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Abstract

Te reo Mäori, the Indigenous language of Aotearoa New Zealand Mäori, suffered great marginali-
sation due to British colonisation, the effects of which are still experienced today. We interpreted 
national probability data from the New Zealand Attitudes and Values Study and constructed 
two models. Participants rated how strongly they supported teaching Mäori language in New 
Zealand primary schools, from 1 (strongly oppose) to 7 (strongly support). Model 1 assessed 
how demographics related to support in 2015 (N = 15,821). Level of education (ranging from 
no education to PhD qualification) was the strongest positively correlated factor, more so than 
ethnicity or recent contact with Mäori. Model 2 tested a latent growth model assessing the rate 
of change in support over six years (2009–2015; N = 10,437). Results indicate a steady increase 
in support over the six years and we predict this increase to continue.
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Ko taku reo taku ohooho; ko taku reo 
taku mapihi mauria.

My language is my awakening; my 
language is the window to my soul.

—Mäori whakataukï

Introduction

The whakataukï that opens this article is well 
known among Mäori, the Indigenous peoples 
of Aotearoa New Zealand. It can be inter-
preted as an expression of how treasured and 
central the Mäori language is for Mäori. The 
language is referred to as a taonga the Crown 
failed to protect, which it was obligated to 
do under the Treaty of Waitangi (Waitangi 
Tribunal, 1986). When the Treaty was signed 
in 1840 between Mäori hapü and the British 
Crown, the population of the country was an 
estimated 70,000–90,000 Mäori and 2,000 
Päkehä (Pool, 2013). By 1901, Päkehä had 
already become the majority, with a popula-
tion of 770,313 compared to 45,549 Mäori, 
who had become a linguistic minority. Mäori 
suffered (among other things) great language 
loss because of British assimilative policies (Bell, 
Harlow, & Starks, 2005; Durie, 1998; Ka’ai- 
Mahuta, 2011), the effects of which are still 
experienced today. The 1867 Native Schools 
Act placed English as the language of instruc-
tion and learning in New Zealand schools, 
and in the first quarter of the 20th century at 
least one generation of Mäori students were 
physically punished and traumatised for speak-
ing their native tongue (King, 2001; Waitangi 
Tribunal, 1986; Walker, 1987). Language 
revitalisation for Mäori is therefore central to 
broader processes of cultural reclamation. But 
do New Zealand residents in general now sup-
port teaching the Mäori language in primary 
schools? And how has this support changed 
over time? The research reported in this article 
aims to investigate these attitudes and review 
the contexts regarding support for te reo Mäori.

Previous research has recorded New 
Zealanders’ opinions about te reo in society. 
Te Puni Kökiri (2010) conducted telephone 
interviews with New Zealand adults across 
four time points, in 2000 (N = 1,340), 2003 
(N = 1,500), 2006 (N = 1,500) and 2009 
(N = 1,531). Interviews assessed Mäori and 
non- Mäori support for things like government 
involvement in Mäori language revitalisation 
and attitudes towards te reo Mäori. Results from 
the interviews indicated an increase in support 
for the language and government involvement 
across the nine years among both Mäori and 
non- Mäori. A limitation of Te Puni Kökiri’s 
study is that different people were interviewed 
over the four time points at which the surveys 
were conducted. To reliably assess how people’s 
attitudes change over time, collecting data from 
the same people over multiple time points is 
better (Frees, 2004). New Zealand has also 
changed greatly in the past decade so it would 
be appropriate to observe how attitudes may 
have changed in that time.

The research reported here aims to improve 
on previous studies by utilising the New Zealand 
Attitudes and Values Study (NZAVS). The 
NZAVS is a large national probability panel 
study that has been annually posted to the 
same participants since 2009. Here we inter-
pret existing NZAVS data to understand two 
key questions about support for teaching te 
reo. First, we analyse participants’ support 
for teaching te reo in relation to a range of 
demographics such as their education level, 
region of residence or recent interaction with 
Mäori. Second, because the NZAVS samples 
the same people annually and has included the 
same item assessing support for teaching te reo 
in schools each year, we can examine people’s 
rate of change in support for Mäori language 
in schools from 2009 to 2015.
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Demographic support for te reo

So who is supportive of te reo Mäori / English 
bilingualism? Nicholson and Garland (1991) 
found that “Mäori respondents, younger people 
and women favoured [te reo Mäori / English] 
bilingualism more than their European, older 
and male counterparts” (p. 393). These results 
are consistent with studies such as Te Puni 
Kökiri’s (2010) research which found that 
although both Mäori and non- Mäori are mostly 
supportive of te reo Mäori revitalisation, Mäori 
report higher levels of positive attitudes towards 
the language and its revitalisation than non- 
Mäori. The Social and Population Statistics 
Group of Statistics New Zealand (SPSGSNZ, 
2002) found that women tend to have higher 
proficiency in te reo than men. Although this 
does not necessarily mean that women are more 
supportive of the language than men, it may 
indicate that women engage with te reo more 
than men. SPSGSNZ suggest this may happen 
because women tend to volunteer at köhanga 
reo or are more likely to be involved with their 
children’s education. In the New Zealand 
Census, Mäori women are more likely to report 
an iwi than Mäori men, which Kukutai and 
Rarere (2015) contend could be due to Mäori 
women, especially mothers, being the cultural 
transmitters of their whänau.

There may also be regional differences in 
attitudes towards te reo. A study by Te Puni 
Kökiri (2008) found that northern regions 
like Te Tai Tokerau have high te reo speaker 
rates (28%), which they acknowledge may 
exist because the population is more densely 
Mäori in northern regions. Census data reveal 
a similar pattern, where Mäori are much more 
likely to know and report their iwi in regions 
with higher proportions of Mäori people (see 
Kukutai & Rarere, 2015). This may mean 
that regions such as Te Tai Tokerau are more 
supportive of teaching te reo than areas with 
proportionately fewer Mäori (and fewer te reo 
speakers), like Southland. To be more certain 
about possible regional differences, it would be 

useful to observe support for te reo specifically  
by region.

International theory offers potential ways 
to explore support for te reo. The contact 
hypothesis (Allport, 1954) theorises that con-
tact between members of different groups is 
associated with positive relations and reduced 
prejudice between groups. Pettigrew and 
Tropp (2008) state that this occurs because 
interacting with out- group members increases 
in- group members’ knowledge of, empathy 
for and warmth towards the out- group and 
its members. Fortuitously, the NZAVS asked 
participants to state their hours spent with 
Mäori (friends/family, work/other contexts), 
so we are able to analyse existing data looking 
to determine whether being in contact recently 
with Mäori is related to support for teaching te 
reo. Research by Sengupta, Barlow and Sibley 
(2012) showed that for both Mäori and New 
Zealand Europeans contact with Mäori friends 
was positively linked with the belief that Mäori 
culture is relevant in representations of New 
Zealand identity. This may indicate that those 
who recently interacted with Mäori (relative 
to those who did not) have warmer attitudes 
towards Mäori signifiers (such as the language) 
and therefore are more supportive of te reo.

Recently, there seems to have been an increase 
in support for the use of te reo Mäori across 
New Zealand society. There has been increased 
visibility and usage of te reo on national televi-
sion (Radio New Zealand, 2015), with correct 
pronunciation being used in sports commen-
tary (Harrison, 2016); media stories devoted 
to keeping te reo alive (e.g., Collins, 2016); 
and an increase in te reo lessons on a more 
personal level (Tuckey, 2016). Thus, there is 
some indirect evidence that New Zealanders 
are warming towards the use of te reo Mäori. 
At the same time, we researchers recognise that 
although these specific media examples depict 
supportive attitudes towards te reo Mäori, 
previous research has consistently shown that 
New Zealand media portray Mäori negatively 
and that news about Mäori is relatively rare 
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(see Nairn et al., 2012). Nicholson and Garland 
(1991) acknowledged that media is a powerful 
influence and found that non- Mäori were much 
more supportive of te reo in written media like 
newspapers and magazines than te reo televi-
sion programming. Nicholson and Garland 
suggest this is because non- Mäori can have 
more choice in the written media they engage 
with. This highlights an important uncertainty: 
How can research separate passive tolerance 
from active support? In the NZAVS, partici-
pants were asked to indicate how strongly they 
support teaching te reo, so a neutral answer may 
indicate passive tolerance, less support might 
suggest opposition and high support might 
imply active support for teaching te reo.

Overview and guiding hypotheses

History has shown that Mäori are resilient and 
that their culture and language have prevailed 
through hardship (Reedy, 2000). Information 
on New Zealand opinions about te reo is due 
for an update. Historically, methods for meas-
uring support have tended to compare Mäori 
with non- Mäori views. We address this by 
analysing self- reported questionnaire data from 
the NZAVS to get a large- scale overview of 
New Zealand residents’ ratings of support for 
teaching te reo Mäori in schools. Two models 
were employed to measure nationwide support 
in 2015. Model 1 utilised demographic factors 
and Model 2 investigated the changing rate of 
support from 2009 to 2015.

Model 1: Demographic factors

The purpose of Model 1 was to provide an 
important update on current New Zealander 
attitudes towards teaching te reo Mäori in New 
Zealand primary schools taking into account 
a range of demographic factors. In Model 1 
we expected that women would be more sup-
portive of te reo in schools than men as they 
are reportedly more likely to be involved with 

Mäori culture and their children’s education 
(Kukutai & Rarere, 2015; SPSGSNZ, 2002). 
One might also expect that, as found in Te Puni 
Kökiri studies, Mäori would be more support-
ive of teaching te reo than their non- Mäori 
counterparts. Hypothetically, regions that 
have proportionately higher Mäori popula-
tions would show more support for teaching te 
reo, as noted above. In line with contact theory, 
participants who interact with Mäori would 
also likely be more supportive than those who 
have no contact with Mäori. 

Model 2: Tracking change

Model 2 aims to give an overview of the chang-
ing rate of New Zealand resident support 
towards teaching te reo in primary schools 
over the years 2009–2015. A projected level 
of support for 2018 is also offered, with the 
assumption that no dramatic changes occurred 
during the interim. Consistent with findings 
from Te Puni Kökiri (2010), and in line with 
some recent media portrayals of te reo usage, 
we expect an upwards trend of support among 
New Zealanders for teaching te reo to be 
prevalent in the existing NZAVS data. More 
specifically, a positive growth parameter is 
expected, indicating that support for te reo in 
schools has been gradually and significantly 
increasing over the 2009–2015 period in the 
New Zealand population. 

Model 1

Method

The following analyses are based on data from 
Wave 6 of the NZAVS, collected in 2015. The 
NZAVS uses the electoral roll as the sample 
frame. See Sibley (2019) for full details about 
the sampling procedure for the NZAVS. 

Participants were 15,821 people who com-
pleted the Wave 6 NZAVS questionnaire during 
the October 2014–October 2015 period. The 



C. M. MATIKA ET AL.176

MAI JOURNAL VOLUME 8, ISSUE 2, 2019

largest known sample bias in the NZAVS is that 
women are more likely to respond than men 
(10,003 women, 5,798 men, 20 gender diverse). 
With regard to ethnicity, 14,162 (89.5%) iden-
tified as European, 1977 (12.5%) identified as 
Mäori, 526 (3.3%) identified as being of Pacific 
ancestry, 684 (4.3%) identified with an Asian 
ethnic group and 388 (2.5%) identified as an 
ethnicity other than European, Mäori, Pacific or 
Asian. Ethnic group counts were not mutually 
exclusive, as people could identify with more 
than one ethnic group. 

Participants had a median household income 
of NZ$89,776 (M = 108,276; SD = 119,918; 
1,143 missing) and a mean age of 49.34 years 
(SD = 14.04, range 18–95; 9 missing). The 
mean decile- ranked deprivation of participants’ 
immediate neighbourhood (meshblock) was 
4.71 (SD = 2.76; range 1–10, 252 missing; 
see Atkinson, Salmond, & Crampton, 2014). 
Education was scored using a 0–10 ordinal 
ranking, with 0 being no education and 10 being 
a PhD or equivalent qualification (M = 5.05, 
SD = 2.85, 1,114 missing; see New Zealand 
Qualifications Authority, 2016). Participants’ 
socio- economic status was indexed using the 
New Zealand Socio- economic Index, based on 
occupational status (M = 54.06, SD = 16.82, 
range 10–90, 3,716 missing; see Milne, Byun, 
& Lee, 2013).

With regard to other demographic factors, 
10,455 lived in urban regions and 5,158 in rural 
regions (208 missing), 12,039 were employed 
and 3,595 were not employed (187 missing). 
Some 11,346 participants were in a serious 
romantic relationship and 3,836 were not (639 
missing); 11,613 were parents and 3,950 were 
not (258 missing). A total of 6,013 were reli-
gious and 9,117 were not (691 missing).

In terms of regions, 30.6% of participants 
were from Auckland (n = 4,840), 14.1% 
from Wellington (n = 2,224), 13.6% from 
Canterbury (n = 2,153), 8.2% from Waikato 
(n = 1,292), 5.8% from Bay of Plenty (n = 913), 
5.4% from Otago (n = 853), 4.9% from the 
Manawatu- Wanganui region (n = 783), 3.5% 

from Hawke’s Bay (n = 549), 3.2% from 
Northland (n = 505), 2.3% from Taranaki 
(n = 362), 1.8% from Southland (n = 287), 
1.4% from Nelson (n = 226), 1.3% from 
the Tasman region (n = 208), 1.1% from 
Marlborough (n = 178), 0.8% from Gisborne 
(n = 121) and 0.7% were from the West Coast 
(n = 117), with 209 missing.

As part of the NZAVS survey, participants 
were asked to rate how strongly they opposed 
or supported “Teaching Mäori language in 
New Zealand primary schools” on a scale from 
1 (strongly oppose) to 7 (strongly support). 

To measure whether participants had inter-
acted with a Mäori person or persons in the 
week before they completed the survey, they 
were asked “Roughly how many hours have 
you spent with both FRIENDS/FAMILY and 
OTHERS (e.g., workmates, strangers) from 
each ethnic group in the last week?” We only 
used data regarding hours spent with Mäori 
friends/family and Mäori others for this article. 
Reported hours were extremely skewed, and 
there were many 0 scores (indicating no inter-
action). Accordingly, a categorical indicator 
representing yes/no was created as to whether 
people had interacted with Mäori (whether 
friend, family or other) in the past week. 

A multiple regression model was constructed 
using existing NZAVS data to assess the degree 
to which different demographic factors were 
associated with support for teaching Mäori 
language in schools. The maximum likelihood 
method was used, with robust estimation of 
standard errors. Missing data for exogenous 
variables were estimated using Rubin’s (1987) 
procedure for multiple imputation with param-
eter estimates averaged over 1,000 datasets 
(thinned using every 200th iteration). Table 1 
presents the results of the regression model. 
Model 1 tests the extent to which each demo-
graphic factor was associated with support for 
te reo in schools when controlling for all other 
demographic factors in the model. 
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Results

Mean levels of support for teaching Mäori 
language in schools are presented in the fol-
lowing graphs by ethnicity and gender and 
then across different regions of New Zealand. 
Figure 1 shows the mean levels of support 
by ethnicity and gender. Analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) used to test differences in support 
for teaching te reo in schools by ethnicity and 
gender was significant, and the overall effect 
size was small, indicating that, overall, the dif-
ferences accounted for 8.2% of the variance 
(F(3,15356) = 13.78, p < .001, partial η2 = .082). 
Mäori women (M = 5.95, SD = 1.23) were sig-
nificantly more supportive of te reo Mäori being 
taught in schools than New Zealand European 
women (M = 4.95, SD = 1.53, p < .001), Pacific 
women (M = 5.33, SD = 2.39, p < .001) and 

Asian women (M = 4.75, SD = 2.86, p < .001). 
Support for teaching te reo did not differ 
between genders for Pacific peoples (Pacific men 
M = 5.24, SD = 2.90, p = .426). Women were 
more supportive of teaching te reo in schools 
than men across the other three ethnicities (New 
Zealand European men [M = 4.18, SD = 1.88, 
p < .001], Mäori men [M = 5.50, SD = 1.88, 
p < .001] and Asian men [M = 4.20, SD = 3.01, 
p < .001]). Mäori men were also significantly 
more supportive of teaching te reo relative to 
non- Mäori men. New Zealand European men 
did not significantly differ in terms of their 
support for teaching te reo compared to Asian 
men (p = .719).

Figure 2 shows the mean levels of support 
for teaching te reo in schools across regions. 
Gisborne showed the highest overall mean 
level of support (M = 5.05), whereas Southland 

TABLE 1 Regression model predicting support for teaching te reo Mäori in New Zealand primary 
schools

b se β t p

Intercept 5.128 .114 2.808 45.034 .000

Gender (0 women, 1 men) –.590 .029 –.156 –20.180 .000

Age –.019 .001 –.146 –16.438 .000

Age2 .000 .000 –.019 –2.238 .025

Household income (10,000 units) –.001 .002 –.006 –.773 .440

Deprivation Index (1–10) .027 .005 .041 4.978 .000

NZSEI (10–90) .006 .001 .053 5.639 .000

Education (0–10) .130 .006 .200 20.804 .000

European (0 no, 1 yes) –.624 .060 –.104 –10.343 .000

Pacific (0 no, 1 yes) .085 .086 .008 .985 .325

Asian (0 no, 1 yes) –.980 .086 –.109 –11.458 .000

Religious (0 no, 1 yes) .050 .029 .013 1.733 .083

Parent (0 no, 1 yes) –.019 .037 –.005 –.514 .607

Partner (0 no, 1 yes) –.018 .035 –.004 –.526 .599

Employed (0 no, 1 yes) –.052 .038 –.012 –1.382 .167

Urban (0 no, 1 yes) .093 .031 .024 3.034 .002

Interacted with Mäori (0 no, 1 yes) .555 .031 .147 18.056 .000

Note. NZSEI = New Zealand Socio–economic Index. Model estimated using multiple imputation with 1,000 datasets for 

missing values for the predictor variables. Fit statistics for teaching te reo Mäori in New Zealand primary schools: R2 = .159, 

se = .005, t = 29.462, p < .001.
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FIGURE 1 Support for teaching te reo Mäori by ethnicity and gender
Note. Standard sample weighting applied.

FIGURE 2 Support for teaching te reo Mäori by region
Note. Standard sample weighting applied.

showed the lowest overall mean level of support 
(M = 4.24). An ANOVA assessing differences in 
support for teaching te reo in primary schools 
across council regions was significant, although 

the overall effect size was very small, indicat-
ing that, overall, the differences were trivial 
and accounted for only 0.6% of the variance 
(F(16,15355) = 6.12, p < .001, partial η2 = .006).
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Regression model

Significant effects in the regression model indi-
cate that a demographic factor was associated 
with support when controlling for all other 
variables in the model. As reported in Table 1, 
women and younger people were more support-
ive of te reo in schools. Household income was 
not associated with support. People who lived 
in more deprived regions were more support-
ive, as were people with higher socio- economic 
status. People with a higher level of education 
were more supportive. Note that education was 
the strongest predictor of support (β = .200). 
People who lived in an urban environment were 
more supportive relative to those who lived in 
rural areas.

Religious people and parents did not differ 
from their respective non- religious and non- 
parent counterparts in terms of support for 
teaching te reo. Whether or not people had a 
romantic partner or were employed was unre-
lated to their level of support. People who had 
interacted with Mäori in the week prior to fill-
ing out the questionnaire were more supportive 
of teaching Mäori language in schools. Note 
that the standardised beta (β = .147) indicates 
that this effect was also relatively strong com-
pared to most other factors in the model. 

Model 2

Method

The following analyses are based on existing 
data from 10,437 participants who completed 
at least three of the first six annual waves of the 
NZAVS, from October 2009 to October 2015. 
Booster samples were conducted during Waves 
3, 4 and 5 to help maintain the representation 
of the sample size and adjust for sample attri-
tion. A technical analysis of sample attrition is 
published in Satherley et al. (2015).

As part of the first six waves of the annually 
posted NZAVS survey, participants reported 

how strongly they opposed or supported 
“Teaching Mäori language in New Zealand 
primary schools” on a scale from 1 (strongly 
oppose) to 7 (strongly support). 

A latent growth model was estimated to 
assess the rate of change in levels of sup-
port for teaching the Mäori language in New 
Zealand primary schools over the October 
2009–October 2015 period. The analysis only 
included participants who had responded to 
three or more waves. The samples sizes on 
which the models are based are as follows: 
Wave 1 (n = 4,633), Wave 2 (n = 4,012), 
Wave 3 (n = 6,154, Wave 4 (n = 9,518), Wave 5 
(n = 9,433), Wave 6 (n = 9,091). 

Missing data among those completing at 
least three waves were estimated using the full 
information maximum likelihood method, 
assuming that data were missing at random. 
This method of missing data estimation 
weighted each individual- level trajectory based 
on its reliability, which in turn is a function 
that takes the number of observations into 
account. Those who responded to all six time 
points contributed the most information to the 
estimation of the mean- level trajectory, while 
those who responded to only three contributed  
the least. 

To reflect the variation in response time to 
each wave between individuals, response time 
at each wave was then converted into yearly 
units and modelled as individually time- varying 
effects, with time = 0 being 30 June 2009. This 
accounted for the fact that different individu-
als completed the surveys at different times 
throughout the year, and with different dura-
tions between each assessment, rather than 
fixing all responses in 2009 to 1, all responses 
in 2010 to 2, and so forth. The model provides 
a latent intercept representing estimated mean 
support at 30 June 2009. Residual variances, or 
disturbances, in the manifest ratings of the sup-
port for te reo item were constrained to equality 
across waves. We therefore assumed that the 
amount of variation that is unexplained by the 
intercept and rate of change in the outcome 
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measure is the same across waves (see Grimm 
& Widaman, 2010). 

Figure 3 presents a structural equation model 
outlining the modelling approach. The model 
estimated the fixed and random effect for the 
intercept, linear growth component and quad-
ratic growth component spanning Waves 1–6 
of data collection. The intercept represents the 
mean score on the outcome (level of support) 
as of July 2009. The slope or linear component 
loads onto each measurement point as a func-
tion of the time score, or time at which the 
measurement was made (in Figure 3, TS1 = day 

of survey completion during Time 1, TS2 = day 
of survey completion during Time 2, etc.). 

Support for teaching Mäori language in New 
Zealand primary schools was then estimated at 
three- month intervals in January, April, July and 
October. That is, estimates were obtained every 
three months from October 2009 to October 
2015. These months also roughly coincide with 
peak times of data collection for the NZAVS. 

The parameters for the fixed effects were 
integrated into the model to generate the 
model- implied rate of change in support over 
the period October 2009–October 2015. The 

FIGURE 3 Graphical representation of the latent growth models 
Note. Time score (ts) values represent the linear effect of time-varying values; i = intercept, s = linear 
growth component.
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regression equation used to estimate this model- 
implied rate is presented in Equation 1.0, where 
yt is the predicted level of support at time t, c is 
the intercept, or model- predicted mean level of 
support when t = 0 (i.e., 30 June 2009), and s is 
the fixed effect for the linear growth component 
of the model. Values of t are distributed in this 
model so that 1.0 unit represents a change of 
one year. 

yt = c + st  (1.0)

Parameters reported in Table 2 were used to 
derive model- implied levels of support for 
teaching Mäori language in New Zealand pri-
mary schools for values of t ranging from .25 
(October 2009) to 6.25 (October 2015). 

Results

The growth parameters modelling the rate of 
change in support for teaching te reo in schools 
were significant and indicated a gradual and 
steady increase over time (see Table 2). The 
random effects for the intercept were also 
significant, indicating that there were signifi-
cant individual differences in New Zealand 

residents’ overall levels of support for teach-
ing te reo Mäori. Also, the significant random 
effects for the slope indicate that people differed 
in the extent to which their support altered over 
time. The analysis provides an estimate of the 
current level of support and the rate of change 
in support for teaching te reo Mäori in New 
Zealand primary schools.

The model was extended to forecast the 
linear rate of change in support for teaching 
Mäori language up until January 2018. Care 
must be taken when interpreting this forecast, 
but if conditions continue as they are, then this 
estimate of where levels of support could be in 
early 2018 reflects a continued increase. 

Discussion

If the increased use of te reo on the radio and 
television and in schools is anything to go 
by, the endorsement of te reo Mäori by New 
Zealanders is also increasing. In this article, 
data were analysed from participant surveys 
in the NZAVS to answer two questions: (a) Do 
New Zealanders in general support teaching 
the Mäori language in primary schools? and 

TABLE 2 Fixed and random effects for latent growth model predicting change in support (on a 
scale from 1 to 7) for “Teaching Mäori language in New Zealand primary schools” for New Zealand 
residents over the October 2009–October 2015 period 

b se t p

Fixed effects (means)

Intercept 5.264 .020 267.70 .001

Linear growth parameter .014 .003 4.26 .001

Random effects (variances)

Intercept 2.562 .054 47.07 .001

Linear growth parameter .018 .002 9.42 .001

Covariances

Intercept-linear parameter –.070 .008 –8.84 .001

Note. Models estimated using maximum likelihood with robust estimation of standard errors. Standard errors reported in 

parentheses. Disturbances of the manifest indicators were constrained to equality over time. Participants who completed 

fewer than 3 of the 6 waves were excluded from the model. Missing data among participants who completed 3 or more 

waves were estimated using full information maximum likelihood and assuming data were missing at random. Fit indices: 

loglikelihood = –69584, AIC = 139181, BIC = 139225.
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(b) How has this support changed over time? 
Two notable strengths of the NZAVS that are 
directly related to both questions is that the 
study has a sizeable representative sample of 
participants and longitudinally surveys the 
same participants annually. Findings suggest 
that New Zealanders of diverse backgrounds 
and experiences have varied attitudes towards 
teaching te reo in school. Previous research 
has been restricted in the conclusions that can 
be drawn, largely because sample sizes were 
limited or studies were cross- sectional, utilising 
new participants each survey.

A gradual and steady increase in support 
for teaching the Mäori language in primary 
schools was observed and baseline predictions 
of where levels of support were in 2018 (based 
on the observed rate of change in participants 
attitudes over October 2009 to October 2015) 
was provided. This documentation can inform 
policy by tracking changes in support after dif-
ferent policies are implemented. For example, 
if policies changed and a dramatic increase 
in support for te reo was observed (utilising 
techniques from this study), this could imply 

that those changes in policy were effective (or 
vice versa). Clearly, the models presented here 
could prove to be important tools for te reo 
Mäori revitalisation efforts. Future qualita-
tive research could interview New Zealanders 
to further investigate why attitudes may have 
changed. For the time being, this article serves 
to provide a clearer picture of New Zealander 
support for teaching te reo in primary schools 
and shows an encouraging environment for the 
future normalisation of the language.

Past research has often found that Mäori 
are more supportive of teaching te reo than 
non- Mäori. More specifically, analyses from 
the current study showed that Mäori women 
were more supportive of teaching te reo in 
contrast to New Zealand European, Pacific 
and Asian women. Mäori men were also more 
supportive than New Zealand European, Pacific 
and Asian men. This study was able to identify 
that women were more supportive of teach-
ing te reo in schools than men across Mäori, 
New Zealand European and Asian ethnicities. 
However, Pacific men and women had simi-
lar levels of support—that is, Pacific peoples’ 

FIGURE 4 Rate of increase in support for teaching te reo Mäori in schools over the 2009–2015 
period, with dashed line showing forecasted continual increase from 2016 to 2018
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support for teaching te reo did not significantly 
differ between genders. New Zealand European 
men also did not significantly differ in terms 
of their support for teaching te reo from Asian 
men. It seems no other research has documented 
this. These differences may have been detected 
because the data come from a large sample, 
whereas other research may have grouped New 
Zealand European, Pacific and Asian peoples 
into a single non- Mäori category. Revitalisation 
efforts therefore may benefit from approaching 
European, Pacific and Asian males to under-
stand how to increase their support for teaching 
te reo in schools and the ways in which this 
may affect their communities. This highlights 
an important area for improving support since 
Europeans (74%), Pacific peoples (7%) and 
Asians (12%) make up the other major eth-
nic groups of New Zealand (Statistics New 
Zealand, 2013a). Future researchers may want 
to consider gender identity and how this could 
relate to support for te reo Mäori.

Köhanga reo and kura kaupapa Mäori are 
important sites for the use and revitalisation 
of the Mäori language (King, 2001), but could 
other sites of education also foster positive 
views towards te reo Mäori? The current study 
suggests that people who pursue higher educa-
tion are also more likely to support teaching te 
reo in primary schools, and this was the strong-
est predictor when looking across all other 
factors. However, care needs to be taken when 
interpreting this result, as it must be acknowl-
edged that higher education is often associated 
with other social privileges. Those who are 
privileged to be able to complete higher educa-
tion are often more aware of the experiences 
and opportunities of others. This could be a 
key area for te reo revitalisation efforts to look 
into, encouraging people with higher levels of 
education (who are more likely to be supportive 
of te reo and accustomed to navigating institu-
tional systems) to become agents of progressive 
cultural shift and actively support te reo. 

Keeping in mind the harm done to genera-
tions of Mäori by British colonisation, there are 

still important educational disparities between 
Mäori and the majority. An Organisation for 
Economic Co- operation and Development 
report that looked at tertiary education stated 
that Mäori are “concentrated in the lower levels 
of the tertiary education pathways” (Santiago, 
Tremblay, Basri, & Arnal, 2008, p. 92). This 
gains a new perspective in terms of the results 
of this study, where Mäori were found to be 
more supportive of teaching te reo at the same 
time as people with lower levels of education 
were found to be less supportive. Perhaps 
Mäori are more supportive of teaching te reo 
in schools irrespective of their level of educa-
tion. Participants who have lower levels of 
education may not necessarily be opposed to te 
reo in schools; they may not have access to the 
ideas that higher- educated people are exposed 
to. An additional benefit of teaching te reo 
in all New Zealand primary schools is that it 
will expose people from all walks of life to the 
benefits of learning the Indigenous language of 
New Zealand.

Interesting findings from this study regarding 
participants’ income, deprivation, employ-
ment and socio- economic status pose more 
questions for revitalisation efforts to investi-
gate. Both people living in neighbourhoods 
of high deprivation and individuals with high 
socio- economic status were more supportive 
of teaching the Mäori language in schools in 
comparison to their low deprivation neighbour-
hood and low socio- economic counterparts. 
Yet at the same time participants’ household 
incomes and employment statuses were not 
related to support for te reo. This suggests that 
social factors rather than actual income or 
employment influence an individual’s attitude 
towards te reo. 

Why then might those who appear to have 
such distinct and contrasting life experiences nev-
ertheless all support teaching te reo in schools? 
As mentioned, those with higher education 
showed more support, and as socio- economic 
positioning was measured by occupational sta-
tus, it would be not be surprising for higher 
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education to lead to occupations with higher 
socio- economic status, which was associated 
with support for te reo in schools. At the same 
time, Mäori are “over- represented at the more 
deprived and under- represented at the less 
deprived end of the deprivation spectrum” 
(Tobias, Bhattacharya, & White, 2008, p. 431). 
Results showed that Mäori are supportive of 
te reo, and if Mäori are over- represented in 
deprived neighbourhoods, so it is again unsur-
prising that higher levels of deprivation are 
also related to support. Interestingly, it may be 
of benefit for revitalisation efforts to acknowl-
edge these communities’ differing and potential 
strengths. High socio- economic status indi-
viduals are likely to be well resourced and well 
educated, while individuals living in high depri-
vation areas will have valuable life experiences 
and perhaps important cultural knowledge. 

A wide range of other demographics not pre-
viously looked at in other studies were analysed 
from existing NZAVS data, indicating what 
aspects of New Zealand residents’ lives may 
or may not be related to their attitude towards 
teaching te reo. Living in an urban area was 
associated with more support for teaching te reo 
Mäori in primary schools. This may be because 
living rurally limits access to physical and cul-
tural resources. Again, as with the education 
finding, it is not clear whether those who live 
rurally are actively opposed to teaching te reo 
or passively unsupportive since they may not 
have encountered the relevant concepts. The 
Southland region had the lowest mean level 
of support, whereas Gisborne had the highest. 
This may reflect the dense Mäori population 
of Gisborne (where 49% identify as Mäori); 
in contrast only 13% of the Southland region 
identify as Mäori (Statistics New Zealand, 
2013b). It therefore seems important to imple-
ment teaching te reo across all primary schools 
so that those who live rurally or in less densely 
Mäori- populated regions are exposed to the 
benefits of learning and speaking the language.

Participants who reported having some form 
of contact with Mäori in the week before they 

filled out the questionnaire were significantly 
more supportive of teaching te reo than those 
who reported no contact. This aligns with 
contact theory and provides the te reo revitali-
sation field with empirical evidence that contact 
and support for teaching te reo are positively 
correlated. Importantly, this suggests revitalisa-
tion efforts should take a broader approach to 
encouraging the use of te reo by developing pos-
itive intergroup relations to foster more active 
support from otherwise passive or unsupportive 
people who (based on current findings) are not 
likely to have contact with Mäori, whether 
intentional or not. One might speculate that 
future research looking into these factors would 
show that positive correlations exists between 
contact, warmth towards Mäori and support 
for te reo or Mäori culture in general.

Concluding comments

Results from Model 1 back the idea that inte-
grated efforts may encourage effective support 
for te reo, and results from Model 2 indicate 
that New Zealanders are becoming more sup-
portive of teaching Mäori language in schools 
over time. Commitment to engage in revitalisa-
tion activities is needed from both Mäori and 
non- Mäori. As Hornberger (1998) powerfully 
explains, “Revitalization efforts are not about 
bringing the language back, but rather about 
bringing it forward” (p. 453). If non- Mäori 
were also involved in the revitalisation process, 
te reo Mäori would be more likely to thrive, 
and maybe even achieve the same status as the 
currently dominant English language, at which 
point speaking te reo could become the norm 
in New Zealand society. 

The current study based on NZAVS data 
offers practical suggestions for how support for 
teaching te reo may be improved. Fostering pos-
itive intergroup contact between Mäori, New 
Zealand European, Pacific and Asian communi-
ties may develop active support from (passively 
or actively) unsupportive people. This same 
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motif is relevant for the implementation of te 
reo in New Zealand primary schools, because 
this would increase the chance of exposure 
to the language for individuals who may not 
have access to it (e.g., those who live rurally or 
in areas less densely populated with Mäori). 
Again, bringing people who may not usually 
interact together, such as those who have high 
socio- economic status and those who live in 
high deprivation areas may be a source of 
shared knowledge and resources and create a 
common stance in support of teaching Mäori 
language in schools. Finally, level of educa-
tion qualification was the strongest predictor 
and appropriately can be seen as a foundation 
for the empowerment of support for te reo in 
schools. We have provided here a comprehen-
sive picture of how New Zealanders’ support 
for teaching the Mäori language in primary 
schools has changed over the period 2009–2015 
and estimated what the level of support was in 
2018. It is the authors’ hope that the insights 
offered here will inspire future revitalisation 
efforts.
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Glossary

hapü kinship group, clan, 

subtribe

iwi tribe

köhanga reo lit., “language nest”, 

full immersion Mäori 

preschool

kura kaupapa 

Mäori 

total immersion Mäori 

school

Mäori the Indigenous peoples of 

New Zealand

Päkehä New Zealand European

taonga treasured possession

Te Puni Kökiri Ministry of Mäori 

Development

te reo Mäori the Mäori language

Te Tai Tokerau Northland region

whakataukï proverb

whänau family

http://www.psych.auckland.ac.nz/uoa/NZAVS
http://www.psych.auckland.ac.nz/uoa/NZAVS
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