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1. Introduction 

1.1 Overview 
Recent research indicates that young people of Māori and Pacific Island heritage in the South 

East region of Melbourne (South East) are disengaging from education at an earlier age than the 

average Victorian young person. They are less likely to complete Year 12 and less likely to gain 

university entrance.1 Consequently, the South East Local Learning and Employment Network 

(South East LLEN) is interested in investigating the factors affecting the educational outcomes 

for Māori and Pasifika young people residing in the South East. However, before delving into a 

discussion, it is important to define who we mean by Māori and Pasifika people. 

 

Māori are the indigenous people of Aotearoa (New Zealand); they are also known as Tangata 

Whenua which means ‘people born of the land’.2 Pasifika is an umbrella term created by the 

New Zealand Government’s Ministry of Pacific Island Affairs to refer to people who come from 

or have ancestry from Fiji, Tonga, the Cook Islands, Niue, Tokelau, Tuvalu or Samoa however for 

the purposes of this paper this term will extend to also include Polynesia, Micronesia and 

Melanesia. These are small islands scattered across the Pacific Ocean to the north of New 

Zealand. The common misconception is that Pasifika peoples are one homogenous community 

or culture. This misunderstanding overlooks the fact that whilst the indigenous peoples of these 

islands share commonalities in physical appearance and customs; they are in fact separate 

peoples, with their own languages, cultures and traditions. For the purpose of this research 

“young person”, “young people” or “youth” will refer to those aged 10 - 19 years old which is the 

targeted age group of the South East LLEN. 

This paper generally refers to Māori as those born in Australia or New Zealand with Māori 

heritage and Pasifika people as those born in Polynesia, Micronesia, Melanesia, New Zealand 

and Australia with cultural and heritage connections to one or more of the Pasifika Nations, via 

their parents or grandparents.  

1.2 Research Methods 
The research methods undertaken for this study consisted of a brief review of the literature 

around Māori and Pasifika situated in Victoria, as well as migration literature tracking them 

from the Pacific through to Australia. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with various 

stakeholder groups including schools, community based groups that work closely with Māori 

and Pasifika people, youth service providers, government agencies (including local councils, 

Centrelink and Victoria Police) and a Pasifika Church, all based in the South East. Ad hoc face to 

face informal interviews were conducted with Pasifika parents where and when available. A 

number of Pasifika students across four schools in the South East participated in a written 

survey and an informal focus group was held with Māori and Pasifika youth who had 

disengaged from mainstream school. 

 

                                                             
1 Brown, H. (2012). Population and Social Conditions among Pasifika Residents in Victoria. Research Paper, City of Greater Dandenong, 
Victoria. 
2 Māori Dictionary. (2012). Māori Dictionary. Retrieved from http://www.maoridictionary.co.nz 
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Participants were informed that their participation would be voluntary and they would be kept 

anonymous unless otherwise consulted. The following section is a breakdown of the different 

stakeholder groups who took part in this research: 

1.2.1 Schools 

The six secondary schools were selected on the basis that they were located within the 

South East and they also had a significant proportion of students of Māori and Pasifika 

heritage. Most of the selected schools had a proportion of 5.25% – 12.81% and a 

combined estimated total of more than 650 Māori and Pasifika student across the six 

schools. One school was located in Cardinia Shire, four in the City of Casey and one in the 

City of Greater Dandenong. Informed staff members from these schools were identified 

and interviewed. 

1.2.2 Students 

The 35 students were selected by teachers at four of the schools where staff members 

were interviewed, the key selection criteria was that they had to be enrolled at the 

school, be of Māori or Pasifika descent and in Year 9, 10, 11 or 12. 

1.2.3 Focus Group 

A focus group was held with nine Māori and Pasifika students who had disengaged from 

mainstream school. 

1.2.4 Parents 

Five parents were interviewed ad hoc when and where available. However, all of the 

parents that were interviewed had children attending the selected research schools. 

1.2.5 Church 

A church in Melbourne’s South East was contacted by the researcher via telephone. A 

face to face interview was organised with the Pastor of the church. The church was 

selected because it had a large congregation of Māori and Pasifika members and it 

offered services in Māori and a Pasifika language. 10 members of the church were 

interviewed at the same time; many of them were parents of local youth. 

1.2.6 Community Groups 

The community groups were selected to participate in this research on the advice of 

long serving local youth workers. Initial contact was made via telephone followed by 

individual face to face semi-structured interviews with a senior leader.  

1.2.7 Youth Service Providers 

The youth service providers were selected because a significant proportion of their 

client base was Māori and Pasifika youth and they had been operating in the region for 

at least five years. 
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1.2.8 City of Casey 

The City of Casey was selected because the Multicultural Youth Development Officer 

works closely with Māori and Pasifika young people in the South East. This individual 

has developed a program aimed at improving educational outcomes for this cohort 

(Multi Pride) and was integral to the formation of the United Pasifika Council of Victoria 

(UPCOV) in collaboration with the South East LLEN and the Southern Health 

Organisation. 

1.2.9 Centrelink 

Centrelink was selected because a significant proportion of Māori and Pasifika residents 

in the South East are Centrelink clients and several community agencies noted that one 

particular Multicultural Service Officer had several years’ experience working closely 

with Māori and Pasifika people. 

1.2.10 Victoria Police 

Victoria Police was selected because Māori and Pasifika young people are over 

represented in the juvenile justice system. Victoria Police’s Division Three, which covers 

the South East, has a multicultural unit which is based in the region and covers the City 

of Greater of Dandenong, City of Casey and Cardinia Shire.  
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2. Māori and Pasifika Context 

2.1 Overview 
A canvassing of the literature reveals that it is difficult to locate the exact number of Māori and 

Pasifika young people within the current statistical information available in Australia. However, 

a profile for this report was constructed from the limited data available and anecdotal evidence 

gathered from the various stakeholders and participants. 

 

2.2 Defining Māori and Pasifika 
Pasifika is the term used in this report to describe peoples who have familial lineage to islands 

across the Pacific to the north of New Zealand. Māori refers to the indigenous people of New 

Zealand and those of Māori heritage born in Australia. 

 

2.3 Defining the Māori and Pasifika Young Person 
It is challenging to locate Māori and Pasifika young people in Australia within government 

statistics and within the literature. Of the students that were selected to participate in this 

research 54% were New Zealand born, 22% were Australian born and the other 24% were born 

in the Islands. The parents of these students were born predominantly in the Pacific Islands 

(71%) while the remainder were born in New Zealand (29%).  For the purpose of this report, 

we have defined Māori and Pasifika youth as those aged 10 years old to 19 years old born in 

Australia, New Zealand or the Pacific Islands who have parents or grandparents born in 

Australia, New Zealand or Pacific Islands and familial lineage to the Māori or Pasifika people.   

 

2.4 The Profile of Māori and Pasifika in Victoria 
According to 2006 census data, there were 14,292 people born in the Pacific Islands who reside 

in Victoria and more than 20% of them were resident in the South East; 2,200 lived in the City of 

Casey and around 1,000 lived in the City of Greater Dandenong.3 However, the 2011 census data 

shows that there are 9,677 Victorian residents who were born in the Pacific Islands. The 

decrease in the two censuses is due to the removal of the Fijians with Indian ancestry from the 

Pacific Island tally. 4 A limitation of the data is that it is representative of Pasifika people born in 

the Pacific Islands but does not account for the large and growing number of Pasifika who have 

migrated to Australia through New Zealand (having been born in New Zealand and/or had 

children in New Zealand themselves) or those of Pasifika heritage, born in Australia. The 

significance of this is that a large proportion of Māori and Pasifika peoples will appear in 

Australian census data as New Zealand or Australian born.  

 

Below are graphs comparing the 2006 and 2011 census data that illustrates the top 10 overseas 

birthplaces of residents in the South East and their percentage of the total population. It also 

                                                             
3 Brown, H. (2012). Population and Social Conditions among Pasifika Residents in Victoria. Research Paper, City of Greater Dandenong, 
Victoria. 
4 Brown, H. (2013). Population and Social Conditions among Pasifika Residents in Victoria. Research Paper, City of Greater Dandenong, 
Victoria . 
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shows the top 10 overseas birthplaces for the youth population aged 0-14 and 10-19 years old. 

Fiji is the only Pacific Island that features in the top 10 overseas birthplaces for the youth 

population of City of Casey for the 2006 data; however it does not feature again in 2011. 

 

New Zealand however features in both censuses as being in the top 10 overseas birthplaces 

throughout the youth population in the South East, and this number is increasing.  

 

In figures 1 – 9 where the value is absent it is not that the value is necessarily zero only that it 

does not appear in the top 10 for that year.  
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Figure 1: City of Greater Dandenong, Top 10 overseas birthplaces of all residents in 2006 

and 2011 (% of total population) 

 
Source: ABS Census data, 2006 and 2011 

 

 

Figure 2: City of Greater Dandenong, No. of young people (0-14 years) born overseas in 

2006 and 2011 

 
Source: ABS Census data, 2006 and 2011 
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Figure 3: City of Greater Dandenong, No. of young people (10-19 years) born overseas in 

2006 and 2011 

 
Source: ABS Census data, 2006 and 2011 

 

Figures for the City of Greater Dandenong show a slight decrease in the number of New Zealand 

born residents however they still have a strong presence in the youth population and as we will 

see below, the decrease can possibly be attributed to residents relocating to the City of Casey 

and the Cardinia Shire. 
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Figure 4: City of Casey, Top 10 overseas birthplaces of all residents in 2006 and 2011 (% 

of total population) 

 
Source: ABS Census data, 2006 and 2011 

 

 

 

Figure 5: City of Casey, No. of young people (aged 0-14 years) born overseas in 2006 and 

2011 

 
Source: ABS Census data, 2006 and 2011 
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Figure 6: City of Casey, No. of young people (aged 10-19 years) born overseas in 2006 and 

2011 

 
Source: ABS Census data, 2006 and 2011 

 

The City of Casey is the only LGA of the South East that has residents who identify the Pacific 

Island of Fiji as their birthplace. While Fiji does not feature in the top 10 residents they do 

however, show up in the youth population in the 2006 census but do not appear again in the 

2011 census. This is not because the number is absent or zero but that the number has 

decreased and they do not come within the top 10 birthplaces in the 2011 census. 

 

In 2011 New Zealand, as a place of birth, is indicating a 34% increase (in the total population) 

from the previous census. In the City of Casey youth population New Zealand has a strong 

presence with a 39.6% increase in young people aged 0-14 and an increase of 180.4% in young 

people aged 10-19 years old. What this suggests is that there are a lot of people who have 

moved over and reside in the South East with young families, whose children were born in New 

Zealand. The City of Casey has the largest number of people identifying New Zealand as their 

birthplace of the three LGAs. 
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Figure 7: Cardinia Shire, Top 10 overseas birthplaces of all residents in 2006 and 2011 

(% of total population) 

 
Source: ABS Census data, 2006 and 2011 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8: Cardinia Shire, No. of young people (aged 0-14 years) born overseas in 2006 and 

2011 

 
Source: ABS Census data, 2006 and 2011 
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Figure 9: Cardinia Shire, No. of young people (aged 10-19 years) born overseas in 2006 

and 2011 

 
Source: ABS Census data, 2006 and 2011 

 

Cardinia Shire has a growing number of residents who were born in New Zealand. There has 

been a huge increase of 132.4% in the young people aged 0-14, and another increase of 180.4% 

in young people aged 10-19 years old which suggests that a large number of New Zealanders 

are moving out to the growth corridor.  

 

Whilst New Zealand is one of the top 10 places of birth for the residents of these LGAs it is 

difficult to ascertain how many of these residents are of Māori or Pasifika descent. However, it 

can be assumed that a large percentage of that figure would be people of Māori and Pasifika 

descent; based on both anecdotal evidence and the student interview data that showed a 

significant proportion of these students are New Zealand born. Most Māori and Pasifika people 

live in the City of Casey although a large number also reside in the City of Greater Dandenong 

and a growing number are continuing to move out to the Cardinia Shire. 

 

Another indicator to assist in identifying the number of Māori and Pasifika people living in the 

South East is to look at the different languages spoken in the home. However, it should be noted 

that many people of Māori and Pasifika heritage use English at home, particularly New Zealand 

Māori living in Australia. When this measure is used, it is revealed that whilst 1359 South East 

residents were born in Samoa, almost double that number, 2603, are speaking Samoan at home. 

In other Pasifika groups, less speak their first language within the home than were born in 

Pacific Islands. This may indicate that these cultural groups are choosing to speak English in the 

home, a key cultural connection when they migrate to Australia. 
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Figure 10: South East residents speaking Māori or a Pasifika language at home  

Spoken 
Languages 

City of Greater 
Dandenong  

City of Casey Cardinia Shire Total 

Samoan 674 1836 93 2603 
Languages of the 
Cook Islands 

333 345 31 709 

Māori 114 221 22 357 
Fijian 46 58 4 108 
Tongan 44 128 - 172 
Total 1211 2588 150 3949 
Source: ABS Census data 2011 

Another way of identifying the number of Māori and Pasifika people in the South East is to look 

at ancestry. The table below is drawn from the 2011 census data whereby it illustrates the 

number of residents in the South East who have identified as having Māori or Pasifika ancestry. 

The City of Casey has the highest number of people identifying as having Māori or Pasifika 

ancestry with Samoan being the largest group closely followed by Māori. 

 

The City of Greater Dandenong has the next biggest group of people identifying as having Māori 

or Pasifika ancestry in which Samoan is the largest group followed by Cook Islander and then 

Māori. In the South East the Cardinia Shire has the smallest group of people identifying with 

having Māori or Pasifika ancestry, but unlike the other two areas Māori is the largest group, 

followed by Samoan and Cook Islanders. 

 

Figure 11: South East residents and their country of ancestry  

Country of 
Ancestry 

Greater 
Dandenong 

City of Casey Cardinia Shire Total 

Māori 505 1356 214 2075 
Polynesian nfd 13 22 4 39 
Cook Islander 529 732 52 1313 
Fijian 153 336 26 515 
Niuean 15 31 0 46 
Samoan 655 1732 101 2488 
Tongan 69 155 27 251 
Tahitian 0 7 0 7 
Tokelauan 0 8 0 8 
Tuvaluan 9 0 0 9 
Polynesian nec 3 0 0 3 
Total 1951 4379 424 6754 
Source: ABS Census data 2011 

 

What is evident from all of this data is that the South East is home to a large proportion of Māori 

and Pasifika people who are camouflaged in the statistics because a large number would have 

come through on New Zealand passports or were born in Australia. 
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2.5 Educational Profile of Māori and Pacific Islanders 
Recent statistics and information about the educational outcomes for Pasifika young people 

suggest that a large proportion of them disengage from school at a very young age; and further 

to this they struggle with literacy and numeracy. 2011 ABS census data indicated that a large 

number of Māori and Pasifika 20-24 year olds left school before completing Year 11. Overall, 

17% of Pacific Islanders were early school leavers, compared with 12% of the Victorian 

residents of that age.5  

                                                             
5 Brown, H. (2013). Population and Social Conditions among Pasifika Residents in Victoria. Research Paper, City of Greater Dandenong, 
Victoria, (p3). 
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3. Migration and Settlement Context 

3.1 Overview 
The Māori population and the majority of Pasifika peoples have come to Australia via New 

Zealand and this number appears to be increasing. In order to understand this, it is important to 

look at the relationship between Australia and New Zealand and why Pasifika people migrate to 

Australia. 

According to the Department of Immigration and Citizenship6, New Zealand citizens are not 

counted as part of Australia's annual capped migration program although they are included in 

settlement arrivals and net overseas migration figures (when arriving or leaving for more than a 

12 month period). In the 2009–10 financial year, 36,519 New Zealand citizens came to Australia 

as permanent and long-term arrivals. Of these, 24.6% of the permanent and long-term New 

Zealand citizen arrivals stated they intended to live in New South Wales, 35.8% in Queensland, 

20.7% in Victoria and 14.4% in Western Australia. The following year, 49,219 New Zealand 

citizens (a 35% year on year increase) came to Australia and in 2011-12 financial year, this 

increased to 60,293 arriving as permanent and long term arrivals – a 22.5% increase on the 

previous year. Of these 44,304 arrived as permanent settlers and 15,989 were long-term 

arrivals.7 The 2011-12 figures represent an increase of 60.5% over the 2009-10 figures and 

probably reflect the perception of the better state of the Australian economy and the high 

Australian dollar. It is also widely acknowledged that migrants and refugees that are rejected by 

Australia use New Zealand as a back door entry so a significant proportion of the annual inflow 

of New Zealand citizens to Australia are born in a third country. 

New Zealand itself has high immigration in proportion to its population. It also has a high level 

of emigration, much of which is to Australia. 

3.2 The Journey from Pasifika to New Zealand 
For more than a century, New Zealand has had close relationships with various islands in the 

Pacific including Niue, the Cook Islands, Tokelau, Samoa, Tonga and Fiji.  Although they are self-

governing territories, Niue and the Cook Islands are in free association with New Zealand which 

means they are automatically entitled to dual citizenship and this has encouraged many Niueans 

and Cook Islanders to use their New Zealand citizenship to migrate to New Zealand.8 Other 

Pacific Island countries do not have access to dual citizenship agreements with New Zealand.  

Pacific Islanders have been migrating to New Zealand for more than half a century. New 

Zealand’s developing industrial and agricultural sectors experienced labour shortages in the 

1950s which prompted the New Zealand government to introduce work-permit schemes that 

enabled the recruitment of unskilled labourers from the Pacific Islands. 9  Initially, the 

government recruited labourers from Fiji but subsequently expanded the program to recruit 

labourers from Tonga and present day Samoa. Many of them subsequently gained permanent 

residency and any children born to these labourers whilst in New Zealand were automatically 

                                                             
6 Australian Government, Department of Immigration and Citizenship. (2009). Fact Sheet 17 – New Zealanders in Australia. Retrieved 
from http://www.immi.gov.au/media/fact-sheets/17nz.htm 
7 Australian Government, Department of Immigration and Citizenship. (2009). Fact Sheet 17 – New Zealanders in Australia. Retrieved 
from http://www.immi.gov.au/media/fact-sheets/17nz.htm 
8  Lee, H. & Tupai, S.F.  (2009).  Migration and Transnationalism: Pacific Perspectives.  Retrieved from 
http://epress.anu.edu.au/migration.   
9 Ibid. 

http://epress.anu.edu.au/migration
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granted New Zealand citizenship. Other labourers overstayed their temporary work-permits 

and continued to live and work in New Zealand. The scheme came to an end in 1964 when the 

immigration policy changed “to favour skilled migrants”10 including teachers, doctors, lawyers 

and other qualified professionals. 

In 1964, the New Zealand Government began to issue three month visas to arrivals from the 

Pacific Islands and, in 1967, New Zealand put annual immigration quotas in place. 

Although many Pacific Islanders moved over through various legitimate schemes and pathways, 

others have stayed beyond their tourist or other visa expiry dates and are now classified as 

‘overstayers’ or illegal immigrants. Today, New Zealand has the highest number of resident 

Pasifika peoples compared to any other country. 

3.3 New Zealand – A thoroughfare to Australia 
In 1973, Australia’s then Minister for Immigration Al Grassby announced that the relationship 

between Australia and New Zealand was unique in the world – “the doors between the two 

sovereign states were now as wide open to each other’s citizens as between any two sovereign 

states anywhere else in the world.”11 This was announced in a media release to mark the 1973 

‘Trans-Tasman Travel Arrangement’. It made clear that there would be an unrestricted ability 

for citizens of either country to visit, live and work, without the need to apply for authority to 

enter the other country. From 1981, New Zealand passport holders were able to enter Australia 

without any “authority” and immediately access work and education rights as well as social 

security benefits. In 1994, the Australian government introduced the Special Category 444 Visa 

for New Zealand passport holders and these are still issued today automatically on arrival.12  

A large number of skilled tradespeople and university graduates migrated from New Zealand to 

join the Australian workforce.  

Australian policy adjustments in 1989 and 1994 introduced waiting periods before new arrivals 

from New Zealand would be eligible for social security benefits to try and mitigate against the 

migration of the unemployed. Prior to 1989, Australians and New Zealanders could 

automatically access each other’s education and health systems; were granted work rights and 

could access social security benefits on arrival. A system of annual remimbursements operated 

between the governments to support this free flow. For example, the Australian government 

would make some social security payments to New Zealand citizens living in Australia and vice 

versa and each government would reimburse each other for these payments at the end of the 

financial year. However, as a significantly greater number of New Zealanders were flowing into 

Australia rather than the other way, the Australian government became more and more 

dissatisfied with the shared social security arrangements as not all classifications of social 

security benefits were reimbursed. A thorough joint review was undertaken under the Shipley 

(New Zealand) and Howard (Australia) governments and it revealed a large imbalance in trans-

Tasman migration and social security beneficiaries. Australia claimed that New Zealanders were 

costing its taxpayers around AUD$1 billion a year in welfare payments through unemployment 

benefits which were not part of the “reimbursed” payments. 

                                                             
10 Ibid. 
11 Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. (1973). News Release by Mr A J Grassby, Minister for Immigration on 4 February 1973. 
Retrieved from http://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/new_zealand 
12 Goff, P. (2001). The Trans-Tasman Relationship: A New Zealand Perspective. An invited paper in The Drawing Board: An Australian 
Review of Public Affairs. Retrieved from http://www.australianreview.net/journal/v2/n1/goff.pdf. 
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The New Zealand government felt that Australia was not taking sufficient account of the 

substantial contribution made to the Australian economy by the resident working population of 

New Zealand passport holders or the taxes they paid. Many of whom brought with them an 

extensive inflow of skills and qualifications at no cost to Australian taxpayers as they had gained 

these qualification in New Zealand at New Zealand taxpayers’ expense. The Australian 

government refuted the claim and, as a result, introduced the Family and Community Services 

Amendment (New Zealand Citizens) Act 2001 restricting New Zealanders access to Australia’s 

unemployment benefit and student higher education loans scheme (FEE HELP) although New 

Zealand citizens can still access Commonwealth Supported Places (CSP) at universities. 

Under current Australian law, New Zealand citizens who migrated to Australia on or after 27 

February 2001 must apply for, and be issued with an Australian Permanent Residence visa if 

they want to access certain social security payments including unemployment benefits which 

are no longer covered by the bilateral agreement (Trans-Tasman Travel Arrangement). They 

must also be granted permanent residence if they want to obtain Australian citizenship in the 

future or sponsor their family members for permanent residency.  Applications for permanent 

residency in Australia currently cost $3060 per application (i.e. a nuclear family is one 

application) and require applicants to pass the points test which preferences areas of skills 

shortage. New Zealand citizens who entered Australia before that 27 February 2001 date were 

automatically entitled to access social security benefits and they are not affected by this change 

unless they have moved abroad for a significant period and then relocated back to Australia 

after February 2001. 

The implications of these migration and social policies are that New Zealanders are not eligible 

for welfare benefits. Furthermore, New Zealand citizens are not eligible for the government 

tertiary student loans schemes FEE HELP and VET FEE HELP. 

This impacts Māori and Pasifika significantly as it results in significant poverty amonst select 

groups of Māori and Pasifika peoples and it creates a substantial barrier to young people 

accessing higher education or further training. This effectively prevents most of these young 

people from accessing university and, in 2013, will affect their access to Vocational Education 

and Training (VET) as a result of the 2012 VET funding reforms which will see increases in 

many course fees. 
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4 Religion and the Church context 

4.1 Overview 
The church plays a major role in Pasifika communities globally and Victoria is no exception. 

Migrant Pasifika families use the churches as places of congregation and as sources of support. 

There are more than 25 Pasifika churches across Melbourne incorporating a range of 

denominations. The significance of the church in Pasifika communities cannot be overstated and 

some practices that move beyond the religious have been perceived as having both positive and 

negative impacts on young people. 

 

4.2 Significance of Church in Pasifika Culture 
The church has historically played a pivotal role in Pasifika culture. Christianity was one of the 

major influencing tools used during the colonisation process. Christian values were introduced 

by missionaries in an attempt to ‘civilise and save’ Pasifika people. These values aligned closely 

with many traditional religious practices across the Pacific. As a consequence, Christianity was 

quickly accepted and acculturated by the many different Pacific Island nations.  

 

With the increase in migration from the Pacific into New Zealand, Australia and beyond in the 

50s and 60s, Pasifika peoples who left their rural village lives and island homelands quickly 

established ethnic based churches in their new urban surroundings. This was done not only for 

religious education but for cultural reinforcement and interaction through the use of language 

and customary practices. Churches are used as a means to maintain extended family ties and 

educate young people about their heritage and their native language as they often deliver 

sermons in native Pasifika languages. In many ways, the church became the new urban village. 
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5. Service Context  

5.1 Overview 
This report found that there is a significant gap in service providers specifically focused on 

Māori and Pasifika in the South East, despite an obvious need. Of the service providers 

canvassed, very few cater specifically to Māori and Pasifika youth. Those that do are community 

based with little or no state or federal funding and sustain themselves on the goodwill of 

philanthropic and volunteer support. Needless to say, many funded programs have the capacity 

to work with Māori and Pasifika youth, but are not specifically funded. 

 

Those servicing the community can be broken into the following sectors: Youth Service 

Providers, Community Groups and Government Agencies. This section is a profile of some of the 

services available to Māori and Pasifika young people. Unfortunately many of these services are 

offered as a result of negative interactions with the judicial system yet there are no services in 

place upstream to prevent those interactions in the first place. 

 

5.1.1 Service One: Youth Support and Advocacy Service (YSAS) 

This service offers a number of programs that have a significant uptake from Māori and 

Pasifika young people. A large number of their clientele are referred to them through the 

court system. However, as it is a voluntary service, clients have the option to attend or 

not. Many young people continue their involvement with the service beyond the terms 

of any legal obligations (Community Based Orders etc). The primary aim of this service 

is to support young people with drug treatment and support, provide social alternatives 

to substance use (recreation, adventure based activities, learning programs such as art 

& music and pathways into education and vocational training).  

YSAS offers two main services: the first involves a day program called REVAL which has 

three stages. Each stage varies in participation obligation, the amount of access they 

have to the designated space and according to their interests in moving on to other 

services or moving away from the service, in which case they are referred to the 

relevant pathway.  This program works with young people aged 14 – 21 years old, who 

have disengaged from school. Over half (60%) of the participants in this day program 

are young people of Māori and Pasifika descent.   The program operates a combination 

of social, vocational and educational elements where young people work through the 

stages towards transition into community participation. 

The second service offered by YSAS is therapeutic case work through assertive outreach 

services for 12-21 year olds. Elements here include access to residential Alcohol and 

Other Drug (AOD) withdrawal programs, residential rehabilitation, primary health and 

Home Based withdrawal services (nurse outreach) and advocacy support with agencies 

such as Centrelink, Youth Justice, Sheriff’s Office, Crisis Accommodation services etc. 
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5.1.2 Service Two: Youth Referral and Independent Person Program (YRIPP) 

YRIPP is a state-wide program funded by the Victorian Department of Justice. This 

service trains and supports volunteers to attend police interviews with young people 

who are arrested. The service fulfils the legal requirement that a young person cannot 

be interviewed without an adult or parent present.  The volunteers ensure that the 

young people know their rights and know how to exercise those rights. They also ensure 

that police act within their powers. YRIPP also refers clients to other services if needed. 

 

This service is not culturally specific and is available to all young people under 18 years 

of age. Under s464E Crimes Act 1958 a young person is anyone who is 10-17 years old. 

Those under 10 years of age cannot be held criminally liable. 

 

The service recognizes that their client base includes a large number of Māori and 

Pasifika young people with Samoan being the most spoken language other than English 

and Samoan, Māori, New Zealand and the Cook Islands featuring in the top 10 cultural 

identities other than Australian of their client base. YRIPP’s research showed that even 

though Māori and Pasifika parents are available to be present at police interviews with 

their children, they still prefer to request a volunteer instead because they recognise 

that the volunteer has more understanding and knowledge of the police process. 

 

5.1.3 Service Three: Three Seas Incorporated 

Three Seas is a not for profit volunteer based organisation that provides face to face 

group mentoring services to Māori and Pasifika young people who have been involved in 

the Youth Justice system. Located in Dandenong, their referrals come directly from the 

community and the organisation takes a holistic approach in working with the young 

people by also working closely with their families.  

 

In December 2012, Three Seas established a weekly youth group that has a membership 

of 50 people that consists of 40 youth ranging from 12 to 21 years of age. 10 parents 

attend regularly and this number is continuing to grow weekly. 

 

5.1.4 Service Four - Jesuit Social Services, Brosnan Services  

This service is currently running a Cultural Connections Pilot which provides a cultural 

focus on the delivery of the Youth Justice Community Support Service (YJCSS) to young 

persons of Māori or Pacific Island background. The program provides intensive support, 

supported referral, vocational assessments and culturally specific activities to young 

persons aged 10 to 21 years involved in the youth justice system. 

5.1.5 Service Five - Community Group: Marae Melbourne Incorporated 

Marae Melbourne provides support to Māori youth by reconnecting young people to 

their culture to increase their sense of self-worth. 

 

This community based service provider was established in 2010 and is in the process of 

creating partnerships and joint ventures for social inclusion in cultural dance, cultural 

history, environmental living, spiritual nurturing and alternative therapies. They will do 

this in small groups which they have called hubs. The hubs will include youth programs 
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designed specifically to progress them through the tough times in their lives when they 

need that support most. The members of this group come from Melbourne’s North, West, 

South East and Central areas. 

5.1.6 Community Group – Tongan Organisation  

This is a not-for-profit organisation that works specifically with Tongan people and has 

a large Tongan membership. This organisation focuses on developing relationships 

between Australian Tongans and those back in the homeland. It strengthens historical 

ties and seeks to establish mutual partnerships with other Tongan communities.   

5.1.7 United Pasifika Council of Victoria (UPCOV) 

The council was formed in partnership with the City of Casey facilitating incorporation 

and in consultation with the South East LLEN and the Southern Health Organisation. The 

council consists of 16 members, 2 elected community leaders from each of the Cook 

Islands, Samoa, Tonga, Māori, Niue, Fiji, Kiribati and Tuvalu communities here in 

Victoria. UPCOV acts as the peak body for the Pasifika communities within Victoria 

providing advocacy and advice to local, state and federal government on issues 

impacting the Pasifika communities. 

5.1.8 Centrelink 

An interview was organised with a Centrelink staff member who works with people of 

Māori and Pasifika heritage assisting them to apply for social security payments. The 

staff member identified that a lack of access to social security payments was a major 

factor affecting the young people of Māori and Pacific Island descent that she met. Most 

of the clients are from low or single income families and some are not eligible to access 

social security payments.  

5.1.9 Victoria Police 

Another group that has a lot of exposure to Māori and Pasifika young people is Division 

Three of Victoria Police which covers the City of Greater Dandenong, the City of Casey 

and the Cardinia Shire.  Anecdotally, there is a high representation of Māori and Pasifika 

youth in the Juvenile Justice System.  The police come into regular contact with Māori 

and Pasifika young people for crimes that vary from the petty offences through to the 

more serious crimes like aggravated robbery or assault. 
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6. Findings and themes  

6.1 Overview 
There are many complex factors that often overlap and affect the educational outcomes for 

Māori and Pasifika youth. These include but are not limited to poverty, culture, family 

obligations and expectations, peer networks, identity, commitment to the church, lack of access 

to FEE HELP and VET FEE HELP, parents’ education levels, student aspirations and attitudes to 

education and training.  

 

6.2 Financial Disadvantage 
One of the most prevalent themes that emerged in this research was that financial disadvantage 

has a huge bearing on the educational outcomes of Māori and Pasifika students. A number of the 

organisation and school based research participants identified that the overwhelming majority 

of Māori and Pasifika households they worked with were on a low or single income. One 

government agency highlighted the fact that many Māori and Pasifika families were ineligible 

for Centrelink payments if unemployed because many were not permanent residents and 

resided here on New Zealand Special Category 444 visas.  

 

One interview participant noted “This is one community that is not assisted in any way so there is 

nowhere for them to go…” They went on to identify that the majority of the issues facing this 

community stem from the fact that they are unable to secure long term employment because 

they are unskilled labourers who are engaged in casual employment through labour hire 

agencies. This was reiterated by the school contacts who had observed that these students are 

often materially deprived. Students have been known to miss school because they cannot afford 

the bus fare. Many attend classes without having had breakfast, and they begin to display anti-

social behaviours such as bullying and acting out in class in early secondary years. In extreme 

cases, students disengage completely from school and drop out. 

 

Community based youth service providers that were interviewed, identified that many Māori 

and Pasifika families were unable to afford basic schooling materials such as stationery and text 

books. They also observed that these young people were missing out on school excursions and 

other extra-curricular activities because their parents simply cannot afford to pay for them. 

 

6.3 Church Donations  
Whilst a lot of strength and community connection is drawn from the church and it enables the 

preservation of culture and language, an issue identified by a number of different groups 

amongst research participants was the impact of exorbitant donations to the church despite a 

family’s low or limited budget. The practice of making donations to churches is well 

documented across most Western religions. Churches expect their congregations to give 

willingly in order to ensure that the church can be operated and maintained.  

 

One research participant observed that it is normal practice in their church to read out the 

donations of each family in front of the congregation so that everyone becomes aware of how 
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much each family is donating. In some cases, families are pledging more than they can afford 

because they do not want the shame of being perceived as “poor”. This public ‘outing’ can also 

create a sense of competition amongst members where some families feel like they need to 

pledge a higher offering than the next member.  Despite these negative impacts, many Pasifika 

people accept that reading out the donations encourages people to donate ensuring the church 

will have sufficient income to pay its bills enabling them to continue to have a place to worship 

and congregate. 

 

Aside from donations, one family commented that at their particular church they have several 

groups they can join. This includes Mothers’ group, Fathers’ group and the Sunday school 

teachers’ group. Although membership is free, it has an indirect cost in that if someone within 

the group has a 21st birthday, 50th birthday, a university graduation, a wedding or a family 

funeral, other members of the group are expected to donate $5 -$10 to the cause. Therefore if a 

person comes from a large household and everyone belongs to more than one group then these 

‘indirect’ memberships can be costly.  

 

Schools and service providers alike identified that from their point of view many Pasifika 

parents are poor decision makers when it comes to budgeting and finances. This is partly a lack 

of budgeting skills and partly an inability to prioritise what the interviewees viewed as life’s 

essentials. Some of the young people surveyed articulated their growing resentment towards 

the church citing that they sometimes did not have enough food and yet their parents would still 

donate significant amounts of money to the church each week. 

 

6.4 Low Skilled and Insecure Employment 
Among employed Māori and Pasifika peoples in metropolitan Melbourne, a very low proportion 

work in managerial and professional occupations whilst most are employed in unskilled and 

semi-skilled labouring jobs with a few in trades.13 This was identified by schools and community 

groups as a significant issue impacting on the aspirations of young Māori and Pasifika people 

because they do not see university or TAFE as a necessary pathway to success or to earning an 

income. For migrating Māori and Pasifika peoples, low skilled labouring and factory jobs are 

easy to source upon arrival in Australia however the employment market is volatile, unstable 

and highly casualised; and low-skilled jobs do not provide financial stability.  

 

Furthermore, many of the parents of young Māori and Pasifika youth are engaged in low-skilled 

jobs that involve casual shift work which would mean working infrequent and odd hours. This 

negatively affects the school work of their children because there is often a lack of adequate 

supervision and steady income to support them. This can sometimes mean that older children 

are required to stay home from school to take care of younger siblings when a casual work shift 

becomes available at short notice. The lack of steady income can impact a young person’s 

education in that they are not able to afford basic school supplies and extra-curricular activities.  

 

There is also a lack of educated role models for these young people to motivate them or 

encourage them to have higher aspirations. 

                                                             
13 Brown, H. (2012). Population and Social Conditions among Pasifika Residents in Victoria. Research Paper (p6). City of Greater 
Dandenong, Victoria. 
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6.5 Financial Remittance 
The practice of financial remittance is a key source of foreign exchange for the economies of 

many Pacific Islands. The assumption from many communities living in the Pacific Islands is 

that all Pasifika living and working in Australia are rich. There is an expectation that Pasifika 

people in Australia should remit money to the home country to contribute to community 

building projects in their home villages. 

 

The distinction must be made between the practices of personal and institutional remittances. 

Personal remittance is the giving of money to close and extended family members for the 

maintenance of family lands and homes. Institutional remittance is the practice of sending 

money to be used towards village construction projects which may include new churches, 

infrastructure and sponsoring local sporting clubs on tour. It is more the practice of institutional 

remittance that was identified as a significant issue for Pasifika here in Melbourne. An interview 

participant from the community sector vehemently put forward that institutional remittances 

are the number one cause of financial strain for [Pasifika] here in Melbourne; this was further 

supported by another community church based group from a separate Pasifika ethnicity when 

they identified that “remittance is a big issue here”.  

 

Some Pasifika community groups perceived institutional remittance as an unaffordable liability 

however there is enormous social and emotional pressure on some Pasifika peoples to make 

these contributions. The result is that some families make the choice to contribute to offshore 

communities without being able to adequately provide for their immediate families here. The 

consequence of this is that some Pasifika families see school supplies and materials as an 

expendable incidental rather than a necessity which then, in turn, impacts the young person’s 

education. Hence it comes down to the priorities underpinning financial decision-making. 

 

6.6 Family   
Māori and Pasifika people view family as being a larger social group than just the nuclear family. 

The concept of the “nuclear family” is non-existent in Māori and Pasifika cultures because they 

have grown up in villages, tribes and sub-tribes. For them, the nuclear family is a Western 

concept. Several schools noted they had Māori and Pasifika students who are living with 

relatives who are not their biological parents. It is not uncommon for parents based in New 

Zealand to send a child to live with extended family in Melbourne sometimes with the belief 

they that will get a better education here. However, it seems the New Zealand based families are 

not aware of the lack of access to post compulsory and/or vocational and Higher Education for 

these students once they complete secondary schooling.14 

 

One youth service provider recognized the importance of the extended family and how family 

obligations to extended family can cause financial strain and can ultimately affect a young 

person’s educational outcomes and opportunities.  Some Māori and Pasifika families are hosting 

extended families that have migrated to live with them; and where these families (who have 

moved over) are New Zealand citizens, they do not qualify for Centrelink payments. If the host 

                                                             
14 This is a consequence of their ineligibility for the Federal Government’s student loans scheme the Higher Education Contribution 

Scheme. 
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family is on a single or low-income this can add to financial pressures because not only will they 

be supporting and feeding their own family but they will be maintaining the extended family as 

well. This can affect the young person’s education because as the Centrelink staff member noted 

the “children are neglected or are not a priority” and so their expenses which may include school 

supplies may not be prioritised.  

 

6.6.1 Financial Obligation 

Staff at several schools noted that some of the families of their Māori and Pasifika students are 

not only maintaining their own children but also extended families either in Australia or in the 

islands. It is a cultural norm to have a niece or nephew in one’s care and, according to 

community groups and schools, there are a number of young people who are living with their 

extended families. This alone does not impact the young person’s education however when the 

Aunts or Uncles have their own children, and those children take priority over the nieces or 

nephews then this could impact their education. One school commented that  

 

“It is very hard to make contact with their (Māori and Pasifika students’) families because 

they have either moved several addresses; or they do not know who to contact because the 

student could be living with a lot of people who aren’t their parents. So it is hard to discuss 

what is going on at home because it’s hard to find someone to talk to”.  

 

6.6.2 Young Person’s Role in the Family 

The financial need for all adults in a household to be working or actively pursuing work 

sometimes shifts a lot of the household and childcare responsibilities onto the youth. The 

schools identified that the amount of responsibility this cohort has can affect their education 

when they are absent from school, late to school or are not able to stay for remedial homework 

club due to family responsibilities. Family responsibilities may include taking siblings to school, 

collecting them from school, getting them settled at home, cooking, feeding and looking after 

them until a supervising adult gets home from work. According to two of the schools, this eats 

into homework time and may put the student further behind if they continue to turn up to 

school late or miss school altogether because of family responsibilities. 

 

6.6.3 Family Involvement at School 

An issue that emerged from all the schools is the lack of parental engagement. The schools 

expressed that parents are only involved when there is an arts performance, sports game or if 

their child is in trouble. The schools have also stated that there is low attendance at parent 

teacher interviews and one educator commented that “there is a short term focus of survival and 

they are not interested in education.”  

 

Schools have run information nights to try and engage the parents but have had limited results. 

This issue is not specific for Māori and Pasifika groups, but is consistent with many other 

cohorts in the South East. 

 

Some parents keep their elder children home to care their younger children if they get called in 

for a casual labouring shift and they do not have any other option. Some parents do early 
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morning shift work and their teenagers are left to get themselves and younger siblings up and 

organised for school which often means they do not arrive on time. 

 

All of the parents interviewed viewed school as a realm not to be interfered with. Traditionally 

within these cultures, when a child goes to school, the school is responsible for that child’s 

education and parents do not dare intervene as this is seen as disrespectful and unorthodox. 

Some parents believe that they are not equipped to assist their children with their homework 

because of language barriers and their lack of knowledge of the Victorian education system. One 

parent commented that “what they learnt at school in their time differs vastly from the current 

curriculum”. So whilst schools perceive the parents are disinterested, in fact many are very 

interested but historically it has not been their role to interfere in their child’s education, and so 

they are distant and not closely involved, through respect for the school and teachers’ roles as 

educators. 

 

There was a consensus amongst the parents and students interviewed (including those who 

indicated that they had disengaged from school) that education is highly important. Most of the 

parents were educated in the islands and left school with an education of year 8 or less and 

wanted more education for their children. Many of the parents have language barriers and 

others have learned English from interacting with their work colleagues on the factory floor for 

the past 20 years. They felt they were prioritising their children’s education by going to work 

and keeping a roof over their child’s head and providing them with food. Most said they wanted 

their children to learn of their struggle and to work hard in school so they could have better 

career opportunities rather than being restricted to low-skilled employment.  

 

6.6.4 New Urban Family  

One organisation that works with court-ordered Māori and Pasifika young people found that 

when these young people have disengaged from their biological family they often seek family 

connectedness in their peer social group. This group is often comprised of other disengaged 

young people who fill their time with anti-social behaviour. Unfortunately, when a member of 

the group may start to do well and wants to seek detox treatment, the peer network can either 

encourage the young person’s progression or stunt it.  The organisation had noted that where 

certain members of the peer network were not brave enough to take the next step to 

progression (and feared being left behind); they would pressure others not to progress either. 

So the service provider had begun discouraging clients from sharing their intention to 

participate in detox with the peer network. 

 

6.7 Crime 
Anecdotally, there appears to be an over representation of Māori and Pasifika youth in Victoria’s 
Youth Justice system. However, obtaining data to support this is difficult as the Department of 
Human Services is reluctant to release ethno specific data on youth detention rates.  
 
Victoria’s Youth Parole Board and Residential Board noted in their most recent annual report 
that “28 (8.5 per cent) of the young people sentenced to detention during 2011–12 were from 
Māori and Pacific Island backgrounds. This continues the trend of over-representation of this 
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group which was noted in last year’s annual report”.15 It goes on to say that many of these young 
people have been convicted of serious offences against the person and that they sometimes 
exhibit challenging and violent behaviour in custody. The Board identified a need to develop 
culturally appropriate strategies to meet the rehabilitation needs of these young people and 
awarded a scholarship for this research.16 
 
YRRIP which operates from 126 police stations around Victoria reported in the six months from 
December 2011 – May 2012 that the number one country of birth for clients born overseas was 
New Zealand with Samoa coming in third and the Cook Islands ninth. 16% of their clients spoke 
a language other than English and the most commonly spoken language was Samoan. 30% of 
their clients indentified as Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) and Samoan, New 
Zealand, Māori and the Cook Islands featured in their top 10 CALD groups. 
 
It is not possible to determine which of those Māori and Pasifika young people come from the 
South East region of Melbourne. 
 
Victoria Police’s 2011-2012 Crime Statistics show New Zealand is the number one country of 
birth of overseas born offenders with Samoa coming in ninth. 
 
Both Māori and Pacific Islanders are significantly over-represented in the justice system in New 
Zealand with Māori making up 50% of offenders, even though they only make up 15% of the 
population and Pacific Islanders 11.2% (compared to 7.8% of the population).  Māori girls make 
up 71% of female youth offenders in New Zealand.17 
 
A 1999 study by the Australian Institute of Criminology for the then Department of Immigration 
and Multicultural Affairs on offending throughout the 90s found that residents born in Fiji and 
New Zealand were over-represented in Australia’s criminal justice system although New 
Zealanders had lower rates of offending in Australia than they did in New Zealand.18 
 
The Police believe the issues stem from a range of complex factors such as financial strain, 
dysfunctional homes where there may be issues of family violence, additionally parents work all 
hours resulting in a lack of supervision of these young people and as an educator pointed out 
“this gives way for these kids to get into trouble”. 
 
Another concern that the Police identified was the “emergence of youth gangs albeit superficial 
but nonetheless a gang”. These young people are seeking family connection from other young 
people who share the same background and trauma and are looking to fill the same void.  The 
assaults or violence by a youth gang member is often motivated by theft, reprisals or avenging 
an assault of a fellow gang member. The police comment further by saying that “assaults, 
burglaries and robberies are always motivated by something and never just for the fun of it”. 
 
There was a general consensus from Youth Service providers and the Police that financial 
hardship has led these young people to use “stand over” tactics to obtain commodities such as 
iPhones and iPads off other people. Simultaneously, there is a “quick dollar” mentality where 
these young people want the goods or want money from those goods instantaneously without 

                                                             
15 Youth Parole Board and Youth Residential Board Victoria Annual Report 2010–11 (Victorian Government Department of Human 
Services) Melbourne, Australia, 2011 and Youth Parole Board and Youth Residential Board Victoria Annual Report 2011–12 (Victorian 
Government Department of Human Services) Melbourne, Australia, August 2012. 
16 Youth Parole Board and Youth Residential Board Victoria Annual Report 2011–12 (Victorian Government Department of Human 
Services) Melbourne, Australia, August 2012. 
17 Collins, S. (2012). Māori , Pacific offenders high on three-strikes watch. Retrieved from 
http://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=10851550. 
18  Australian Institute of Criminology. (1999). Ethnicity and Crime – An Australian Research Study. Retrieved from 
http://aic.gov.au/documents/E/1/E/%7BE1E2943C-1FB7-40D6-B85E-DFB354BE751A%7Dethnic.pdf 
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having to work for it hence the participation in robberies. Unemployment is another factor that 
prevents these young people from being able to purchase these goods for themselves.   
 
YSAS see a lot of young clients with drug and alcohol issues and their staff commented that 
“these young people are regular users with their main substances being alcohol and marijuana but 
ice19 is a new problem, and there are also waves of chroming”.  
 
The young people that use this service have a complex range of issues that may include: 

- Family violence; 
- Childhood trauma; 
- Neglect; 
- Experience of residential care; and 
- A disconnection from families and school.  

 
YSAS noted that families view their service as either supportive of them or as interfering with 
their relationship with their child. 
 
YSAS have found that that some of their clients engage in criminal activity at some stage in their 
lives and the most common crime is armed robbery. They have experienced cases where 
robberies are undertaken to pay a debt owed to a drug dealer or to provide relief from 
disastrous financial circumstances due to complications arising from a cycle of low level 
trafficking. Therefore the young person commits a crime to settle their debt with the drug 
dealer. Other criminal activity involves assaults but a majority of them have been involved by 
way of passive participation. 
 
The young people who come into contact with Police and YSAS are usually disengaged from 
school completely and have disengaged themselves from their families also.  
 

6.8 Cultural Disconnectedness 
A recurring theme identified by schools, community groups and youth service providers was the 

notion of ‘disconnectedness from culture’. Some Māori and Pasifika young people do not know 

the culture of their parents and ancestors. Family, respect and faith in God (Pasifika) or Spirits 

(Māori) are some of the core values for Māori and Pasifika people so if these young people are 

estranged from their culture then they are distancing themselves from the core values that 

govern the way Māori and Pasifika people carry themselves and how they interact with others 

in society.  

 

Customary practices often differ according to the country of residence so Tongan customs will 

be practised slightly differently in Tonga, New Zealand and Australia. Cultural practices are 

dependent on the demography of where you live and whether you live in a safe and inviting 

community where you will be able to practise your cultural traditions within a community. 

Culture is fluid but what remains constant is maintaining the family and connections with their 

homelands. Money, prayers, support, food, material goods, and even relatives themselves, 

circulate within families around the world. 

Three of the six schools recognised that many Māori and Pasifika young people have cultural 

identity issues and seem to be rejecting the cultural traditions of their parents. According to the 

youth surveyed, in some cases this rejection stems from the children observing their parents 
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making poor financial decisions which include giving money to the church or sending it back to 

maintain family and infrastructure in the islands whilst they struggle with basic essentials. The 

young people saw this as part of their culture and are choosing to reject it as they are blaming 

culture for their financial situation and hardship. Some youth rebel by acting out in school, 

leaving the church and rejecting parental or guardian authority. The youth can also rebel in 

other ways that include experimentation with drugs, alcohol and marginal lifestyles.  

According to community groups and youth service providers, their cultural identity is also 

diluted because some are born in Australia or have been in Australia since they were young 

children yet their parents are very much traditional Māori and Pasifika people. Hence there is a 

clash of cultures between the younger generation and their parents who hold on to their 

customs and traditions. 

One community group that identified a distinct disconnectedness between Māori youth and 

their cultural heritage have established information sessions on Māori history and mythology in 

order to create a sense of belonging for these young people to their ancestral heritage.   

Finally, whilst the Australian government encourages migrants to become citizens, the price of 

permanent residency ($3060 per nuclear family) is beyond the means of many Māori and 

Pasifika families. For many of these youth, despite their intention to remain in Australia, they 

cannot contemplate becoming Australian because it is not within their financial capabilities. 

6.9 Attitudes and Access to Education 
The schools recognize that Māori and Pasifika students are showing signs of disengagement 

between Year 8 and Year 9 but that they actually disengage from school at around Year 10; this 

has also been identified by the SMRYAN Middle Years Report20. There are a number of complex 

issues all relating to their home environment, responsibilities and rigid learning strategies that 

can influence disengagement. One educator commented:  

 

“there is no encouragement of education at a young age... kids miss out on a lot of school 

and education and so they fall behind...parents go to work early, kids come to school late 

- around recess - so they fall behind and this accumulates”.  

 

This educator went on to comment that Māori and Pasifika families did not prioritise education 

and this would need to change or the situation would continue to worsen.  

 

Similarly, the educator believes that family responsibilities impact on educational outcomes 

when the young person has childcare responsibilities interfering in their school or homework 

time. If both parents get called out for work, and there is no one to mind the younger child, an 

older child would then stay home from school to mind their sibling. As a result, the student’s 

school work suffers because of absenteeism and they will continue to fall behind if it becomes a 

regular occurrence. Two schools commented that due to the parents working odd work hours, 

sometimes there is no supervision for some of these students when they get home so there is an 

opportunity for them to get into trouble. The schools noticed that of the Māori and Pasifika 

students who show signs of disengagement they are the students who do not get to school until 

recess, at which point they have already missed out on two lessons. When this becomes a 

                                                             
20 

South East LLEN. (2010). SMRYAN Middle Years Report, Melbourne, Australia, 2010. 
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routine then they are constantly falling behind and again, this accumulates and leads to 

disengagement. 

 

One student welfare coordinator noted that whilst the school had a significant proportion of 

Māori and Pasifika young people, the student welfare office only saw a small number of Māori 

and Pasifika young people a year and that the major issue for these few students is absenteeism. 

These students are missing school for reasons such as going to the airport to see a relative off, 

and she noted that this sends a message that there is no urgency for that child to be in school. 

Thus, as school gets harder, the absenteeism compounds and they fall further and further 

behind so they disengage. According to another school educator, these students lack the skills to 

be independent yet they are often thrust into independence while they are still in school. The 

student welfare coordinator noted that these students lack a routine of homework time, bed 

time, wake up time, breakfast time and get to school time. However school requires that 

students be independent to some degree and because these students are not organised or 

motivated they tend to disengage from school.  

 

An interesting factor that the schools have identified is that some Māori and Pasifika students 

(who are New Zealand citizens) are disengaging from school as they realise they are unable to 

access FEE HELP schemes. These students do not see the point of continuing education to gain 

university entrance since their families cannot afford to pay for their university fees upfront. 

These students hold the view that a high paying casual factory job will enable them to earn large 

sums of money and contribute to their families instantaneously, as opposed to completing 

secondary school and not being able to afford university. One particular school has observed a 

number of their high achieving Māori and Pasifika students on Special Category 444 visas leave 

their school and go straight into low skilled jobs. 

 

All of the students interviewed indicated education was important. Some of the comments on 

why education was important included:  

 “I will be able to support my family as they are not able to support themselves financially”  

 “You will need it for your future” 

 “Because it allows us to achieve a higher level of sophistication which determines our 

position in society” 

 “My parents always taught us to get a good education and to get a good job with it” 

 

A lot of the students commented that their parents emphasised the importance of education so 

it is important to note that parents are telling their children that they are interested in their 

education. Yet many of their behaviours are at odds with this notion and do not appear to 

prioritise the children’s education particularly when educational needs and requirements clash 

with other obligations. It is not clear from the interviews whether the parents are aware of the 

negative impact these practices and behaviours are having on their children’s ability to access 

and engage with education. 

 

A majority of the students identified that a good teacher is one who understands their home 

situation and background and helps them learn. One participant said “that the teacher needs to 

learn more about me, and understand that I have a lot of things going on at home that affects me 

and only then can the teacher help me.” 
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A majority of the students said that they enjoy going to school because they can learn new 

things and socialise with friends. A large number of them aspire to be rugby players and police 

officers. All of the students made the link between a good future and the importance of 

education. A few of the young people pointed out that their parents cannot help them with their 

homework because they do not have sufficient English. A sizeable number of the students 

identified that they need help with Mathematics and English while most students identified that 

they were good at Physical Education, Humanities, Performing Arts (Drama) and Music. Notably, 

these are all disciplines which now cost the user more if they wish to attain tertiary 

qualifications in these areas, as a result of the 2012 Vocational reforms. 

 

The majority of these students, who are still engaged in school, were able to identify three 

positive things about themselves and had high aspirations. However, this differed vastly to the 

focus group of disengaged young people who had difficulty identifying a positive attribute about 

themselves and had extremely low aspirations.  

 

72% of the randomly selected students surveyed were either Australian citizens or Australian 

permanent residents (enabling them access to Centrelink benefits) with the rest on Special 

Category 444 visas. Most of the students’ parents were born overseas in either New Zealand or 

the Pacific Islands. 
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7. Conclusion 
This paper discusses a range of issues that are impacting early school leaving amongst youth of 

Māori and Pasifika heritage. Despite the strong Federal Government focus on social inclusion, 

the 2001 Family and Community Services Amendment (New Zealand Citizens) Act entrenches 

exclusion and disadvantage amongst Māori and Pasifika youth who migrate from New Zealand. 

A complex range of issues are affecting the educational attainment and retention of these youth 

and consequently their successful transition to further studies or employment. These include 

poverty, visa and residency status, cultural obligations surrounding family and church, low 

aspirations, low school engagement and achievement, a lack of positive career role models, 

engagement in marginal activities, and a lack of understanding of the Victorian education 

system to name a few. 

It is important to note that whilst many Māori and Pasifika people may not be able to secure 

permanent residency visas or citizenship they are ineffect long term “permanent residents” and 

members of our community; they can be excluded or included but the impact of their social 

disadvantage will be felt by the broader community. 

Efforts to try and improve educational outcomes for this cohort will require a better 

understanding of these underlying influences and several recommendations are made below. 
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8. Recommendations 
As a result of this research, the following recommendations are made: 

1. Further research needs to be conducted to further explore many of the issues raised 

in this paper; 

 

2. Aside from the usual Māori and Pasifika sports role models, Māori and Pasifika youth 

would benefit from mentoring programs that offered positive role modelling and 

included opportunities to meet Māori and Pasifika university graduates and 

professionals; 

 

3. Māori and Pasifika parents would benefit if schools introduced innovative programs 

or activities to connect parents to schools and their children’s learning and 

encourage their engagement in their children’s education;  

 

4. Churches are central to Pasifika people’s lives and schools and community 

organisations could partner with them to develop workshops and programs for 

families that facilitate discussions around issues relevant to and affecting Māori and 

Pasifika youth. These might include: budgeting, making permanent residency and/or 

Australian citizenship applications, registering with Centrelink, career planning, 

continued education, understanding the Victorian education system; 

 

5. Māori and Pasifika youth should be engaged in focus groups to provide ideas about 

what can be done to further their engagement in school;  

 

6. The relationships between Pasifika youth and institutions such as the police, schools 

and the church need to be strengthened; 

 

7. Māori and Pasifika youth would benefit from more youth services targeted 

specifically for them; 

 

8. Programs that re-engage Māori and Pasifika youth offenders  back into education 

need to be further developed; and 

 

9. Education engagement and re-engagement programs targeting 10-14 year olds need 

to be established. 
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