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I have followed John Smyth’s four forms of action model, which I found helpful in 

structuring my reflection process. On the surface the model seemed simple but as I 

applied it, it helped me dig much further into unspoken assumptions and stereotypes I 

had taken for granted.  

 

Reflection One: Teacher student relationships 

 

Describing 

I have been repeatedly struck by how fundamental to teaching is the relationship you 

form with your students. This feels like a very obvious statement, but when I think back 

to my own schooling experience, I can hardly put a face to any of my teachers, let alone 

recall any relationship I had with them.  

In my practicum experience, while observing teachers at work, I have come to realize how 

fundamental this student –teacher relationship is for student achievement and how 

central to the success of priority learners. I remember in one of my early lectures hearing 

that some students might spend a whole day at school and not be spoken to once by 

teachers. The thought of this I found rather confronting. 

I met with two level 2 students, Tom and Jane, through the course of my first practicum.  

Both students were totally disengaged in class, neither of them with enough credits to 

pass; both had given up on any further course of study. Zombie like in their presence, 

they quietly waited for the bell to ring, both sitting in the back of the art class. I was 

struck by this level of disengagement and found it quite personally affecting to see such 

young people so completely void of any emotion or interest. I had several discussions 

with them over the next few classes in an attempt to get a sense of what was happening. I 

was struck by how adamant and locked down they were in their resignation to failure. 

There was no way out, no point in trying, it was all too late.  

Tom was testing me throughout our discussions, with several attempts to shock me into 

leaving him alone. However I persisted and suggested he investigate a couple of artists 



that have made a career in shocking their audience; in particular an early video artist 

from America called Bill Viola. On reflection, I remember feeling a very distinct moment 

with Tom and have felt it again with other students, which I could almost describe as a 

force field that has to be crossed, coming from both you and the student. It’s like a 

physical push that you have to make as a teacher. Part of you is saying, I get it, leave me 

alone, you don’t want to talk to me, you want to just disappear. But because you’re a 

teacher, you can’t walk away; you have to consciously break through .To my surprise, the 

following day Tom searched me out to tell me he had looked Viola up on the Internet 

the previous evening, and had thought his work was very cool.  

A similar exchange happened with Jane after showing her a music video.  

Of course, these are isolated incidents where I have come in as an outsider, but it struck 

me how absolutely crucial it is to a student’s engagement to find this relevancy in what 

they are learning. And the only way to find this out is to make this one on one 

engagement happen, before you can reach any deeper understating of the student. 

On returning to my first school, and having been allocated a year 9 class, with the 

catchiest of names, 9DJ, I am confronted straight away by how integral it is going to be 

to build relationships with each of these students. For the first 15 minutes teaching this 

class they were practically climbing the walls.   

 

Informing 

In both of these examples, with Tom and Jane, and later with 9DJ, I began with no 

effective student- teacher relationship, other than an inherited, formal role as a newly 

arrived authority figure. In both examples, the students saw authority figures as negative 

stereotypes from whom you could expect little.  

I could make no progress until I had time to check in on them one by one and start to 

get a picture of the make up of Tom, Jane and later the whole 9DJ class. I had to gain 

some prior knowledge about them, and with 9DJ, I had to figure out which individual 

relationships I needed to start developing most urgently to stem the chaos. Until I started 

to build those relationships, however briefly, I would not be much use in in helping any 

of these students succeed. 

The literature and research is full and clear that teacher – student relationships ‘play a 

central role in motivating and engaging students to learn’ (Wentzel) 



‘Like a primary attachment relationship ie mother and child… secure relationships foster 

children’s curiosity… and a mental representation of oneself as being worthy of love.’ 

( Wentzel) 

Relationships with teachers fit into this same set of primary attachments. When a child 

feels safe and secure with a teacher he or she’s motivation and engagement is hugely 

enhanced. 

‘Individual characteristics such as racial identity, perceived discrimination …influence 

the degree to which students are open to forming relationships with students.’(Wentzel)  

These relationships we seek to build can never be merely formal. Students have to feel 

them to be authentic if they’re to be trusted. ‘Teacher expectations for academic outcome 

are most effective when communicated within the context of emotional warmth and 

caring.’( Wentzel) 

 

Confronting  

 Smyth’s reflection framework requires me to confront my assumptions, and one 

inherited assumption I have is that when faced with a class like 9DJ, made up entirely of 

Maori and Pasifika students, who are unengaged, and have difficulty concentrating, is to  

believe they must be from  troubled or deprived backgrounds. That is the prevailing 

social norm even though I don’t personally believe it. But the stereotype persists and I 

have to name it and consciously resist it.  

 

Reconstructing 

Upon reflection on my teaching and observing to date, even though I thought I was 

aware of how crucial this relationship building is, I haven’t allowed enough of the limited 

time available in a class period to a make this happen.  Getting to know students and 

letting them get to know me will demand careful allocation of time and some planned 

exercises to help us understand each other sufficiently in order to  let effective learning 

happen. My goal is to develop and master a relationship-based pedagogy that will 

encompass all of my students, even the most challenging. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Reflection Two : Sport and only sport 

 

Describing 

I shot up at the age of 13 to a staggering height, well above any of my peers, due to my 

fine Scandinavian heritage. After the previous private girls boarding school, shall we say 

didn’t quite work out, I was in zone for a large public high school in Dunedin, slotted 

quietly away in the back lots of the cricket grounds half way out to Port Chalmers. With 

careful instruction from my neighbor Alex on how short (and tight, very important) I 

was to make my summer skirt, which you just had to wear absolutely all year round, with 

an oversized long sleeve boys shirt, white, tucked in (important also) and Treks not 

Nomads, I felt pretty good walking through those front gates, even though I didn’t know 

a soul, on that first freezing frosty Dunedin morning. I figured I had this. 

 

 Earlier on, I hadn’t quite survived the first school since our move back to New Zealand, 

but how were my parents supposed to know how uptight and small minded Central 

Otago farmers’ daughters in a boarding school could be.   

Now much to my relief, this new place was feeling much better; I could see plenty of 

black eyeliner, and boys and girls with their arms casually swung around each other. This 

crowd was my crowd. It was the NZ version of every American high school film I had 

ever seen. The crowds parted to reveal what I would soon learn to be the A squad of 

basketball players, heading off to train on this freezing morning. Coming up from behind 

was the coach, Mr Dickel, shouting at the top of his lungs a colorful language of 

encouragement that still rings in my ears as I write this. That colorful language stopped 

for a minute as he took one look at me, registered my height and without even asking 

told me to come to the gym at lunchtime and bring some sneakers.  

 

This was the beginning of my sports career at high school. I use the word career because 

when I think back on the amount of time spent in the gym, playing other schools on the 

weekend and travelling to competitions around the country, it really felt like full time, on 



reflection too much time, but I felt privileged to have found this other clan. It was 

somewhere to belong and excel in that was not academic, and at the time I was happy 

about that. But it took its toll academically. 

 

Informing 

It was my physicality that dictated this early sporting career, rather than any carefully 

considered decision or special effort on my part. That early morning encounter with a 

coach shaped my whole high school experience and set a framework that I’ve been 

revising ever since. Academic achievement became second place from that morning, as it 

did for everyone else in that team. 

Big as it was for this Pakeha girl, the sport card plays an even more powerful hand for 

Maori and Pasifika students. ‘Brown and black athletes physical capital… is often 

constructed in racialised terms to be genetically determined and not therefore, a result of 

their own hard work, practice or dedication.( Fitzpatrick, 2013,p.140) 

However there is a positive side to this stereotype. Fitzpatrick found at Kikorangi High 

School that PE as a subject can provide ‘ an engaging space of achievement and access to 

formal school qualifications’. ( Fitzpatrick, 2013,p.137) 

That resonates with my current experience as the most frequently asked question of me 

from Maori and Pasifika students is what do I need to become a PE teacher? 

 

Confronting 

There are several well-buried assumptions here.  Academic and sporting achievements 

easily slip into a polarized either-or choice, driven by the values of the wider Kiwi 

sporting culture. Rugby players and especially Rugby League players are not expected to 

be brain surgeons or poets. 

Our current schooling system has promoted a non-academic pathway that attracts Maori 

and Pacific students by default, even though it wasn’t designed to do that.  Sport tends to 

feed many into this pathway. ‘It sets up a dichotomy between brown/black students who 

are presumed to be naturals and sport and PE with white European students who are 

presumed intellectually superior.’( Harrison et al.,2004) 

The sports that are pursued in high schools reflect the socio economic status of the 

students’ families. There is not a lot of lacrosse played at Onehunga High School or for 



that matter rugby league at Kings College. In this sense sport becomes a source of class 

consolidation rather than a catalyst for change. This has ever been so. When my father 

chose fencing for a sport at rugby mad Napier Boys’ High School in the 1950’s he was 

ridiculed for years. 

 

Reconstructing 

Educational strategies need to confront this false either /or choice between academic and 

non-academic activity. Sport can be used to engage students in co-curricular models. For 

example, at Hobsonville Point High School, maths and PE are taught together using 

problems from both subjects interchangeably. And positive stories of high achieving 

sports people who are also academically successful can provide powerful role models, 

especially for Maori and Pasifika. ‘They wasn’t to see iwi/local role models of success 

made visible and prominent in schools.’(Webber,2015 ) 

Changing these perceptions of sport requires a constant challenging of these wider 

cultural norms; seeking out the exceptions to the prevailing stereotype, for example, 

introducing students to the All Black with a PH D, the Warrior with a successful 

business, the Silver Fern with a marketing degree who straddles several worlds. 

 

 

Reflection Three : New to Town 

Describing 

My personal journey is that of a white Pakeha woman, from a middle class New Zealand 

family, with both parents born in New Zealand.  But my life was far from typical of most 

Kiwis, having left New Zealand at the age of three to live in Geneva, Switzerland for the 

following ten years. 

I am divided between the two places that I grew up in : the middle of urban Europe and 

a small town called Nuhaka in the Hawkes Bay where my family belonged for 

generations. In my early years in a Swiss school, using this literal distance, I constructed 

and translated this far far away land; it was part of its mystery and made me exotic to my 

European peers.   



French was my first language and the language of my school and social life. At home with 

parents I only spoke English. With my brother I only spoke French right up to our 

return to New Zealand where quickly we reverted to English. 

  

Stephen May’s lecture spoke powerfully to my story: ‘ the best way to English is to lever 

off the languages you know’ and ‘ the higher the level of your first language the easier the 

second language will come’.  

All this changed on my return to New Zealand and entry into a private girls’ high school 

where suddenly I was isolated and made to feel an outsider. Even though I spoke English, 

my written language was poor enough to frame me as non-academic. 

The far away exotic place that was once my romantic refuge had become an alienating 

and uncomfortable place, a home you wouldn’t want to linger in. 

It took a long time to figure out this location switch, but in my search I discovered it was 

my very identity that I was framing.  As that identity strengthened my appreciation of the 

Maori culture that surrounded me started to grow. I realized that my journey in search of 

an identity I could trust as authentic echoed young Maori caught between their 

indigenous culture and the dominant western Pakeha model. ‘We know Maori students 

do better when education reflects and values their identity, language and culture’ 

(Ministry of Education, 2013-2017 

 

Informing 

A turning point for me in our course so far was realizing how fundamental identity is to 

effective learning. The truth of that for the students I’ve met was equally true for my own 

journey. Strangely, this realization took me by surprise, until I reflected back on my own 

story and saw just how deeply connected my cultural dislocation and confusion was to 

my indifferent academic track record.  No wonder I was so easily led into sport. 

My current observations in schools suggests this cultural difference and discomfort, 

especially with ESOL and immigrant students, is a huge barrier to any effective learning, 

just as it is with Maori and Pasifika students in a more prolonged and subtle way. ’Racial 

– ethnic identity is important for Maori adolescents because it frames who they are, how 

they belong and their achievement aspirations.’(Webber,2012) 

 



Reconstructing 

There are immediate practical barriers to be overcome, such as the provision of second 

language instruction and connections with the wider cross-cultural community being 

involved in the school. One off  Polyfest type occasions do give a great boost to identity 

for all students, but ongoing, structured engagements are  also needed within the daily 

classroom environment. This extends to the content of what you are teaching so there is a 

point of connection for every culture represented, from Pakeha to Syrian refugee. 

 The complexity of this identity issue has to be confronted.   “Who am I?  The answer 

depends in large part on who the world around me says I am.” (Tatum) 

 It works on many layers, from the obvious impasse you face with a new immigrant 

student with no common language or culture at all to work with, through to the more 

subtle but no less powerful alienation of a student like myself who had come “ home” 

only to find herself lost. 
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