, the factors of self-efficacy 

should be examined with these same factors in mind. 

 

Positive deviance. 
 

Leaning on the works of Mila-Schaaf and Robinson (2010), a positive deviance approach 

was taken to understand these factors from the perspectives of successful Pasifika students. 

“Positive deviance is the observation that in most settings a few at-risk individuals follow 

uncommon, beneficial practices and consequently experience better outcomes than their 

neighbours who share similar risks” (Marsh et al., 2004, p. 1177). This also aligns with the 

strengths-based versus deficit-based theorising that was introduced in this thesis through the work 

of Hau’ofa (1994).  

Participants 
 

The sample group consisted of six past or present (at the time of interview) Pasifika 

students of Griffith University or Queensland University of Technology (QUT) in Brisbane. The 

six participants, three male and three female, were identified using purposive sampling. This form 

of sampling is a non-random method whereby a researcher decides what needs to be known and 

sets out to find participants who will provide that information through their knowledge or 

experience (Lewis & Sheppard, 2006). Profiles of students are provided in Table 1. Pseudonyms 

are used for each participant. 
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Table 1 

Participant Demographics at the Time of Interview 
 

Participant Pasifika 

ethnicity 

Sex Age Place of 

birth 

Citizenship Country 

of high school 

completion 

Student status 

Finau Tongan M 30-35 AUS AUS AUS Working 

professional 

graduate 

Atelina Samoan F 30-35 NZ NZ NZ Postgraduate 

Graduate 

Mere Tongan M 25-30 NZ NZ AUS Recent 

graduate 

Sione Samoan F 25-30 AUS AUS AUS Recent 

graduate 

Tuala Maori/Samoan M 18-24 AUS AUS SAMOA Student 

 

Vae 

 

Maori 

 

F 

 

18-24 

 

NZ 

 

AUS 

 

AUS 

 

Student 

 

Data Collection 
 

Individual interviews were undertaken with participants. Interviewing is one of the main 

qualitative research instruments in data collection and provides a sound avenue to understand 

others through accessing their perceptions and meanings (Jones, 1985). Punch (2013) categorised 

interviews into structured, semi-structured, and unstructured, all having their own strengths and 

weaknesses depending on the purpose, methods, and questions of the study.  

In this study, semi-structured interviews in the form of guided conversations were used 

to collect stories from the current and past successful students. This aligns closely to Pasifika 

epistemologies in which storytelling was a common use for dialogue in both informal and formal 

conversations (Efi, 2005). As mentioned above, the students were from one of three categories: 

Continuing undergraduate students provided contemporary and proximate perspectives on Pasifika 

student success, while postgraduates would have had more time and space than current students to 

reflect on their enablers, constrainers, and influencers on self-efficacy that contributed to the 

successful completion of their degrees. The inclusion of narratives of working professional 

graduates was thought to provide an even more removed insight into the influencing factors for 

success from students, graduates and working professionals. The triangulation of perspectives 
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provided holistic perspectives into success and self-efficacy. For each category, two participants 

were interviewed. 

The guided conversations were structured loosely around a set of predeveloped questions 

relating to the research questions (see Appendix C). The questions were open-ended and were used 

flexibly to maintain a smooth flow. The start of the interview provided an opportunity for rapport- 

and trust-building to create a relationship and an environment conducive to the sharing of personal 

stories. This included locating ourselves culturally in genealogy and ancestry, exploring any 

connections and links. Throughout the interview, some conversational prompts or areas of 

discussion aligned to the research questions were included. These prompted personal perspectives 

on participants’ own migration and identity story over time, space, and land, as well as their sense 

of otherness in general and in relation to their environment (spiritual connection to land, extended 

family, school context). Questions also prompted participants’ perceptions of enablers and 

constraints on their educational aspiration, success, and self-efficacy. 

Given that context and environment is critical across narrative inquiry and Pasifika 

ontologies, the interviews were conducted face-to-face in a place where participants felt 

comfortable to share their stories. This was either on campus, in the community, or in their places 

of residence. Often these places were familiar to participants and the flexibility to accommodate 

them in this regard was clearly explained to them. As is culturally appropriate, a small koha or gift 

was provided for each participant – a reciprocal acknowledgement that the participants’ 

contribution (knowledge, time, story etc) was of value (Efi, 2005). All interviews were audio-

recorded with written consent and took between 54 and 95 minutes. 

Data Analysis 
 

Data analysis was undertaken using the narrative inquiry process of re-storying. Re- 

storying is the gathering of stories, analysing them for main elements and rewriting them in a 

particular sequence, often chronologically. Creswell (2012) provided a three-stage process for this 

which involved audio-recordings being transcribed into text and charted as raw data prior to coding 

the key elements of the narrative. These data were then coded according to recurring themes and 

through the lens of the various elements of the theories mentioned above. The final stage involved 

the reconstruction of stories and elements according to a logical sequence. In this study, the key 

elements and re-storying were framed by temporality, place, and sociality. The data were also 

coded for themes. 

The researcher and participants collaborated throughout the analysis process to ensure the 

gap between the narrative told and narrative reported was minimised (Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000). Concepts from the theoretical frameworks outlined above (postcolonial theory, self-
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efficacy theory, and Pasifika epistemology and ontologies) were also used to analyse the data 

critically. 

 

Research Ethics 
 

Ethical clearance for this research was approved by the Griffith University Office of 

Research Ethics (2017/136). This served to inform and protect participants from potential harm 

through the research process. 

Prescribed university research protocols were used to recruit potential participants. The 

Pasifika associations from two of the largest universities were invited to participate. Firstly, an 

email invitation to participate was sent to the presidents of the Griffith University Pasifika 

Association (GPA) and the Queensland University of Technology Pasifika Association (QUTPA), 

who then disseminated it to their student members and networks. Both of these student associations 

had access to community members from all three categories and the likelihood of successfully 

recruiting participants through them was high. 

The email to the GPA and QUTPA presidents had two attachments, the first being an 

information sheet outlining details such as the purpose and potential benefits of the study, 

expectations of a participant, disclosure of potential risks to the participant, confidentiality, the 

voluntary nature of participation, and confirmation of ethical approval (see Appendix A). Second, 

a consent form was attached for signing which outlined participants’ right to anonymity and their 

ability to withdraw at any time without consequence (see Appendix B). 

To protect participant confidentiality, participants have been deidentified in the research 

report and given pseudonyms. Any written information relating to the research has been securely 

filed in a locked cabinet by the researcher, while audio and electronic information has been stored 

on the researcher’s computer and password protected. All stored data will be destroyed after five 

years, after the end of the year of release of findings. 

 

Ethical Considerations 
 

A couple of ethical considerations specific to narrative inquiry methodology revolve 

around who owns the stories when researchers report them. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) 

acknowledged ownership of stories told and re-told as matters of ethics but argued that it is more 

useful to frame them as concerns of relational responsibility, particularly to those who feature in 

the participants’ stories. They noted that these concerns are heightened if participants cannot be 

deidentified. In this study, participants were deidentified and the participants have co-constructed 

the re-storied narratives along with me through the analysis of the data. They were given 

opportunities to raise concerns around ownership or their relational responsibilities  Building trust 
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and rapport and being well informed was vital for participants to be able to share their concerns. 

Related to this was the potential for researchers to tell stories they had not gained permission to 

tell, as well as the participant’s voice being lost in the process. To offset these challenges, the 

participant information sheet and informed consent form provided information and referral points 

for more information about the research. 

 

Summary 
 

This chapter has laid out the theoretical framework of this study, comprising self- efficacy 

theory, postcolonial theory, and positive deviance. It has explained an overview of how purposive 

sampling was used to secure participants, and how narrative inquiry was used as a culturally 

appropriate qualitative method to collect and analyse data. Finally, it provided evidence that this 

study has been conducted within the ethical requirements of Griffith University. The next chapter 

contains the findings from the data collection, presented by re- storying each participant’s 

interview in a chronological format while highlighting recurring themes. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 
 

 

Introduction 
 

This chapter presents the findings of interviews with six Pasifika students and graduates, 

and the factors that shape and impact their self-efficacy throughout their student journey. The 

participants, all of Pasifika descent, are a mixture of postgraduates, working professional 

graduates, and current university students from Queensland universities. This pool of participants 

provides varied positions along the learning journey from which to reflect and tell their student 

stories. These journeys are presented in order, firstly according to when they graduated, and then 

for current students. 

This chapter explores the stories and experiences of each participant and will uncover 

some of the meaning that participants draw from those narratives. The chapter is structured based 

on the three elements of narrative inquiry, being time, place, and space. It is set out chronologically 

and the students’ stories are presented as a whole via themes that emerged identifying sources of 

self-efficacy for the Pasifika graduates, their identified bridges and barriers to success at university, 

and the impact of self-efficacy on their academic outputs. 

Bandura (2010) defined self-efficacy as an individual’s belief in their ability to influence 

events that affect their lives. According to self-efficacy theory, students who are more efficacious 

about their learning should be able to self-regulate better and create effective environments for 

learning. This is especially important for Pasifika students who contend with issues on migration 

policies and access to services, cultural stereotypes and discrimination, non-alignment of cultural 

values or worldviews between Pasifika and Western society and institutional systems, and their 

own ambiguity about their cultural identity as Pasifika peoples in a Western, Australian society. 

 

Finau 
 

Finau is an Australian-born Tongan. He graduated with a Bachelor of Business (Sports 

Management) at Griffith University (Gold Coast) over 10 years ago and is now a manager within 

Queensland Government. 

 

0-15 years (Nhulunbuy, Northern Territory). 
 

Family and vicarious experiences (work ethic). 

Finau’s story started before he was born – in the journey his parents took to arrive in 

Australia. About 40 years ago, his Tongan parents were based in Fiji where his father was studying 

agriculture. At the same time, a Tongan minister from the Uniting Church was serving a mission 

in the Northern Territory and had asked Finau’s parents to join him in Australia to farm taro, 
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bananas, and cassava in order to fund the ministry. Finau’s father viewed Australia as “the 

promised land” and settled in Nhulunbuy where he “built that never give up kind of culture and 

thinking pattern within my family…. He just doesn’t give up. He prays, he works hard, and the 

work ethic is that hidden thing that actually produces what we’re going for”. The farm eventually 

became very lucrative, supplying local markets as well as every Woolworths supermarket across 

the Northern Territory. 

Finau’s father and grandfather were highly influential in his life – he carries the same 

passion for “financing the kingdom” as his father and, although they don’t always agree, they carry 

the same hard work ethic. 

 

You [don’t] give up, you just work hard. Work harder. You don’t give up … 

we have that across in my siblings. (Finau, interview transcript) 

 

Finau is named after his grandfather, who was a visionary, loved people, and could unite 

people. Finau has always had the mantle and expectations of leadership over him from his family, 

and his grandfather’s leadership style resonated with him more than that of his father. 

Finau went to the local primary and high school in Nhulunbuy, where his take on culture 

was that “it was Tongan at home, but everything else (at school and socially) it was around 

Aboriginals”. 

 

15-18 years (Cairns private school). 
 

At 15 years old, Finau was sent to board at a Catholic school in Cairns, which he found a 

structured, controlled, and disciplined environment – an easy place for him to fit in – and one 

where he felt blessed to have been given leadership roles and duties. 

Mastery experiences (Leadership). 

 

Leadership is a trait and a mantle Finau believes he has inherited from his father and 

grandfather. He believes getting these roles “was good pay off for the strengths that I had 

personally … this gift or this natural thing I have”. However, leadership hasn’t always sat 

comfortably with him, as he believes “culturally, I’ve never known how to grow into that 

leadership thing.” 

He did well at school and was awarded prizes for maths and social science; coupling these 

prizes with the leadership awards, Finau says he was self-confident coming out of high school. 

Family; Verbal dissuasion. 

 

Finau was sent to the boarding school because his parents were determined for their 
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children to attend university as a pathway to a successful life. However, Finau’s passion was rugby 

league. He was selected for representative teams and was offered a scholarship to move to 

Townsville to be an academy squad member with the North Queensland Cowboys, but his parents 

did not allow this. 

 

… so that was probably when my desire to pursue this vision kind of got 

snuffed out. From that moment I knew rugby was truly a side thing, according 

to my parents. It was going to be really hard for me to pursue anything of my 

own vision or my own kind of passion. (Finau, interview transcript) 

 

This caused Finau to feel like life was purposeless. 

 
I had no vision for myself … it got snuffed out. (Finau, interview transcript) 

 
Finau realised that university was inevitable for him, so “with frustration and anger on 

the inside, so within my jurisdiction of what I could do, I went hard out.” 

 

I trained every morning extras with a partner. I just did extra training within 

myself … I know uni wasn’t out of the picture – I couldn’t get rid of that, 

that’s a done deal. I have to go to uni. I started gearing up for that, but then 

also rugby … they were my key drivers. (Finau, interview transcript) 

 

18-22 years (Gold Coast). 
 

After high school, Finau attended university on the Gold Coast where he was intending 

to do exercise science to interweave his passion for sports with higher education. However, his 

overall position score (OP) precluded him from this degree and instead he enrolled in a Bachelor 

of Business (Sports Management). 

University was very different for Finau compared to boarding school: “no discipline, no 

structure, a whole different cohort of people.” He didn’t feel a strong sense of belonging in the 

university space, so connected more to social groups in Brisbane through culture, church, and 

rugby. 

Faith. 

 

For Finau, faith in God has helped him throughout his life. He says God protected him 

from potentially tragic events such as drowning and car accidents, but also that faith in God filled 

and provided the purpose for his life: 
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I know God is over my life. It wasn’t until I encountered God that I actually 

saw and he showed me that he was all over my life…. There was already a 

path and destiny that I was already in. (Finau, interview transcript) 

 

His church provided a peer group and a sense of belonging that he did not necessarily get 

from the university environment. 

Family (Duty). 

 

Academically, Finau did not find his university studies too difficult but he did want to get 

through the degree to “tick the box” for his parents, and then pursue his own passions. He “had 

the right people, made friends with the right people” and completed his degree. 

 

After I’d done my degree, parents were happy. (Finau, interview, transcript) 

 
22-36 years (Brisbane). 
 

Culture (Servant leadership). 

 

Upon graduating, Finau initially worked at Sizzlers Restaurant and then as a furniture 

removalist with his cousins, before following his parents’ footsteps and going into ministry in 

Melbourne. Getting married and having children required Finau to juggle many of his own interests 

and priorities as he supported his wife and children in their interests, hobbies, and pathways. He is 

very confident in his own abilities and his chances of succeeding in life because he is “settled now 

within myself that I don’t need to know everything to succeed … I just need to engage with the 

process and see it through”. 

Despite going through a tumultuous time leading a church in Melbourne, Finau returned 

more resilient because of it, and worked his way up through Queensland Government where he is 

now in middle management. 

 

Summary 
 

Finau’s own story occurred across various cities in Australia, but he started it off by 

reflecting on his parents’ reasons for migrating to Australia from Fiji where they were based at the 

time – like most of the other participants, this was through filling low-skilled occupation labour 

gaps. His story is heavily influenced by his intergenerational family relationships, particularly his 

father and paternal grandfather after whom he is named. Articulating his journey from generations 

prior highlights the intergenerational connectedness, duties, and responsibilities he felt towards his 

family – underpinned by cultural values such as family, respect, and reciprocity. 
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Finau reflects on his family as role-modelling hard work, vision, and leadership, and 

considers that these traits of hard work and resilience were modelled as leadership. However, he 

also notes that his family also dissuaded him from pursuing his burning ambition to play 

professional rugby league. In this way, family can be seen as an enabler and a constrainer. 

Faith and spirituality are other key elements that are present throughout Finau’s story. 

This belief in God and higher purpose provided Finau with ambition for continuous improvement 

and an efficacious approach to life. He has had the mantle of leadership spoken over his life, and 

many of his decisions are based on leading through service, whether it be as a husband, minister, 

or in his role as a Pasifika health worker. Mastery experiences and vicarious experiences of 

leadership and social and verbal persuasion have all influenced Finau’s self- efficacy. 

 

Atelina 
 

Atelina is a New Zealand-born Samoan who holds an undergraduate and Master’s degree 

from Queensland universities. 

 

0-16 years (New Zealand). 
 

Atelina moved to Australia after marrying in her early twenties. Her story also began 

before she was born, as she described how her parents both migrated separately to New Zealand 

from Samoa, where they met. Atelina’s mother completed high school and went straight into the 

workforce to “pay the bills” and her father left school at around 15 to do an apprenticeship. 

However, Atelina’s father was forced into early retirement due to his diabetes, leaving Atelina’s 

mother as the primary income earner.  

 

Family and culture. 

 

As a child and teenager in a first-generational Pasifika family, traditional values of 

collectivity, spirituality, and faith can be seen to influence decision-making, goal setting, and 

insider narratives. Leaving school to secure employment in order to contribute financially to the 

family, prioritising the family over education, and being reminded about roles, duties, and the 

importance of giving are tenets of Samoan culture and Christianity. 

Atelina’s experiences growing up in the nexus of Pasifika tradition operating in a 

capitalistic society shaped her priorities in her early life, impacting on the continuity of formal 

education for her. A consistent theme relating to the collectivist nature of family in Atelina’s 

decision-making is reciprocity: her desire to pay her parents back for their hard work and sacrifice 

in providing for her and her siblings. Their motivation for migrating to provide a better life for 
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their families is a common theme that runs through Atelina’s story and was a primary motivator 

for her to succeed in her studies. 

Family and vicarious experiences (Work ethic). 

 

Most Samoan (and other Pacific Island) parents migrated to New Zealand to fill the low-

skilled labour shortage that Mallon et al. (2011) noted was prevalent in the 1960s and 1970s. The 

low income and laborious nature of these roles required hard work and a strong work ethic. 

Atelina’s parents’ role-modelled hard work for her and inspired her through their hard work. As 

mentioned above, a key motivator behind her decision-making and success throughout her entire 

life has been to repay the hard work of her parents (at this stage), but also of other key influencing 

members of her family. 

 

Even though my parents didn't go to university, one thing that I would always 

take from them was their hard-working ethics. Even though I always saw 

them working hard to provide for our family, never once did me and my 

siblings want for food, clothing, or shelter. (Atelina, interview transcript) 

 

Self-Perception. 

 

During school, Atelina felt she could be perceived as looking smart, but believed of 

herself to be an average student in high school. 

I worked really hard, and I was a good student, but I feel like I was an average 

student because I wasn't ... I appeared smart. I know I've said this to him. I 

appeared smart because I feel like I dressed tidy, and looked like I was brainy, 

but I was just an average student, in my mind. (Atelina, interview transcript) 

 

17-23 years (New Zealand). 
 

When Atelina was in Year 11, she left school mid-way through the year because “things 

were really stressful at home, financially … and I went to my part-time job that I had” hanging 

clothes in a retail store. Not long into working full-time in retail, Atelina sensed that she needed 

to go back to school, and so she completed Year 11 before leaving school to work full-time to 

provide financial assistance for the family. 

Culture (Non-alignment of worlds). 

 
Quitting school, then work, then school over a short period of time highlighted a tension 

that Atelina had during that phase of her life – whether to contribute financially to her family who  
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needed the support and income, or to continue with studies in order to provide her with a better 

chance of securing a more fulfilling and higher paying role than hanging clothes. This tension was 

a consistent theme throughout Atelina’s time in New Zealand while living at home because her 

mother was the sole income earner. 

Self-Perception. 

 
After re-entering the work force a second time to support her family, Atelina soon moved 

into a role as a junior legal secretary – doing administrative tasks such as photocopying and loading 

the dishwasher. At the law firm where Atelina worked, the CEO made a point of meeting all new 

employees. At this meeting Atelina explained that she wanted to be a legal secretary, to which he 

replied, “Well that probably won’t happen for another two years because that’s the kind of route 

that everyone goes through”. Atelina’s response was: 

 

I went home to my mum and said, “I don’t want to be a junior for two years, 

I don’t want to be doing that. I’ve got the skills.” So I started looking for other 

work. (Atelina, interview transcript) 

 

Contrary to the point of self-perception from the prior phase of her life, at this stage 

Atelina believed she was too skilled to be stuck in administrative duties. 

 

Faith and spirituality. 

 

Another important event in Atelina’s story occurred while in the administrative role. 

While loading the dishwasher – knowing she was overskilled for her current role – Atelina made 

a conscious and spiritual decision to work with excellence regardless of what tasks she was 

assigned, to prove her worth. 

 

We are taught that we have the Holy Ghost, and that it’s a constant companion 

to us … so for me, when I was at the dishwasher, I felt like it was the spirit, 

or the Lord, prompting in my mind with this impression, speaking to me, 

saying, “Well, if you feel like it’s so easy, then do it and do it well”. And I 

always remember it. I can still see where I was because when I got that 

impression, that’s when my whole mindset changed from being, oh man, I 

don’t want to do this, to yeah, I can do this and I will do it really good because 

I felt impressed by that. (Atelina, interview transcript) 
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Verbal persuasion/Dissuasion. 

 

Throughout her working life in New Zealand, Atelina often confided in her mother about 

her aspirations. On two separate occasions, she told her mother she wanted to go to university as 

well as her desire to become a teacher, to which her mother responded both times with “who’s 

going to help me pay the bills?” Atelina also considered being a lawyer but realised that this 

ambition was a result of her mother saying “when you grow up, you can be a lawyer or a doctor, 

and then earn money and help us. You know, you can help me pay the bills.” These verbal 

statements extended the tension Atelina had of working for the family versus pursuing a career to 

which she aspired. 

 

23 years-present (Australia). 
 

At 23 years of age, Atelina married an Australian-based man from the same religious 

background and moved to Australia where she worked for a year before enrolling in a music 

diploma. 

Vicarious experiences (studies) and verbal persuasion. 

 

Atelina’s husband was first-in-family to graduate from university and had attained 

bachelor and Master’s degrees. Because he had experience navigating the university sector, he 

became a source of practical advice. Further to this, he also provided a great source of inspiration 

– not only because he was first-in-family to enrol or because he completed to postgraduate level: 

he was most inspirational because of his positive mindset towards his studies and because of his 

constant affirmation and encouragement towards Atelina in her studies also.  

Family and spirituality. 

 

While Atelina was studying her diploma in music, her sister passed away from cancer in 

New Zealand. Upon returning to Australia from the funeral, Atelina felt spiritually prompted again 

to become an educator. Initially she enrolled into a primary school teaching undergraduate course. 

However, upon falling pregnant with their first child, Atelina and her husband decided she would 

pivot to a Bachelor of General Studies to avoid any practical components of study which would 

take her away from caring for her baby. 

In death, Pasifika peoples’ spirituality is a powerful source of comfort for most. Coupled 

with this, faith and achieving one’s purpose in life is an element for motivation and decision-

making. Therefore, when Atelina’s sister passed her sense of purpose and faith was strengthened 

and her spiritual prompting again redirected her life towards a new career. 
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Self-Reflection. 

 

Atelina completed the Bachelor of General Studies but did not feel proud of this 

achievement. She was embarrassed about the title of the degree, and used the birth of her second 

child as an excuse not to attend the graduation ceremony. What she was proud of throughout her 

undergraduate journey was developing critical thinking – reflecting on herself, her habits, 

mannerisms, and other ways of being, and how they were fostered in her through her family and 

culture. 

 

I saw that critical thinking was a difficult thing for me because culturally, at 

least in my home, when you’re told something to do, you do it. You don’t 

question it. And that’s what I found. I was a very obedient child. I didn’t like 

to get in trouble. So I would just do what I was told and not question my 

parents because that was disrespectful. (Atelina, interview transcript) 

 

Family and reciprocity. 

 

A year after graduating, Atelina enrolled into a Master’s course. Initially she wanted to 

teach children; however, this changed as she critically reflected on her own journey as a mother. 

When she became pregnant a third time, she “knew I also really wanted to do studies around 

Samoan mothers.” Atelina’s Master’s journey was very different from her undergraduate one, as 

she was studying in a “passion area” and could see how her education would impact on her 

children. 

Atelina’s Master’s journey provided two key challenges: time management and 

navigating through research. For both of these challenges, Atelina was forced to act beyond her 

comfort zone: she had to ask for help from others. To complete assignments that were due (and 

sometimes overdue), she would reluctantly rely on family and friends to babysit. And to navigate 

through formal research, Atelina was compelled to ask a family friend who was doing his own 

doctoral research. She also credits a loving and supportive husband who himself was first-in-

family to graduate, and who role-modelled student success, curiosity, and self-efficacy in his own 

similar journey. 

 

… in going out to achieve his university studies when he had no one before 

him. There was nobody. (Atelina, interview transcript) 

 

Her husband would also provide support when she would doubt her own abilities to 

succeed: 
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He would always tell me, “I’m going to stand for you, even when you won’t 

stand for yourself” … I’m grateful he saw more in me than I saw for myself 

at the time. (Atelina, interview transcript) 

 

Faith and goal setting. 

 

With regards to her own habits for success, especially during challenging periods, Atelina 

credits her trusted process of firstly praying for guidance from God, secondly learning from doing, 

and finally, asking for further help if she needed it. Moreover, Atelina had learned from her 

undergraduate degree and was motivated by visualising her graduation ceremony, her children 

seeing her in gown and cap, and taking a photo with all her family. Atelina is now contemplating 

a PhD focused on providing solutions to the barriers that her Master’s research found in relation 

to Samoan mothers and the education system. 

 

Summary 
 

Atelina’s life has taken place across New Zealand and Australia and across three main 

time periods: firstly, growing up in a large intergenerational family for the first 15 years; secondly, 

between 16-23 years of age in New Zealand switching between work and study depending on the 

need of family at the time; and finally, family and study in Australia. Up until she married, Atelina 

reported that most of her decisions were based on what her family’s primary needs were at any 

particular time, especially from the time at which she could start earning money. The collectivist 

nature of Pasifika peoples often manifests in young people working to contribute to the family 

financially and often at the expense of their educational journey. Interestingly, when Atelina 

moved to Australia, her husband encouraged her to contribute to the family by furthering her 

education – and he provides social and verbal persuasion for Atelina who also draws on vicarious 

experiences of her husband’s university journey as inspiration for her own. Like Finau, Atelina’s 

faith is a cornerstone of her life and decision-making. The elements and themes that have emerged 

from Atelina’s story are consistent with the Fonofale model and ontological domains such as the 

cultural, familial, physical, spiritual, mental, and social dimensions highlighted in it. 

 

Mere 
 

Mere is Maori and was raised with her sister by her single mother. She has a Bachelor of 

Nutrition and Dietetics and graduated around five years ago. She is currently in a middle 

management position with Queensland Government. 
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0-12 years (New Zealand). 
 

Mere was born and raised in New Zealand until she was 12, when they migrated to 

Brisbane. Although her parents have been separated since she was a toddler, she stays in close and 

regular contact with her father despite him living in New Zealand. 

Family. 

 

Mere credits much of her success and self-efficacy to her “amazing” mother, who raised 

two children as a working single mother and encouraged her daughters to be independent and to 

dream big. 

 

It probably stems from my mum. She was a single mum, and she was an 

amazing mother. And always built us up to be independent and not to rely on 

anyone or anything. So that we would always kind of have our own 

independence, our own ability to achieve whatever it was we were wanting to 

achieve. She was always positive about whatever dreams we had, whatever 

goals we had. She always kind of congratulated me for good grades and 

pushed me to kind of think about what I wanted to do, and provided the 

support I needed. (Mere, interview transcript) 

 

Mere credits her father (who was constantly in contact by phone) for setting high 

expectations of her and helping her to create strategies to achieve her dreams because, like her, he 

is a logical thinker and builds out the steps with her to succeed. 

 

13-18 years (Brisbane). 
 

Transitional experiences. 

 
Upon arriving in Brisbane, Mere’s family lived with her aunt in an affluent suburb. 

Having come from a low socioeconomic suburb in Auckland which was very diverse and had a 

high population of Maori and Pasifika students, Mere found the transition “tough” as she did not 

feel like she belonged and felt like an outsider in these settings. This was appeased to some extent 

when they moved out of the area and enrolled into a high school where she encountered “more 

diversity, more people I recognised, more people with similar family dynamics, similar values”. 

Family (Supportive partner). 

 

At high school, Mere met her boyfriend Jake who is now her husband. Jake has been 

another source of emotional and financial support throughout school, university, and her career. 
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He allowed me to emotionally handle the stress. So, he took a lot of the other 

stresses out of my life and handled them so that I could focus on university 

and studying and working. (Mere, interview transcript) 

 

 

18 years-present (Gold Coast/Brisbane). 
 

Childhood experiences and first-in-family. 

 

Mere is the first in her family to graduate from university, initially enrolling in a Bachelor 

of Public Health at Griffith University’s Logan campus. Enrolling into this course was motivated 

by her childhood experiences as a “chubby kid”, being teased for it and yet acknowledging that 

food choices were “something you didn’t have much control over as a kid”. Mere, like the other 

participants, was motivated to study to give back to her community and to “achieve a healthier 

future for Maori and Pacific Island children and families”. 

Mastery experiences. 

 

Soon after starting the public health degree, Mere realised she wanted to focus more on 

nutrition and transferred to a Bachelor of Nutrition and Dietetics. This was a 4-year degree and 

based at the Gold Coast campus so duration of study, travel time to and from home, and the 

associated expenses all increased with this change of degree. Moreover, as a New Zealand citizen, 

Mere was obliged to pay her fees up front. Despite her mother offering to pay her fees, Mere knew 

these funds would be through credit cards which she did not want and so she deferred her degree 

and worked to save and pay for it. 

 

I didn’t want to burden either of my parents with that kind of cost. I knew 

they wouldn’t be able to afford it, but I knew they’d get into debt if they 

needed to get me across the line. (Mere, interview transcript) 

 

Notwithstanding these perceived barriers, Mere continued her studies and volunteered as 

a nutritionist in a clinical practice, as well as in the flagship and state-wide Maori and Pasifika-

focused health program run by government. Both of these volunteering roles blossomed into career 

opportunities for Mere – she set up her own private nutritionist practice in the clinics at which she 

volunteered. She also secured permanent employment in the Maori and Pasifika health program 

as a nutritionist – a rare role in Queensland that aligns with her motivations for studying. 

Mastery experiences from her volunteering were critical to attaining these roles, 

especially because vicarious experiences were few and far between. Mere’s work at the practice 
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gave her the knowledge to set up her own practice, and her work within the government program 

meant she could step into the role smoothly when the opportunity arose. Where there were gaps in 

her knowledge, Mere would seek out advice. Mere is now in middle management and is working 

with Maori and Pasifika communities across the state. 

 

Summary 
 

Social persuasion, by being inspired by family members and her partner, were key to 

Mere’s success. Until the age of 12, Mere was immersed in family and culture while growing up 

in Auckland, New Zealand. Her father was proximate and there was a large population of Maori 

and Pasifika peoples in her area, schools, and life generally. The transition to an affluent suburb 

in Brisbane, Australia, Mere described as tough, but a protective factor and enabler to her success 

was family, particularly her mother who role-modelled hard work and provided positive verbal 

persuasion. Mere also received support from other key people in her life such as her father and her 

long-time boyfriend, now husband. 

As mentioned above, the consistent factor in Mere’s social context across time and place 

is her mother, her sister, and her father who would contact her at least two or three times a week 

by phone from New Zealand. Just two years after arriving in Australia, Mere met her husband-to-

be and he has also played a key and consistent role in Mere’s sociality and success. 

In Mere’s story, she refers to places of transition that are often opposite to the other in 

key ways. Transitioning from a low socioeconomic area in Auckland to a wealthy suburb in 

Brisbane is different on many levels, Mere says, including culturally, the makeup of families, and 

people’s values. After establishing themselves in Australia, Mere’s mother moved them out of her 

aunt’s house to a more affordable area which meant that Mere had to change schools. Mere 

mentions that these schools were also contrasting in ways that reflect the differences outlined 

above. Finally, the Griffith University campuses are mentioned as places that are also very 

different for her. The Logan campus is closer and the degree she was in enrolled there is three 

years, while the Gold Coast campus is a 4-hour round trip per day and the degree is four years. 

These differences impact on cost, time, travel, family, and other cascading factors, but Mere was 

determined to overcome those factors and graduated in spite of them. 

Mastery experiences (from volunteering, for example) and vicarious experiences such as 

seeing her mother work hard to provide as a solo parent to her sister and herself have been a critical 

component of Mere’s success. However, mastery and vicarious experiences have often been in a 

context that is not directly related to studies, such as work ethic, perseverance, and overcoming 

obstacles to success. 
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Sione 
 

Sione is an Australian-born Tongan and a recent graduate from QUT with a Bachelor of 

Exercise Physiology. 

 

Family (Cultural capital). 

 

Again, Sione’s story starts by acknowledging his forebears and their migration pathways 

and motives. In Tonga, his paternal grandparents were both teachers, as was his father. However, 

when they moved to Australia, they worked in low-skilled labour jobs. Sione’s maternal 

grandparents moved from Tonga to New Zealand initially, and upon hearing about opportunities 

to pick fruit in Australia, Sione’s maternal grandfather applied to migrate under that scheme. In 

his application, Sione’s grandfather provided a fake European name to increase his chances of 

selection and his application was successful. When reflecting upon his grandfather’s decision to 

provide a fake name, Sione reports: 

 

He had that courage, that heart, to do whatever it takes to establish my family, 

give them a better life – he took that risk and took that challenge. (Sione, 

interview transcript) 

 

Both sets of grandparents settled in central Brisbane amongst other family members. 

Sione’s parents bought a house in a high socioeconomic status suburb of Brisbane, while many 

other relatives moved to Logan and other outer suburbs to buy homes. 

 

0-17 years (Brisbane City). 
 

Family and role models. 

 

Sione was educated in the city from primary through to high school. Although he was 

aware throughout his education that he was from a minority, he felt secure because the other 

Pasifika students were all his cousins. Sione believed he was a “good student” who benefited from 

his father being a teacher back in Tonga as he would help him with homework and studies. 

During high school, a cousin moved in with Sione’s family to be closer to her university. 

She became a source of vicarious experiences and social/verbal persuasion for Sione during his 

own studies because “she managed to do that and graduate”. 
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18-26 years (university and work). 
 

Faith. 

 

Sione’s faith in God is the primary motivating factor in his life. His leadership role at 

church led to him enrolling at Bible College straight after high school and during these studies he 

reflected that he learned a lot about himself, his goals in life, and how he would evangelise about 

his faith in God throughout his life. 

 

It's my biggest driving factor, I think my relationship with God. Without it I 

wouldn't have been able to do any of this. (Sione, interview transcript) 

 

Sione credits the tenets of Christianity, such as prayer and fasting, as critical components 

to living with integrity and sound character, and consequently his own success. 

Culture and peers. 

 

Sione has always felt as if he was a role model for his other cousins “who weren’t really 

stepping out, still working in the factory yet they shared their own dreams and visions”. Sione was 

motivated to study upon leaving school to inspire his peers at school and church to fulfill their 

potential. He completed his theology qualification while he worked full-time to continue to support 

himself and his family. His roles varied in sectors such as hospitality and construction, until he 

eventually followed his passion for sports by becoming a personal trainer for four years. During 

this period, he traded through his own business as a contractor to the gym with the help of the gym 

owner who acted as a key mentor. Sione’s motivation for furthering his study at university came 

from a client who had a rare form of dwarfism, and in order to train her effectively, Sione sought 

to learn more about her condition, biomechanics, and the science of fitness more generally and 

eventually enrolled into a Bachelor in Exercise Physiology. 

Family. 

 

Sione was first in his family to enrol into university. While he was studying at university, 

his mother was diagnosed with bowel cancer and went through treatment. She had tried to keep it 

secret and the family only found out after an operation that she indeed had cancer. Also, during 

this period, his sister fell pregnant out of wedlock to one of his close friends. Because the Tongan 

culture is a matriarchal one, sisters are treated with the highest respect and esteem and brothers 

have the duty of protecting their sisters. Sione felt like he had let his sister down and took even 

more responsibility for what he and the family had deemed a disappointing situation, because she 

fell pregnant to a good friend. During this period, he was also responsible for providing financially 
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for his family and worked three jobs while studying in order to do so. These compounding adverse 

circumstances provided opportunities to build resilience, leadership, and self-efficacy motivated 

by a duty to family. 

Purpose. 

 

Sione was intentional in what he chose to study and puts his high achievement at 

university down to having a genuine interest and passion for his studies. He reflects that university 

was “the first time I was studying something I was really passionate about and interested in”. He 

remembered a time where the verbal persuasion through feedback from his lecturer encouraged 

him and boosted his self-belief in his intelligence and abilities in his chosen field. 

I remember one of the lecturers for sports nutrition, when we did a presentation as a 

group, she gave me some really good feedback. For the 20-plus years that she's been 

working as a nutritionist, in both the uni as well as the AIS, she was saying that when 

I presented for our group it was refreshing to hear what I shared. So that was good 

feedback. It was awesome, because I shared it with some close family and friends 

and that really put me back on track to keep pursuing and finishing my studies. It 

was like a breath of fresh air, especially with the things I was going through. (Sione, 

interview transcript) 

 

Faith. 

 

Upon reflecting in the interview, Sione assessed that perseverance had been a common 

and consistent trait he had displayed through his life, especially in relation to pursuing the life 

goals he believed God had for his life. 

 

I think having perseverance, like even going through challenges, don’t allow 

those challenges to dictate what God’s put on my heart to do. (Sione, 

interview transcript) 

 

He rated his self-efficacy as a 10 out of 10 because “when there’s something to be done 

and achieve, I get it done”. 

 

Summary 
 

Similar to other participants, Sione started his narrative by explaining the migration 

movements of his grandparents and how his family came to live in central Brisbane. The key 

periods of life he shared about were before his birth, his formal schooling years, and then his 

education after high school. A thread that weaves through Sione’s narrative is that of resilience 

and determination – starting from his grandparents faking their names to gain entry into Australia 
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in a seasonal workers’ scheme, to his father leaving a job as an educator in Tonga and taking up 

low-skilled, low-income roles to provide their families and subsequent generations with the hope 

of a brighter future in Australia. Subsequently, Sione’s life is one of connectedness and 

responsibility to family, displaying the same traits as the generations before in role-modelling and 

setting an example for his cousins around him through his faith, education, and work ethic. 

Mastery experiences are common throughout Sione’s life – mostly in relation to 

overcoming adversity as experienced within the family. This is evidenced in his mother’s cancer 

diagnosis and the cascading impact of his having to work numerous jobs while studying to provide 

for his family. Moreover, given that his sister fell pregnant out of wedlock to his best friend – 

which is culturally taboo – Sione had to overcome the feeling of responsibility for this and forgive 

his friend for what he perceived as a betrayal: his feeling of some responsibility for his sister’s 

pregnancy out of wedlock forced him to be forgiving of his best friend. Many of the themes that 

can be drawn from Sione’s story stems from his faith in God, a higher calling, and his 

determination to fulfill that God-designed destiny over his life. 

 

Tuala 
 

Tuala is a current Bachelor of Business student in his final year. Initially he enrolled into 

a Bachelor of Engineering and midway through changed to the business degree. He was born in 

New Zealand to a Maori mother and Samoan father and has lived across New Zealand, Australia, 

and Samoa. His perspective on life was shaped by his experiences in traversing various contexts 

and navigating being a Maori, Samoan, Kiwi, and Australian. 

 

0-5 years (Samoa). 
 

Family (Transitional experiences). 

 
Tuala was born in New Zealand and at the age of two his parents separated; his father 

moved to live in Samoa while his mother relocated to Australia to follow her own mother. Tuala 

remained in Samoa until he was five and then moved to Australia to be with his mother. Even at 

such an early stage, Tuala’s identity story had already involved a myriad of change across location, 

cultures, spaces, and family dynamics. 

Family and mastery experiences. 

 

Tuala remembered clearly as a young child that it was already affirmed by his parents, 

relatives, and others that he was intelligent and gifted: “I was smart. I had promise or I had 

potential.” His successes in life only reinforced the verbal affirmations around his intelligence and 

these mastery experiences fostered confidence and self-efficacy when he was confronted by 
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challenges or difficult tasks. He credits his father for his critical thinking and continued personal 

growth. When Tuala was a young child, his father would create problem-solving activities for him 

and genuinely believed that he could solve them: 

 

… majority of my life lessons I probably attribute to my dad. I believe that he 

did that because he saw that I could achieve it. He didn’t just throw me in 

there because I might fail. I don’t know it was that he saw something in me 

that I couldn’t see at the time and then putting me in the sink or swim situation 

forced me to bring it out and then as I kept bringing it out I started to see it 

myself. (Tuala, interview transcript) 

 

These experiences were pivotal to the formation and growth of Tuala’s self-efficacious 

beliefs because he “remembered wanting to succeed at whatever task he gave me because of the 

fact that I just didn’t want to fail”. 

Tuala’s education in Samoa was limited to Year 1, but he recalls “running around with 

no shoes and kind of things being a lot less, I don’t know, formal or structured”. While living in 

Samoa with his father, Tuala remembers being surrounded by lots of extended family, but 

constantly asking to see his mother in Australia. 

 

5-15 years (Australia). 
 

Transitional experiences. 

 

At five years of age Tuala moved to be with his mother in Australia. In complete contrast 

to his family setting in Samoa, Tuala’s mother, grandmother, and uncle were the only family 

members resident in Australia as the rest of the family were still living in New Zealand. Tuala 

remembers it being “very, very, very different to Samoa”. In relation to education, “the uniform 

was different, the community was different, the people were different”. 

Across Samoa and Australia Tuala attended three different primary schools and two 

different high schools, so he was “used to being by myself and not knowing anyone so that didn’t 

bother me.” Unfortunately, Tuala’s biggest cultural shock was experiencing racism in Australia 

which he hadn’t experienced in Samoa. These experiences required Tuala to be self-sufficient and 

made him comfortable with being an outsider. 

Vicarious experiences. 

 

Tuala’s father and grandfather were both pilots and so right up until he was 15 years of 

age he believed he would follow their career choices and become a pilot too. Furthermore, he 



Pasifika Student Self-Efficacy: Minding the Mindset of Success 

58 

 

 

reflected that his mother and grandmothers were devoted nurturers and he reflected that he was 

grateful to have had the best of both worlds. Growing up, his father’s success set a standard where 

achieving a successful career and studying at university to get there was a given. 

 

My dad's a pilot. My grandfather's a pilot so growing up I figured I would just   

be a pilot because why not? My dad and my granddad are a pilot. (Tuala, 

interview transcript) 

 

Family and peers. 

 

Tuala made mention of having the desire and feeling the duty to surpass what his father 

had achieved, because he believes this is what his father raised him for – to go beyond and extend 

his legacy. Tuala’s family dynamics and migration between different countries meant that making 

friends and keeping peer group associations was difficult. Initially, he did not enjoy living in 

Australia but by high school he had made good friends – most of whom were of Pasifika heritage. 

As a high-achieving student from Year 8, a slight drop in Tuala’s grades and some minor 

behavioural issues were of enough concern for his mother that she decided he should be sent back 

to Samoa to live with his father. Tuala recalled that he had no input into the decision and he 

believed that he was sent back to Samoa because he was a young man and his mother could not 

“guide him” as his father could at this stage of life. Initially, he did not want to go back to Samoa 

and was disappointed because he thought “Samoa was backwards” compared to Australia. The 

changes Tuala experienced over the course of his life and education provided both enabling and 

constraining factors for his self- efficacy. 

15-18 years (Samoa). 
 

Transitional experiences and social persuasion. 

 

Despite the fact that Tuala “hated Samoa at first”, he quickly saw the advantages and 

positives of the Samoan education system compared to that of Australia. After settling in to the 

Samoan system, he realised that the lack of educational resources in Samoa was actually beneficial 

for students: Tuala says the lack of technology was actually an enabler for student success as it 

forced the students to be responsible for their own research. An example he gave was that the 

teacher would write notes on a blackboard with chalk, and once it was erased students no longer 

had access to that information. Students were thus forced to be attentive and take accurate notes, 

and if they missed some, they had to get into groups, “make conversation and talk to someone who 

has the notes”. 

Another example he provided was in cleaning the classroom. In Australia, schools employ 
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cleaners and janitors to clean up while in Samoa this is the duty of the students. This “builds the 

community of the class … and the classroom functions more as a giant family than it does as just 

a bunch of people learning the same topic”. 

Social and verbal persuasion. 

 

Another benefit of the Samoan education system for fostering Tuala’s self-efficacy was 

that Samoa was a small island and each student was ranked according to their grades. 

 

First year I went to Samoa I was like rank 100. Second year I was like rank 

50 and third year when I graduated, I was like rank 11 or something. (Tuala, 

interview transcript) 

 

He also was ranked top in physics: another high ranking that provided for mastery 

experiences and social persuasion around his academic ability. Tuala reflected on the self-

perceptions of Australian-based Pasifika students compared to the students in the Pacific. He says 

that the deficit narrative of Pasifika students in Australia has impacted their mindsets, motivations, 

and interactions. He felt that a successful Pasifika student in Australia most likely reflects on their 

success in relation to the barriers they overcame, rather than how they achieved as a person. 

 

One of the differences is that when Australian islanders see themselves 

succeeding, they don't think that they've done well as a person. They think 

that they've done well to minimise the barrier so they [themselves] don't grow 

and value their own capabilities. They just value their ability to make 

something less difficult … whereas I see it as I don't care what the barrier is 

– if I grow myself, then me surpassing the barrier is my growth over it, not 

the barrier's destruction. (Tuala, interview transcript) 

 

Further to this, Tuala also believed that the “nerd culture” was not conducive to 

celebrating success in Australia. In Samoa, Tuala says students, teachers, families, and the culture 

all encourage, reward, celebrate, and affirm student success because if a student does not succeed, 

they are highly likely to be “going back to the village or going nowhere”. 

 

18 years-present (Australia). 
 

Peers and belonging. 

 
After high school, Tuala reluctantly returned to Australia and enrolled into an engineering 
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degree. For the first two years he “didn’t really have friends” and only came to university to go to 

class. Life at university changed for Tuala when he joined the university’s Pasifika student 

association. He gained positive and lifelong friendship groups, learned more about his culture, and 

gained more confidence through dance and performance and increased his sense of belonging at 

the university. Tuala was so grateful for the impact the Pasifika student body had on him as a 

person and as a student that he took up positions on the Executive Committee, serving as President 

in his final year. 

 

Summary 
 

Tuala’s narrative occurs across various locations, mostly due to his father being based in 

Samoa and his mother being based in Australia. The impact of the family dynamics and transitions 

is evident throughout Tuala’s story as he navigates the contextual, familial, cultural, language, and 

social differences (amongst other things). The differences between settings across these domains 

were stark and armed Tuala with an ability to critically reflect and analyse situations and contexts 

in which he found himself. This meant that socialising and networking was more difficult for him 

and he became comfortable being alone. Moreover, the social and verbal persuasion, vicarious 

experiences, and mastery experiences fostered in him mostly through his father’s family 

established a success-focused mindset as well as high expectations of himself. Tuala’s unique 

positioning of being raised in Samoa as well as Australia provides some insightful ideas from his 

perspective around why Pasifika students in Australia are underperforming. 

 

Vae 
 

Vae is a Samoan final year student enrolled into a Bachelor of Justice degree. Initially she 

was enrolled in both justice and psychology but midway through her degree decided to drop 

psychology due to a lack of interest in the topic. She is passionate about justice and looking 

forward to a career in that sector. 

 

0-5 years (New Zealand & Australia). 
 

Family. 

 

Vae is a New Zealand-born Samoan who migrated with her family to Australia when she 

was only two years old. She is the eldest in a family of four children. An important element of 

Vae’s self-efficacy and success is her parents’ migration stories and motivations. Her parents had 

migrated separately to New Zealand from Samoa, both seeking a better way of life for them and 

their families. Her mother was one of 14 children whose own mother died before she was 10. Vae’s 

mother was one of the younger siblings and was responsible for looking after the four siblings who 
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were younger than she was. She worked in farmhand roles to save to send her siblings to New 

Zealand for a better life and eventually moved over herself. Vae’s father, on the other hand, was 

one of only two children; he completed school and migrated to New Zealand very early on. After 

they met and married in New Zealand and had their first two children, they decided to migrate to 

Australia to continue to search for better places to provide the best future they could for their 

family. 

When her parents had children, Vae’s mother decided to stop working as a factory hand 

to raise them. Her father has worked as a forklift operator for most of his life but currently works 

as a bus driver. Despite being a one-income family, they managed to move to Australia using 

savings her mother had put away. Vae’s parents applied for Australian citizenship upon arrival, 

for which Vae is very grateful as it allowed her to access the HECS- HELP student loan scheme 

for her studies, something many of her New Zealand family and friends are unable to access. 

 

A lot of [my friends] were non-citizens, so they didn’t bother studying for uni   

or anything … they all went straight into work. (Vae, interview transcript) 

 

5-17 years (Australia). 
 

Verbal persuasion (Teacher). 

 

One of Vae’s most vivid and fondest memories of primary school was the belief a 

particular teacher had in her; she displayed it through her actions and also expressed it in words. 

Vae says her teacher’s belief in her made her think, “I can do whatever I want to do, and I am 

smarter than I think I am.” Vae is still connected and friends with this teacher, whose affirmations 

and belief were almost polar opposite to what she experienced with her parents: They would 

encourage her when she succeeded or earned an award, but seldom told her they were proud of 

her. Although she has always known deep down in her heart that her parents are proud of her, she 

says she longed for the verbal affirmation: so much so that in Year 11 she had a “fight” with her 

parents, telling them “you guys are never proud of anything I do”. 

Leadership. 

 

Throughout her primary and secondary school journey, Vae was constantly seeking out 

opportunities for leadership. In primary school she joined the student council from Year 4, and in 

her final year became a leader in her school house. In high school Vae was part of the student 

council from Year 8 to graduation. The student council was called MAD – Make a Difference, and 

in her final year Vae became School Captain. She sought leadership opportunities as a platform to 

motivate and inspire students around her – she said this was a part of the “legacy” she wanted to 
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leave with her school and friends, especially those of Pasifika backgrounds. 

Peers. 

 
Vae attended schools that had a high proportion of Pasifika students. From an early age, 

Vae felt she was on a different path to the majority of other Pasifika students – most of whom she 

felt were talented and more interested in sports and music. Vae recognised early that her own 

strengths were in the academic subjects, and it was only when she “stopped to realise that I should 

work to my strengths… academics was much better for me.” 

Vae also noted a difference in behaviour in class, work ethic, and standards. 

 
From Grade 8 to Grade 10 I could see the people in my class, especially the 

Pasifika people, not listening to the teacher, just talking whenever they 

wanted to…. Then maybe in like rugby or something they’d just go hard and 

you’re just like, “Oh. Yeah.” (Vae, interview transcript) 

 

Vae felt that Pasifika students had a reputation for being “dumb” and her school had a 

reputation for being “just a rugby school and that’s it”. This motivated her to succeed in school to 

role model to others what can be achieved and to debunk negative stereotypes relating to Pasifika 

students. 

Family. 

 
In Vae’s narrative, pleasing her parents and paying her parents for their sacrifices in 

moving abroad and working in low-skilled roles is a recurring topic. She states that pleasing her 

parents, and the fact that she was afraid of their consequences if she failed, were key motivating 

factors. 

 

For me I like to please my parents, and I was very afraid of them as well. It 

was kind of like two of the biggest motivators from my parents, I wanted to 

please them…. And also just scared of what the consequences would be if I 

didn’t do well in school. (Vae, interview transcript) 

 

Vae says her parents were “very strict” and while her friends were allowed to participate 

in extracurricular activities, socialise, and go out on weekends, her routine involved only home, 

school, church, and work. Paying her parents back and contributing to the family included working 

at Woolworths from Year 10 – a job she still held all throughout her university studies. Throughout 

her schooling, Vae’s parents played a key role in her decision-making and success. 
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18 years-present (university). 
 

Transitioning from being school captain in high school to a first-year student at university, 

Vae felt like she was “back down at the bottom” and that she “didn’t have that voice in university”. 

However, she always believed she would go to university and had confidence from the time she 

enrolled that she would definitely graduate. This was affirmed through her job at Woolworths that 

highlighted how she had something more in store for her life. 

I think just the possibilities that come with [university] is what’s making me 

stay here. (Vae, interview transcript) 

 

Peers and leadership. 

 
Vae was the only student from her high school to attend her university. Therefore, she 

initially had no friends and found it a very lonesome journey. In her first year her only friend was 

another Pasifika student in her course whom she befriended due to their common heritage. 

However, like Tuala, Vae gained a community and sense of belonging by joining the university’s 

Pasifika student association. She was so grateful for the benefits the Pasifika association afforded 

her personal and student journey that she eventually took up positions in the leadership teams to 

contribute and ensure these benefits were enjoyed by more Pasifika students. 

Vae applied for other leadership positions in mainstream programs such as the Leadership 

Development Institute and Explore Uni Ambassadorship program in order to upskill, with the 

intent of growing the Pasifika association. Vae bonded with one friend from the association in 

particular because she managed to juggle many of the same things: studies, family, church, work, 

and other responsibilities. 

Faith. 

 

Vae was raised in a faith-based family and culture and prioritises God and therefore 

church and related activities in her life. She says God provides her with confidence because she 

believes “anything is possible through God”. Church activities can also take precedence over her 

studies, which can be detrimental to her studies. 

 

I’ll prioritise church over uni as well. And my family also prioritises church 

over education and stuff, so if we have choir practice it’s expected we’ll be 

there even though you have an assignment due. (Vae, interview transcript) 

 

This impacts her studies and her self-efficacy in that it is disruptive and can “cut your 

mojo”. 
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Family. 

 

At university, family has been an enabler and constrainer within Vae’s student journey. 

As mentioned above, her family expects her to contribute financially to the family and to other 

areas of life such as church and cultural events. However, they are a real source of inspiration for 

completing her degree as she visualises her graduation ceremony and how that would make her 

family feel. This includes her two grandmothers whom she knows are constantly praying for her 

and telling her they are so proud of her. 

 

Oh, I could just see my family being so proud. I would be so happy, so grateful 

that I stuck through it and all that. I would be proud of myself, too. But then 

again, I was never expecting to drop out anyway. But in terms of my family 

they'd just be so proud of me. (Vae, interview transcript) 

 

Summary 
 

Vae’s story begins in New Zealand, but mostly takes place in Brisbane. Family is clearly 

a key element of her life and learning journey. Her parents’ second migration from Auckland to 

Brisbane continued their search for a better life for themselves and their family that started by 

leaving Samoa for New Zealand. Like the parents of the other participants, Vae’s parents took up 

low-skilled and low-income roles to support their families. Although Vae lived in Logan 

throughout her entire narrative, the three main parts of her story focused around primary school, 

high school, and university. 

Vae’s story reflects the importance of sense-of-belonging and positive peer group 

associations. Her primary school and high school had high Pasifika populations and so she made 

friends easily, and her experience of university was transformed by joining the Pasifika students’ 

association. However, her observation of other Pasifika students’ commitment to education was 

one of concern, while inspiring her to go down a more constructive path. 

Leadership opportunities provided an avenue to build self-efficacy, as they did with Finau 

and Sione. Finally, Vae’s faith and family were clearly the top two priorities in her life that mostly 

enabled success, but also inhibited it at other times. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION 

 
This chapter expands on the themes which emerged from the participants’ narratives as 

provided in the previous chapter. The initial discussion will be framed by the elements of self-

efficacy from which further discussion will be presented and recommendations made relating to 

Pasifika student self-efficacy. 

This study has focused on Pasifika student success: interrogating the enabling and 

constraining factors on success broadly and exploring the role of self-efficacy in that success. Self-

efficacy is the optimistic belief in one’s own competence or chances of successfully accomplishing 

a task and producing a positive outcome. It is said to play an integral part in determining our 

chances for success. The originator of self-efficacy theory, Albert Bandura, identified four sources 

of self-efficacy. This chapter will consider the literature on enablers and constrainers to Pasifika 

student success in light of self-efficacy theory, the themes that have emerged from the participants’ 

stories, as well as Pasifika worldviews, ontologies, and epistemologies. 

 

Mastery Experiences 

Mastery experiences are those experiences gained when one confronts a new challenge 

and succeeds. They allow us to practise on tasks, learn from failures, and grow our confidence in 

our capability to acquire new skills and habits. The majority of participants mentioned mastery 

experiences in telling their stories of success. Noticeably evident was that these mentions of 

mastery were mostly unrelated to their education settings and experiences; rather, they were 

reported in the home and with reference to family. Tuala’s example was the most explicit in 

describing how his father, a pilot, would set up problem-solving activities for him as a child and 

increase the difficulty of these as Tuala progressed: 

 

He saw in me something in me that I couldn’t see at the time…. And then as 

I kept bringing it out I started to see it myself. (Tuala, interview transcript) 

 

Mastery in leadership. 

Another key area in which mastery experiences were mentioned by the participants was 

in relation to leadership – a quality that participants attributed to their success in education and in 

life. Finau was firmly of the belief that the mantle of leadership had been over him since birth and 

this was highlighted in his being named after his grandfather, a great leader in his family. Atelina 

was a leader in her family by serving them, which meant sacrificing high school for going to work 

to contribute financially to her family, given that her mother was the sole income earner. Vae had 
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been a leader in primary school and school captain in high school, and then took up executive 

leadership positions in mainstream and Pasifika-focused university student bodies in order to 

acquire the leadership skills to serve her fellow Pasifika students better, as did Tuala, who served 

as President of the Pasifika association in his final year. Further, Tevita had always felt like a 

leader amongst his cousins, school peers, and church youth group and accepted and welcomed the 

responsibility that came with being seen as a leader. 

Leadership in Pasifika cultures is about service to the group. As this culture comprises 

collectivist and village-based communities governed by chieftain systems connecting families to 

intergenerational chieftain titles, customary lands, and clearly defined village structures, 

leadership is a highly treasured quality within Pasifika families. A well-known Samoan proverb 

embodies the definition of service across Pasifika peoples: O le ala i le pule o le tautua means “the 

pathway to leadership is through service,” indicating that the esteemed position of being a leader 

in the family, village, or community is inextricably linked to the quality and quantity of one’s 

contribution and service to that group. 

Given the weighting and importance of leadership, especially in relation to the self- 

efficacy element of mastery experiences, the participants acknowledged that mastery experiences 

were critical to their educational success; however, these were not necessarily narrowly defined to 

only include domains and skills directly concerning a particular task or skill. Mastery experiences 

of leadership outside of the school setting have influenced the self- efficacy of Pasifika students 

due to the values of leadership in those cultures. 

 

Mastery in transition. 

The relevance of mastery experiences outside of school is further highlighted by the 

mastery experiences the participants described in their transitional experiences. Moving between 

countries to settle here, as was the case for Atelina, Mere, and Tuala, provided opportunities to 

experience a number of the enabling and constraining factors for Pasifika student success outlined 

in Chapter 2. The contrasting contexts, pedagogical approaches, classroom culture, student cultural 

makeup, cultural discontinuity, and identity tensions that came from transitioning between one 

country and another were all mentioned as a reality for these participants. Within Australia, 

transitioning between educational institutions such as high school and/or university in a place 

which was foreign to them, as was the case for Finau, Atelina, Mere, Tuala, and Vae, thrust them 

into situations where they were forced to analyse and assess the social and contextual differences, 

and to make decisions around how they would thrive in those spaces and places at that time. 

For most participants, these transitional experiences occurred either at the start of high 
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school or when entering university: both pivotal times in the development of their self- efficacy 

because they were entering institutions in which Pasifika representation was low, leading to a lack 

of sense of belonging. Hawk et al. (2005) posited that relationships are a prerequisite to learning 

for Pasifika students. Sense of belonging is all important for Pasifika peoples, and schools and 

universities have the opportunity to embed activities and initiatives that value, validate, and 

highlight an inclusive and culturally responsive approach to learning, teaching, and institutional 

culture. Doing so will provide the culturally responsive environment that Frierson et al. (2014) 

said is conducive to building a strong sense of belonging for Pasifika students, and therefore to 

effective learning and teaching. This is especially important in those transitioning years being high 

school and university. 

 

Vicarious Experiences 

Vicarious experiences involve observing others successfully completing a task and 

absorbing the positive beliefs of that individual themselves, so raising their own levels of self- 

efficacy. Vicarious experiences featured heavily in all of the participants’ narratives as a positive 

influence on their self-efficacy and success. 

 

Context. 

It is important to note that all participants’ stories started by locating themselves in the 

present through first sharing their genealogical, historical, and migration tale. Explaining their 

family, culture, lineage, and migration stories to locate them in their current places is reflective of 

the tenets of the Fonofale model. This model espouses that Pasifika identity and ontologies are 

protected by culture (as the roof in the model) and grounded in family (as the foundation of the 

model), all framed within time, environment, and context. 

In telling their stories, and more importantly in setting the scene of their own stories 

within the Fonofale model dimensions mentioned above, the participants underlined that the 

principles and values of Pasifika cultures were critical to who they were, where they had come 

from, and how they had achieved their success and reached the points in life that they had come 

to. 

 

Family. 

Every participant’s vicarious experiences were related to family. However, as with 

mastery, the majority of the vicarious experiences were not associated with their learning or 

student journey. Rather, they related to the work ethic their families had role modelled. In 

particular, the participants paid homage for witnessing first-hand their parents’ vision, courage, 
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sacrifice, and hard work to migrate from one country to another, and in some instances, to effect a 

second international migration. 

Finau’s parents moved from Tonga to Fiji to the Northern Territory to work as market 

gardeners to fund faith missions; Atelina’s mother migrated to New Zealand from Samoa and was 

the sole provider after her father was struck down with illness and became unable to work; Mere’s 

mother was a solo mother who migrated with her two daughters from New Zealand to Australia 

and raised them alone; Sione’s grandparents provided fake Anglicised names in order to get onto 

the labour migration visa, having moved from Tonga to New Zealand at that stage; Tuala’s parents 

separated early and despite living in Australia and Samoa respectively, both spent time raising 

him; finally, Vae’s parents migrated from Samoa to New Zealand to Australia in search for a better 

life for their family. 

In every instance, these migrants arrived and took up low-skilled and low-income 

occupations, even if they had been professionals in their homelands because, at that time, their 

main vision was to settle their families in an environment or country in which they would thrive. 

As Ng Shiu (2011) suggested, role models are important for Pasifika students, especially models 

from within their own families and communities. Watching their parents successfully migrate 

between two non-aligned worlds inspired these students in their own navigation of formal learning 

journeys and the institutions within which they took place. 

Vicarious experiences were proven in this study to be major and positive influences on 

these Pasifika students’ success. This aligns with Hau’ofa’s (1994) finding that the theoretical lens 

through which Pasifika peoples see ourselves is essential to our esteem and actualisation. 

 

Pasifika ontologies. 

In applying Hau’ofa’s (1994) “vast mindset”, however, the stories also show that 

vicarious experiences were really dependent on the meaning attributed to them by the participants. 

Meaning-making was achieved by defining the experiences through their own ontological, 

epistemological, and cultural lenses. The vicarious experience stories were shared with much 

reverence and a sense of indebtedness. While being inspired by seeing, hearing, and absorbing the 

work ethic and determination their parents and grandparents possessed to set up their families in 

foreign places and settings, their underpinning and cultural values layered within those reflections 

a heightened sense of connection and an increased sense of responsibility to give and to repay that 

sacrifice, hard work, and accomplishment. The cultural values of family, collectivity, respect, and 

reciprocity are evident in the meaning-making of these vicarious experiences by each participant. 

Again, as illustrated in the Fonofale model, the framing elements of time, context, and 
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environment must also be factored into the meaning-making of the participants’ vicarious 

experiences. In these current times of rapid change, in the setting of Australia and within an 

environment that by its origins and nature is very different from that in the Pacific, the participants 

told stories of having to also contextualise the meaning-making of their vicarious experiences and 

the sense of duty they invoked. Doing so created a sense of tension for the participants and they 

often juggled competing options: Finau opted out of the professional football pathway he was on 

out of respect for his parents’ wishes to focus on education, despite this causing him to reflect that 

“I had no vision for myself … it got snuffed out”. 

Atelina reluctantly dropped out of high school and then re-enrolled, only to drop out again 

to work “to pay the bills,” demonstrating the tension she must have been feeling at the time to 

choose between pursuing her education or helping her family financially. Tevita worked a number 

of jobs while his mother was undergoing treatment for cancer and while his sister was pregnant, 

and Vae had worked at Woolworths since she was 15 years old to contribute financially; she felt 

conflicted because she was always told by her parents that church activities would need to be 

prioritised over studies and assignments. 

The literature dealing with enablers and constrainers to Pasifika student success reveals 

that within the context of Australia in current times, factors such as family, culture, and faith can 

work for and against their success (Theodore et al., 2017). From the stories gathered in this study, 

the same can be said in relation to their self-efficacy. However, it must be stated that for the most 

part, those factors worked in a positive way. 

Social or Verbal Persuasion 

Persuasion is the process by which a person’s attitudes or behaviours are influenced. With 

social persuasion, individuals are influenced by their socialisation and group culture, while verbal 

persuasion is the influencing by communications from others. This element of self-efficacy was a 

clearly evident factor that influenced the participants’ self-efficacy, and is one that aligns to the 

ontologies, cultural values, and lenses of Pasifika peoples generally. As mentioned in Chapter 2, 

Anae (2010) asserted that Pasifika peoples by nature are relational beings – that is, we exist in 

context and in relation to other beings and things, both animate and inanimate. Relating this then 

to self-efficacy, social or verbal persuasion is strongly linked to both the depth and strength of 

one’s relationships. Consequently, social persuasion and verbal persuasion within high-context 

and highly relational cultures such as Pasifika cultures will be an influential factor for self-efficacy, 

as was evidenced in the data collected in this study. The tenets of collectivism, such as working 

for the common good, support social and verbal persuasion as an influencer on Pasifika student 

self-efficacy. 
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Family. 

Persuasion was a common thread that wove through all of the participants’ stories. The 

most influential sources of social and verbal persuasion were from families. Again, this is 

congruent with the Fonofale model and the literature (e.g., Stanley et al., 2017) which all hold 

family as a central dimension of Pasifika being, thinking, and knowing. For example, for Finau, 

his family’s expectations and therefore their collective goals were for him to attend university. 

Lead-up indicators to actual enrolment included verbally forecasting their expectations, dissuading 

him from a rugby league pathway, and enrolling him into a private school in Cairns to further his 

education. Atelina was inspired and constantly encouraged to attend university and to push through 

by her husband, who was also first in his family to attend. Mere acknowledged the impact of her 

mother’s willingness to take out a credit card debt to pay for her university fees, and subsequently 

her husband’s willingness to cover the household bills while she studied. She also expressly 

credited her father’s constant phone calls from New Zealand encouraging her in her academic 

pursuits. Sione and Tuala had parents who had the cultural capital (or educational experience) to 

be able to assist them with their homework and who encouraged them verbally to the point where 

they held high expectations of themselves. And finally, as Kearney and Glen (2017) found, the 

influence of family over Vae was significant to the point that while she was encouraged and 

inspired to go to university, she actually became fearful of her family’s response if she failed. 

Vae’s fear of failing again highlights what was found in the literature: that some factors of self-

efficacy can be both enablers as well as constrainers. In the case of family, however, it is clear 

from the literature and the participants’ stories that family is mostly an enabler. 

Peers. 

Where the literature and the participants’ stories also align is the fact that peers also are 

both enablers and constrainers for building self-efficacy in Pasifika students. As collective people, 

relationships are highly valued in Pasifika cultures and so building rapport and relationships is a 

common practice and skill that Pasifika students find easy (Stanley et al., 2017). For the 

participants, peers and friends from their own cultural heritage was the most obvious cohort to 

target. This was based on the assumption that Pasifika students could empathise with each other’s 

lived realities in Australian educational institutions. 

When Mere moved from New Zealand to Australia, she attended schools in two different 

areas. The first was one where she “wasn’t seeing diversity” and she guessed “they had different 

experiences and perspectives on things”. Therefore, she reflected that she “didn’t connect with 

anyone”. However, when moving schools to where there was more diversity and more Pasifika 

representation, she felt “way more comfortable” because there were people with “similar values – 

just immediate rapport, sense of humour.” 
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The current students, Tuala and Vae, had very similar experiences at university. They 

were the only ones from their respective friendship groups to attend their universities, even though 

Tuala entered university from a high school in Samoa and Vae transitioned from a high school in 

Logan. The pivotal point in their respective student journeys was discovering and joining the 

Pasifika Association of their university. This association provided a place and space for them to 

share with other students the similarity in their values, aspirations, motivations, ways of being, 

thinking, and knowing, and even a collective desire to challenge negative stereotypes about 

Pasifika students. Associating with people with shared belief systems helped to build their self-

efficacy as they navigated collectively towards the same goal (graduation) motivated by the same 

reason (family). Peers also provided practical enablers such as study tips, social and verbal 

persuasion, role modelling, and help with navigating the university system. 

 

Physiological Indicators 

Physiological indicators relate to one’s stress reactions to tasks and minimising negative 

emotional proclivities of one’s physical state. In this study, just one participant made any reference 

to physiological factors. Vae stated that when tasks got difficult, she would step away and take a 

break and purposefully not think about the task. After mentally disassociating herself from the task 

for a while, she would go back with a clear head. However, the fact that only one participant made 

mention of physiological indicators indicates in itself that these were not front-of-mind when 

thinking of self-efficacy and its development. 

 

Spiritual Indicators 

Conversely, all but one participant made mention of faith and spirituality, and those who 

did named faith as one of their top priorities and motivators. The Fonofale model attests that 

spirituality is a core dimension of Pasifika ontologies and worldviews. Pasifika cultures each have 

their own creation myths and genealogically track back to the cosmos in a spiritual realm – with 

many of them being very similar in account. For as long as Pasifika has existed, spirituality has 

existed also (Efi et al., 2008). The literature from both Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand clearly 

states that spirituality and faith is an enabler for Pasifika student success (Ravulo, 2015; Stanley 

et al., 2017). Added to this, the stories clearly show a reliance on faith and spirituality to manage 

difficult periods in the learning journey. 

For Finau, God filled and provided him with purpose in life and made him work towards 

a “path and destiny I was already in.” Throughout Atelina’s story, the “promptings of the Holy 

Spirt” who was a “constant companion” were pivotal to her making transformational decisions in 

her life, and ones that developed her self-efficacy. Her “trusted process” for taking on challenges 
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was firstly to pray and then to do. And the two current students, Tuala and Vae, also acknowledged 

God: Tuala attended school in Samoa where faith and spirituality are embedded in school culture; 

Vae stated that “anything is possible through God” and that “God gives you so much confidence 

in letting you know that you’ll be alright”. 

To summarise, spirituality as an enabler for Pasifika student self-efficacy and success is 

supported by the models of Pasifika ontologies laid out in this study, the literature reviewed, and 

the participants’ stories. These stories also highlight that while Bandura’s (2010) theory of self-

efficacy sheds some light on the influencers of Pasifika students’ self- efficacy, it also illuminates 

gaps and shortcomings when explaining their success. Most of these gaps can be attributed to 

ontological and cultural considerations. 

 

Cultural Differences 

As mentioned in Chapter 3, psychological processes have traditionally been viewed as 

culturally invariant and so standard measures that have been developed in Western systems have 

been applied to all students. However, as Magson et al. (2014) found, students from non- Western 

cultural backgrounds may respond differently. This has certainly been the case and is supported 

by findings of this research. 

Furthermore, postcolonial theorists, in particular Foucault, have suggested that non- 

Western communities have been marginalised through mainstream images, theories, and 

representations that render them as the other through knowledge and power; that is, 

disempowering non-Western knowledge and framing non-Western knowledge them as 

insignificant (and applying blanket measures for all, regardless of culture). Postcolonial theory 

also focuses on the philosophical, political, economic, and sociocultural consequences of 

colonisation (Matthews et al., 2004). This too has proven to be the case with the findings of this 

research. In considering postcolonial theory and Magson et al.’s (2014) assertion that cultural 

invariance requires further investigation and relating it to this study, what is found here can be 

summed up by simply stating that culture counts. 

Generally speaking, Western frameworks and systems are based on individualism, 

secularism, written instruction, and low-context communication. Contrastingly, Pasifika identities 

and systems are based on collectivism, spiritualism, oratory, and high-context communication. 

Without taking into consideration these fundamental ontological differences, any existing 

measures, frameworks, or theories that emerge to consider the role of self- efficacy in Pasifika 

students’ success are consequently fundamentally flawed. 
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Key Cultural Factors 

 

Spirituality. 

Bandura’s (2010) model of self-efficacy includes the element of physiological indicators. 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, most of the participants did not mention physiological 

indicators, but did refer to spiritual ones. The striking difference between Bandura’s physiological 

element of self-efficacy and what the Pasifika participants reported as important to their self-

efficacy is somewhat reflective of the difference between Western and Pasifika systems as 

described above. In particular, Western institutions are generally secular and not connected with 

spiritual matters, while Pasifika identities and systems are entrenched in spirituality as a core 

dimension. A physiological indicator is compatible with a lens based on and limited to physicality. 

Spirituality indicators align more consistently with the notions raised in the participants’ stories: 

those of “promptings” as per Atelina’s story, “covering” as referred to by Finau, and “guidance” 

as explained by Vae. Admittedly, spiritual indicators are intangible and therefore more difficult to 

quantify, articulate, and measure, but based on the findings of this study, spiritual indicators are 

still a very real indicator of self-efficacy for Pasifika peoples. 

 

Collectivism and family. 

The cascading impacts of this systemic difference, and the differences between Western 

and Pasifika ontologies in general, provide the context and environment that feed into the factors 

that constrain Pasifika student success and self-efficacy. The participants repeated mention of their 

longing and desire for a sense of belonging in their educational institutions implies that a sense of 

belonging for Pasifika students was absent by default; postcolonial theory suggests it would 

actually have been by design. 

A key factor in understanding why Pasifika students needed and longed for a sense of 

belonging is that, firstly, they are relational and collective people. They exist only in relation to 

other people and things, and subsequently live for the common good. Group dynamics, culture, 

and harmony are critical for a safe and generative space to thrive – in this case, in their learning. 

Given that schools and universities are founded on individualistic ideals, the tension created by 

the nonalignment of values can distract Pasifika students from succeeding in their studies. In light 

of this, a positive development to assist with Pasifika students’ longing for a sense of belonging 

can be found in the emergence of Pasifika student associations. All of the universities the 

participants attended now have well-established Pasifika student bodies, which bodes well for the 

future. 
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Reciprocity. 

An integral characteristic of collectivism and of prioritising the common good is 

reciprocity. Following on from the positive development of Pasifika student associations in 

universities for cultivating student sense of belonging, the current students who were blessed 

enough to attend university and enjoy the benefits and belongingness that came with being a 

Pasifika student association member (Tuala and Vae) both served on their respective Pasifika 

association’s executive committees to give back in the same way to the students coming through 

behind them. 

More telling than this, though, was the fact that every single participant cited family as a 

major motivating factor in attending university, in being self-efficacious, and in being driven to 

succeed. This is in contrast to being motivated from an individualistic perspective to further one’s 

own career and expand one’s career options. More pointedly, every participant told the narrative 

of the sacrifice of their forebears, both ancient and near, and were intrinsically motivated to 

reciprocate this sacrifice, ambition, and courage. This critical cultural component of self-efficacy 

is not clearly captured in elements of Bandura’s (2010) theory. 

 

Intergenerational connections. 

Collectivism, spirituality, and reciprocity are all inextricably linked to another explicit 

component of Pasifika culture – intergenerational connections. Every participant started their story 

by locating themselves via their genealogical and migration story. This located and placed them 

in time, place, and space in relation to the various times, places, and spaces that had been traversed 

before them. It acknowledged, by high-context storytelling, the vision, sacrifices, and drive of their 

ancestors in order that they themselves could reap the fruit of those past decisions. Consequently, 

it also bestowed on them the duty to do the same: to live, work, and dream on purpose in order 

that future generations could enjoy success at a later time, and in places and spaces the participants 

might not have even seen themselves, just as many of their ancestors had never lived or imagined 

living in Australia. This duty of reciprocity, to match and better the platforming of past family 

members, is a primary element of Pasifika student success. 

 

 

Our Efficacy Versus Self-Efficacy 

The points submitted above all lead to the conclusion of this study. While Bandura’s 

(2010) measures of self-efficacy are useful in assessing efficacy, their culturally invariant nature 

is not, because they are incongruous with Pasifika ontologies and epistemologies. What would be  
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more fitting, according to the literature, theories, and findings of this research, is that efficacy 

measures are aligned with Pasifika identities by constructing measures that are consistent with 

collectivity. In short, I contend that “our efficacy” is a more apt term than “self-efficacy”. 

Our efficacy connotes and acknowledges that Pasifika peoples’ efficacy is drawn from 

their collectivity, their relationships and how highly they value them, their spirituality – which is 

a central dimension of being – and their innate linkage and responsibility to generations before 

and after themselves. Our efficacy is a more accurate term and highlights that culture counts. 

In essence, this quotation from the former Head of State of Samoa resonates with the key 

cultural factors outlined above, as well as with the recommendations that will follow: 

“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 my tofi (an inheritance) 

with my family, my village and my nation. I belong to my family and my family belongs to me. I 

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

to me. This is the essence of my belonging”. 

(Efi, 2003, p. 51). 

 

Recommendations 

The recommendations of this study are: 

 

1. Make culture count. 

Schools and universities should consider adopting more culturally responsive practice, 

principles, and pedagogy, and institutional culture should be shaped by ontologies and 

epistemologies (including faith and spirituality). Culture counts! 

 

2. Provide transition year opportunities. 

Schools and universities have opportunities to embed culturally responsive initiatives that 

include family and community in the student learning journey to foster a sense of belonging and 

to show students, their families, and communities that their whole being is valued and validated. 

This would create a conducive environment for efficacy-building and for family and holistic 

learning and teaching. 

 

3. Acknowledge “our efficacy”. 

Educational institutions should consider the above two factors because efficacy for many 

is built collectively; to disregard the social ecology of the student, their place, and their wider 
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space/community is to minimise the opportunity for effective learning and teaching. 

 

4.  “Pasifika mo Pasifika” – foreground Pasifika student narratives, efficacy, and 

legacies. 

Finally, and most importantly, achieving the first three recommendations are mostly 

dependent on systemic change, and the need for that change are largely a consequence of the 

inadequacies of the current system, its colonial origins and postcolonial nature and mechanisms. 

These are in most part beyond the control of the individuals within it – including Pasifika students. 

While it is important to protest against these factors where appropriate, this study was motivated 

by acknowledging the agency, efficacy, and power inherent in Pasifika peoples, families, and 

communities. Therefore, to conclude this research, it is critical for Pasifika families and 

communities to acknowledge and take responsibility for their own individual and collective 

success – especially that of our students. 

This research holds that we can achieve this in spite and despite the barriers by focusing 

on the enabling and culturally relevant factors of success and efficacy: our values, faith, beliefs, 

protocols, traditions, families, communities, ancestors, stories, songs, metaphors, proverbs, and 

adages. It is an opportunity to retell stories and narratives that reflect Hau’ofa’s epiphany of the 

mana (power) of our ancestors, the grandiose of our Ocean, and the centrality of our relationships 

to each other and our environments. By remembering, reimagining, recreating, and retelling these 

narratives in our new chosen lands, we will build “our efficacy” for the generations to come who 

will invariably inhabit times, places, and spaces we could never have imagined – yet ones for 

which we have prepared their hearts, spirits, and minds. 

 

 

“E sui faiga, ae tumau fa’avae” 

[Approaches and methods change, but foundations stay the same] 

 

 

Proverbs 23:7: For as a man thinketh in his heart, he is. 
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix A: Exploring the Factors That Influence the Self-Efficacy of Pasifika Students 

at Australian Universities 

 

INFORMATION SHEET 
 

Senior Investigator: 

 
 
 

Research Team 

Dr Judith Kearney, 
Associate 
Professor 
School of Education and Professional 
Studies P: 07 3382 1344 
E: j.kearney@griffith.edu.au 

Mr Harry Van 
Issum Lecturer 
School of Education and Professional 
Studies P: 07 373 55940 
E: h.vanissum@griffith.edu.au 

 
Dr Sue 
Whatman Senior 
Lecturer 
School of Education and Professional 
Studies P: 07 5552 9240 
E: s.whatman@griffith.edu.au 

 

Mr Andrew Fa’avale 
Higher Degree Research Student 
School of Education and Professional 
Studies P: 0448 926 906 
E: andrew.faavale@griffithuni.edu.au 

 

Why is the research being conducted? 

This research seeks to understand the factors that support and/or hinder Pasifika 
university students in Australia to thrive and succeed in their educational pursuits. 
More specifically, this study is interested in what influences their self-efficacy and self-
belief in achieving at university. 

 

The information that is collected through your participation will provide insights to 
inform universities, other educational institutions and the community around ways to 
support future Pasifika students. 

 

What you will be asked to do 

Your participation will involve an audio-recorded interview at a location that suits you. 
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The interview will be facilitated by Andrew Fa’avale who will ask to hear about aspects 
of your story as a Pasifika university student, and factors that you feel helped you in 
your studies and those that didn’t. This will take up to an hour of your time. 

 
Once the interview has been transcribed, you will be consulted again by email, phone 
or face-to-face to check with you that what is reported is as you intended. 

 

The basis by which participants will be selected or screened 

You are invited to participate in this project because you are a member of the Pasifika 
community who is, or has studied at university. 

 

The expected benefits of the research 
 

The purpose of this project is to understand the factors that influence the success and 
self-efficacy of Pasifika students at university. The aim is that the information received 
from this research will be available to inform universities, educational institutions and 
the community on how to better support Pasifika students to thrive and succeed at 
university. 

 

Risks to you 

Your involvement in this research has minimal risks to you. 
 

Your confidentiality 

All comments and responses will be treated confidentially as far as the law allows. For 
research purposes the interview will be audio recorded. If you do not consent to the 
discussion being recorded, you will not be able to participate because this is vital to 
accurate reporting. Information from the recordings will be de-identified. 
As required by Griffith University, all audio recordings will be stored securely and erased after 

transcription. However, other research data (interview transcripts and analysis) will be 

retained in a locked cabinet and/or a password protected electronic file by the research team 

for a period of five years before being destroyed. 

Your participation is voluntary 
 

Your participation in this project is entirely voluntary. If you do agree to participate you 
can withdraw from the project at any time without comment or penalty. Your decision 
to participate or not participate will in no way impact upon your current or future 
relationship with your university. 

 

Questions / further information 

If you would like to know more about the project and process you can contact any 
member of the research team: 

 

 
Judith Kearney, email: j.kearney@griffith.edu.au Ph: 073382 1344 

Harry Van Issum, email: h.vanissum@griffith.edu.au Ph: 07373 5940 

Sue Whatman, email: s.whatman@griffith.edu.au Ph: 075552 9240 
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Andrew Fa’avale, email: andrew.faavale@griffithuni.edu.au Ph: 0448926906 
 
 

The ethical conduct of this research 
 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on 
Ethical Conduct in Human Research. If potential participants have any concerns or 
complaints about the ethical conduct of the research project they should contact the 
Manager, Research Ethics on 3735 4375 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. 

 

Feedback to you 
 

This process is a collaborative one, where you will be consulted at least once before 
the research is completed to check that what is reported is what you intended. 

 
 

Privacy Statement 
 

The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of your 
identified personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not 
be disclosed to third parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal 
or other regulatory authority requirements. A de-identified copy of this data may be 
used for other research purposes. However, your anonymity will at all times be 
safeguarded. For further information consult the University’s Privacy Plan at 
http://www.griffith.edu.au/about- griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-
plan or telephone (07) 3735 4375. 
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Appendix B: Exploring the Factors That Influence the Self-Efficacy of Pasifika Students 

 

 

CONSENT FORM 
 

Senior 
Investigator
: 

 
 

Research Team 

Dr Judith Kearney, 
Associate 
Professor 
School of Education and Professional 
Studies P: 07 3382 1344 
E: j.kearney@griffith.edu.au 

Mr Harry Van 
Issum Lecturer 
School of Education and Professional 
Studies P: 07 373 55940 
E: h.vanissum@griffith.edu.au 

 

Dr Sue 
Whatman Senior 
Lecturer 
School of Education and Professional 
Studies P: 07 5552 9240 
E: s.whatman@griffith.edu.au 

 
Mr Andrew Fa’avale 
Higher Degree Research Student 
School of Education and Professional 
Studies P: 0448 926 906 
E: andrew.faavale@griffithuni.edu.au 

 

 
By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information package and 

in particular have noted that: 

• I understand that my involvement in this research will include a face-to-face 

interview at a location of your choice that will take approximately 45 – 60 minutes 

of your time. The interview will be facilitated by HDR student Mr Andrew Fa’avale 

and you will be asked questions around your experiences as a Pasifika student at 

university; 

• I understand that the interview will be audio-recorded for research purposes; 

• I have read an understood the information sheet relating to this project; 

• I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction; 

• I understand the risks involved; 

• I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this 

research; 

• I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary and will in no way 

impact your current or future relationship with your university; 
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• I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research team; 

• I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without explanation or penalty; 

• I understand that all comments and responses will be treated confidentially as far 

as the law allows, and that information from the recordings will be de-identified. 

• I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University 

Human Research Ethics Committee on 3735 4375 (or research- 

ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the 

project; and 

• I agree to participate in the project. 
 

 

I agree to participate in the project. 
 

I agree to inclusion of my personal information in publications or reporting of the 

results from this research. 
 

 
Name 

 

 
Signature 

 

 
Date 
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Appendix C: Guided Conversation Questions 

 

Data collection method: Guided conversation for narrative inquiry  

Proposed setting: Location participant is comfortable to share his/her story.  

Facilitator: Andrew Fa’avale (HDR student) 

 

Purpose: To gather stories from current/former university students of Pasifika backgrounds about: 
 

1. Influencing factors for their success at university 

2. Influencing factors for self-efficacy as Pasifika university students 

3. Perceived impacts of these factors on their self-efficacy and success 
 
 

Introduction: Introduce myself, cultural background, migration story, brief about my 

educational journey, and family. 
 

Sample questions: 
 

1. Can you tell me about yourself; where were you born and if overseas, when did you arrive 

in NZ (prompts: family, cultural and migrational context) 

2. Can you describe your experience as a Pasifika person in Australia? 

3. When did you start uni/ what did you enrol in/ why? 

4. What was it like coming into university, and being a university student as a Pasifika person? 

5. Can you tell me about the factors that helped you, or didn’t help you to succeed at university 

6. What are some of the stereotypes you dealt with as a Pasifika student at university? 

7. Where did those stereotypes come from, and how did they impact you? 

8. Do you feel you had a strong self-belief and sense of confidence in your ability to succeed 

at university? 

9. Can you describe some things that you feel influenced your belief in your ability to succeed? 




