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ABSTRACT
This research provides insight into current te reo Māori (the
Indigenous language of Aotearoa, New Zealand) use in English-
medium ECE settings. We videoed naturalistic conversations
between kaiako (educators) and tamariki (aged 15–28 months) at
24 English-medium BestStart ECE centres. Te reo Māori was
quantitatively assessed across five routines: kai (food) time, book
time, group time, free play, and nappy change. The highest rates
of te reo Māori use per minute were observed during the kai
time, book time, and group time routines, respectively, and
lowest during free play and nappy change. Although scripted/
prepared te reo Māori use (e.g. karakia and waiata; prayer and
song) were well used, opportunities for more complex and
elaborate te reo Māori use remain. This research provides insight
into the current use of te reo Māori in English-medium ECE
settings, an enhanced understanding of kaiako contributions to
te reo Māori revitalisation goals, and applications for practice.
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Introduction

History and decline of te reo Māori

The use of te reo Māori (the Māori language), the Indigenous language of Aotearoa New
Zealand, has experienced shifts in usage and history throughout its existence. At the
beginning of the eighteenth century, te reo Māori was the dominant language in
Aotearoa and was considered a taonga (treasure) widely spoken by tangata whenua
(people of the land; De Bres 2015; Arahanga-Doyle 2021; Skerrett and Ritchie 2021).
The signing of New Zealand’s founding document, Te Tiriti o Waitangi, in 1840
marked the beginning of the British/Crown government in New Zealand, which led to
the suppression of the Māori language through various policies and acts (Higgins
2005). The Māori version of the Treaty document outlined the expectation of
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maintaining the Māori language and culture; however, the lack of clarity in the English
version of the Treaty allowed for a range of interpretations that disregarded important
aspects of Māori identity, including language (Ritchie 2008; Reese et al. 2018; Skerrett
and Ritchie 2021). The Treaty’s complexities and translational inaccuracies have
caused several long-lasting challenges for Māori communities, including the loss of cul-
tural identity, land loss, and subsequent poverty for Māori (Reese et al. 2018; Moewaka
Barnes and McCreanor 2019).

By the 1860s, with the increased European settler population, in combination with the
subsequent influence of colonisation and cultural assimilation, there was a considerable
decline in the number of people speaking te reo Māori, and English became the dominant
language in Aotearoa (Taani 2019). This was largely due to the dominant influence of
Pākehā, a term used to describe people of European descent in New Zealand. It is impor-
tant to acknowledge that the term Pākehā is not intended to be derogatory, but rather a
taonga given to Pākehā by the Indigenous people of Aotearoa that signifies the relation-
ship with Māori and the whenua (land; Amundsen 2018).

Early mission schools that aimed to spread Christianity and European knowledge
among Māori initially utilised a bilingual approach, using both te reo Māori and
English mediums of instruction (Walker 2016). However, over time, English gradually
became the primary language of instruction, with English-medium education incenti-
vised through higher funding, leading to the decline of te reo Māori (Seals et al. 2020).
Facilitating this decline were suppression acts that suppressed both te reo Māori and
Māori culture by punishing all those speaking te reo Māori and ensuring tamariki (chil-
dren) were only taught the English language (Benton 1989; Reedy 2000; Arahanga-Doyle
2021). The intergenerational transmission of the culture, language, and worldviews of
Māori was therefore prevented, which saw the Indigenous language and culture princi-
pally replaced with British customs, values, and language, assimilating Māori into Euro-
pean ways (Spolsky 2003; Walker 2016). Moreover, many Māori discouraged their
children from learning te reo Māori because they worried about the social repercussions
of using te reo Māori, and many also had the perception that the ability to speak English
proficiently opened up opportunities for their children to thrive in an environment
where Pākehā ways were highly valued (Matthews 2018). In 1903, te reo Māori was
banned as a medium of instruction within schools in Aotearoa and was actively discour-
aged by educational authorities (Ka’ai-Mahuta 2011). By 1979, te reo Māori was undeni-
ably endangered and at serious risk of extinction, with many believing it would disappear
completely (Ka’ai-Mahuta 2011; Walker 2016; Ka’ai et al. 2019; Barrett-Walker et al.
2020).

Despite these historical challenges, there is growing acknowledgement of the impor-
tance of te reo Māori; current revitalisation efforts aim to incorporate te reo Māori as an
additional medium of instruction within English-medium schools to ensure the revival
and continuity of the language (Brouwer and Daly 2022). However, despite being an
official language of New Zealand, there are still various challenges at present that
hinder its inclusion in the teaching of the national curriculum in English-medium
schools (Ministry of Education 2013; Simmonds et al. 2020).

Globally, Indigenous languages have been subjected to similar colonial fates (Karida-
kis and Kelly 2018; McIvor and Ball 2019; Barrett-Walker et al. 2020). Following Euro-
pean invasion, both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural groups, who make up

114 Y. A. MITCHELL ET AL.



Australia’s Indigenous peoples, experienced significant language loss (Karidakis and
Kelly 2018). Currently, less than half of their 250 Indigenous languages are still
spoken, and many more are now classified as endangered (McConvell and Thieberger
2001; Karidakis and Kelly 2018). As highlighted, many minority languages have also
been on a trajectory toward language extinction for some time (Barrett-Walker et al.
2020). Moreover, often highlighted in the Indigenous language literature is the
harmful impact of language suppression on the physical, social and emotional well-
being, sense of belonging, and identity of Indigenous peoples (Rameka 2018; Fatima
et al. 2022). Therefore, not only is the risk of losing te reo Māori a genuine threat to
mātauranga Māori (Māori knowledge) and tikanga Māori (Māori customs) but also
the entire mauri (life force) and existence of Māori people (Moon 2016). Given that
the survival of the Māori language is far from secure, the longevity and well-being of
te reo Māori are reliant on the success of language revitalisation efforts and prioritisation
of the Māori language to ensure the Indigenous language is not only spoken but trans-
mitted to new generations (Ratima and May 2011; Simmonds et al. 2020; Skerrett and
Ritchie 2021).

Kia kaua te reo e rite ki te moa, ka ngaro
Do not let the language suffer the same fate as the moa

(Barrett-Walker et al. 2020)

Te reo Māori revitalisation efforts

Language revitalisation refers to the practice of restoring a language’s vitality and reviv-
ing a language that is in danger of disappearing (Romaine 2007; Reyhner and Lockard
2009). Following the movement to revitalise te reo Māori in the 1970s, many initiatives
have since been launched, including the establishment of Kōhanga Reo (Māori language
immersion ECE), the foundation of independent organisations specifically promoting te
reo Māori use, increased funding for te reo Māori education, and the development of
government strategies for Māori language revitalisation (Ministry of Education 2013;
Te Taura Whiri i te Reo Māori 2018; Simmonds et al. 2020).

Despite these innovative campaigns, few had specifically targeted the implementation
of te reo Māori within English-medium settings in New Zealand until the development of
the national early childhood education curriculum framework Te Whāriki: He whāriki
mātauranga mō ngāmokopuna o Aotearoa Early childhood curriculum (Ministry of Edu-
cation 1996). Te Whāriki, first published in 1996 and revised in 2017 and 2019, is inter-
nationally recognised for its bicultural approach to early years education and childcare
(Ministry of Education 1996; Ritchie 2002; Smith 2005; Lee et al. 2013). Specifically,
the framework recognises te reo Māori as a taonga and encourages educators to
support the learning and use of te reo Māori by young children and promote ngā
tikanga Māori (Māori cultural practices; Ritchie 2008; Ministry of Education 2017;
Brouwer and Daly 2022). Additionally, the curriculum provides specific examples of
how educators may be able to authentically incorporate te reo Māori into their practice,
such as using karakia (prayers), waiata (songs), and simple conversation (Ministry of
Education 2017). Although these examples were detailed, a majority of leaders and edu-
cators in early learning services (51%) indicated in 2019 that they were not ready and did
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not feel able to effectively implement Te Whāriki (Education Review Office; ERO 2019).
Therefore, there is a need for ongoing efforts to build knowledge, skills, and confidence
among educators to effectively incorporate the elements of TeWhāriki into their teaching
practices, including aspects related to language (Broadley et al. 2015).

Amongst wider New Zealand, there has been recent appreciation for the importance
of te reo Māori and an awakened interest in the protection and revitalisation of the Indi-
genous language (Ka’ai et al. 2019; Calude et al. 2020; Oh et al. 2023). The latest data col-
lected in 2021 from the General Social Survey (GSS) showed that reports of te reo Māori
proficiency among New Zealanders (aged 15 years and over) had improved over time;
with the proportion of people reporting being able to speak more than a few words or
phrases in te reo Māori increasing from 24% to 30%, between 2018 and 2021 (Statistics
New Zealand 2022). Additionally, the proportion of the total population in New Zealand
reporting being able to speak te reo Māori fairly well increased from 6.1% to 7.9%
between 2018 and 2021 (Statistics New Zealand 2022).

He manako te kōura i kore ai
Take caution in presuming attainment

(Brougham et al. 2012)

Despite this increase in the number and proficiency of te reo Māori speakers, the growth
should be interpreted with caution (Barrett-Walker et al. 2020; Skerrett and Ritchie
2021). Recent modelling suggests that te reo Māori use may not be sufficient to reach
current revitalisation goals and the recent increase may be too small to justify optimism
about the overall health of the language (Benton 2007; Bauer 2008; Ka’ai et al. 2019;
Barrett-Walker et al. 2020). Moreover, these trends are largely based on reported use,
not observed use of te reo Māori. Findings from a recent study exploring non-Māori-
speakers’ active Māori lexicon showed that while non-Māori-speaking New Zealanders
exhibit a greater ability to recognise Māori words, their capability to provide accurate
definitions for these words is limited (Oh et al. 2023). Specifically, non-Māori-speaking
New Zealanders were able to recognise more than 1000 te reo Māori words but only
understood the meaning of about 70 (Oh et al. 2023). This disparity highlights the
need for proactive efforts to not only promote word recognition but also to ensure a com-
prehensive understanding of te reo Māori. Such efforts are essential for the accurate
transmission and acquisition of the language (Smith 2012; Skerrett and Ritchie 2021).
Early childhood education and care settings have therefore been identified as one of
the key areas able to actively promote the transmission of Indigenous languages
among young children and infants, as they provide opportunities for language exposure
and engagement from a young age (Huttenlocher et al. 2002; Karidakis and Kelly 2018;
Wyman and McCarty 2019; Skerrett and Ritchie 2021). In New Zealand, early learning
settings also provide an essential, protected space for regular exposure to and exploration
of te reo Māori (Barr and Seals 2018).

In their toddler years, children are typically in the early stages of language develop-
ment. Although there are individual differences in language development among chil-
dren, research indicates that toddlers typically start using their first words around 12–
18 months of age (Huttenlocher et al. 2002). In the early stages of language acquisition,
children typically start using single words that are communicative and gradually progress
to using more complex language (Ninio 1992). Literacy develops from early oral language
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proficiency (Suggate et al. 2018) and is widely recognised for its important contribution
to life-long positive educational outcomes (Derby et al. 2022; Derby 2023). Furthermore,
it is well established that successful language acquisition during early childhood is depen-
dent on access to rich and abundant linguistic interactions and high-frequency language
input from adults, such as interactions that typically occur within early learning services
(Lust 2006). Adults not only provide language input as a conversational partner, but also
offer constructive feedback, and role model effective speech and communication for chil-
dren (Snow 1977; Hoff 2006). This approach to children’s language development has its
theoretical basis in the bioecological model of development which highlights the role of
the contexts in which children develop, including early childhood education settings
(Bronfenbrenner 1979; Huttenlocher et al. 2002; Hoff 2006). According to recent data
from the Ministry of Education’s annual ECE Census in 2022, a total of 181,045 children
(aged 0–4 years) were enrolled in licensed early learning services, with 4% of those chil-
dren attending Kōhanga Reo (Māori language preschools; Ministry of Education 2022).
Additionally, a study of over 6,000 New Zealand toddlers highlighted that the acquisition
of te reo Māori primarily occurred within the context of English being their dominant
language (Reese et al. 2018). Moreover, data from the 2022 Ministry of Education’s
report on Māori participation in early learning highlighted that the majority of Māori
children attending early learning services are enrolled in English-medium education.
Thus, although schools in Aotearoa were historically responsible for preventing the
use and learning of te reo Māori, English-medium education settings now play an impor-
tant role in the revitalisation of the Māori language (Simmonds et al. 2020).

Unlikefirst language acquisition, acquiring a second language during early childhood in
the context of a pre-existing dominant language requires more active support and mean-
ingful engagement from educators (Bracefield 2018). Beginning in 2009, the longitudinal
Growing Up in New Zealand (GUinNZ) cohort study aimed to understand the develop-
ment of over 6000 children from before birth to adulthood including the use of te reo
Māori among children (Simmonds et al. 2020). According to findings from the
GUinNZ study, parent–child interactions including reading books, telling stories,
singing waiata, and engaging in structured counting routines were all significant predic-
tors of te reo Māori acquisition among children (Simmonds et al. 2020). This data may be
unsurprising given the large body of research showing that shared book reading is one of
the best ways to foster children’s language development (Bleses et al. 2020; Dowdall et al.
2020). Moreover, storytelling, singing songs, and reciting chants have been found to
specifically foster bilingual Māori preschool children’s early literacy development
(Derby 2023).Mothers of the children in theGUiNZ study also reported on their children’s
te reo Māori proficiency at age 2 using a translated version of the MacArthur-Bates Com-
municative Development Inventory (CDI): Short form (based on Fenson et al. 2000;
adapted for New Zealand by Reese et al. 2018), as well as a further assessment of Māori
words and phrases at age 4.5 years (Simmonds et al. 2020). At 2 years of age, 763 of
6327 children (12%) from the cohort were reported by their mother to understand te
reoMāori, and at age 4.5 years, 4634 of 6052 children (77%) from the cohort were reported
by their mother to know at least some te reo Māori (Simmonds et al. 2020). This suggests
that a large number of bothMāori and non-Māori children in Aotearoa have some under-
standing of te reo Māori by the age of 4.5 years (Simmonds et al. 2020). However, these
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previous assessments relied on parental reports, and few studies had collected observa-
tional data on te reo Māori use in ECE settings.

Established in 2016, the Wellington Translanguaging Project in New Zealand has
undeniably contributed to a better understanding of the communication of multilingual
children (Seals 2021). The first of its kind, the project’s ground-breaking research
involved the collection and analysis of over 600 hours of observational data from two
multilingual preschools (one Samoan early childhood centre and one Māori early child-
hood centre) in the Wellington area (Seals 2021). It was found that translanguaging, the
practice of using multiple languages interchangeably within a conversation, was a normal
occurrence for both educators and students within the centres (Seals 2021). The findings
of the study were also used to produce translingual teaching resources to help educators
build children’s vocabulary across languages as part of an initiative called Translangua-
ging Aotearoa (Seals et al. 2020).

There is still limited research at present which has quantified the current use and
implementation of te reo Māori within English-medium early childhood education
and care (ECE) centres in Aotearoa New Zealand. We expand on the innovative work
of Seals and colleagues in the current study by collecting observational data from
several English-medium-only BestStart education centres across Aotearoa. To our
knowledge, only two previous studies from the 1990s have utilised naturalistic obser-
vations to gain an understanding of te reo Māori use in English-medium ECE settings.
Ritchie (1999), as cited in Ritchie (2008) observed 13 ECEs in the Waikato area for
visible signs of biculturalism, including te reo Māori use. It was found that te reo
Māori use was limited to simple commands, counting, and naming colours and that edu-
cators tended to use single Māori words nested within English sentences (Ritchie 1999, as
cited in Ritchie et al. 2008). In a similar vein, Cubey (1992) conducted observations of
eight ECE centres in the Wellington area and observed minimal te reo Māori use
during the observation period (Ritchie 1999, as cited in Ritchie et al. 2008). Following
on from these studies, questions about the current observed usage of te reo Māori
within English-medium ECEs across Aotearoa remain.

He kahau i te kaha
There is value in remaining curious

(Brougham et al. 2012)

The current research aims tofill this research gap by providing an enhancedunderstanding
of the current frequency and function of te reoMāori use acrossmultiple English-medium
ECEC centres inAotearoa.We examine how kaiako (educators) can contribute to the revi-
talisation of te reoMāori in their early childhood education settings and discuss the poten-
tial impact on educational success for both Māori and non-Māori learners. Naturalistic
conversations between kaiako and tamariki were video recorded across 24 ECE centres
in Auckland, Christchurch, and some rural regions of the South Island. All ECE centres
were part of the BestStart provider of early childhood education and care. The video
footage was transcribed verbatim, and each verbal utterance of te reo Māori was then
coded to analyse current use. We aimed to provide an exploratory assessment of the
current use of te reo Māori in English-medium ECE, so we did not have specific
hypotheses.
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Method

Participants

A total of 138 English-medium BestStart early childhood education centres across New
Zealand are participating in a nationwide randomised control trial (RCT) Kia Tīmata Pai
(KTP; The Best Start), which comprises 1481 children aged 13–30 months at the outset,
their whānau (family), and their early childhood educators (Reese et al. 2023a). Recruit-
ment of participants was carried out with the support of BestStart centres, which pro-
moted the study to parents. From these, a subset of 24 BestStart centres (12 in
Auckland; 8 in Christchurch; and 4 in Southland) were selected to participate in the
KTP Video Project sub-study, with centres in those regions randomly selected from
each of the four conditions in the larger trial. At baseline (pre-intervention), a total of
94 children aged 15–28 months and 64 kaiako across the centres were taking part in
the Video Project. The ethnicity of the child participants according to parent reports,
using the total response method, included New Zealand European (61.7%), Asian
(31.9%), New Zealand Māori (19.1%), Pacific Peoples (9.6%), and Middle Eastern,
Latin American and African (MELAA; 1.1%); the ethnicity of the participating kaiako,
also using the total response method, comprised New Zealand European (60.42%),
Asian (39.58%), New Zealand Māori (8.33%), and Pacific Peoples (4.17%). Overall,
74.1% of educators had a university degree or higher qualification, while the remaining
25.9% had qualifications ranging from School Certificate 5th form/NCEA Level 1 to a
Polytechnic qualification. Of the 64 participating kaiako, 22 provided self-reported profi-
ciency scores using te reo Māori using a sliding bar scale which ranged from beginner (0)
to intermediate (50) and advanced (100). The mean proficiency score of the kaiako was
18.5, with individual scores ranging from 0 to 50, suggesting advanced beginner levels on
average.

Procedure

Ethical approval for the KTP Video Project was obtained by the University of Otago
Health Ethics Committee (reference: H20/116). Māori consultation occurred at two
levels: consultation with the Ngāi Tahu Research Consultation Committee and also an
internal body of the study called the Cultural Advisory Group comprised of academics,
Māori researchers, community members, and members from the BestStart organisation
(Reese et al. 2023a). As noted by Smith et al. (2012), we recognise the importance of
prioritising positive change for Māori communities and acknowledge the Māori perspec-
tives that have guided the research design, informed on the appropriateness of self-report
assessments and intervention materials, data analysis methods, and interpretation of
findings across all aspects of this rangahau (research). All participating teachers provided
informed consent, and parents consented on behalf of their children. Before the obser-
vations took place, parents of non-study children were sent a letter seeking their
consent for their child to be included in the video frame during filming, with the under-
standing that their child’s inclusion in the video footage would not be analysed. Consent
determined the inclusion of non-study children in video data collection, with no video
data being collected if consent was not obtained. Prior to the observation period, parti-
cipating centres received a verbal reminder.
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To help identify study participants at the time of filming, stickers or high-visibility
vests were provided for children and teachers to wear. Teachers were also requested to
maintain their regular teaching activities during the observational filming period. In
each early childhood centre, naturalistic language interactions were captured by a
trained researcher using a small, hand-held video camera across five routines (Kai
Time [food time], Book Time, Group Time, Free Play Time, and Nappy Change).
Overall, the researcher aimed to film an average of 5 min per routine, for a total of
25 min at each centre, across the routines. Of note, in some instances, filming of some
routines was not possible, such as when no children needed their nappy changed, or
in the case when no books were read during the observation period. Researchers
stayed a maximum of 90 min at each centre. Therefore, video data for each of the five
routines was not collected for every centre. Overall, the total filming length of videos
varied across the routines, with videos during Kai Time ranging in length between
01:34 and 12:12; Book Time videos between 2:46 and 07:53; Group Time videos
between 1:09 and 15:14, Free Play videos between 0:54 and 6:34, and Nappy Change
videos between 02:00 and 03:00, in minutes and seconds. To account for these differences
in total time filmed in each routine, analyses focused on the rate of te reo Māori use per
minute and total talk in te reo Māori.

As a general rule, the filming of Kai Time began when food was being prepared and
children were sitting down at the table in preparation to eat. In addition, the filming of
Book Time commenced when either a teacher or child began reading a book or started
narrating alongside an audiobook. Group Time was defined as a teacher-directed oppor-
tunity, where the teacher had the intention of engaging at least two children in a conver-
sation or activity (e.g. a structured mat-time with the teacher using blocks to demonstrate
counting to a group of listening children). In contrast, Free Play Time was defined as any
child-directed play. Nappy Change was filmed when teachers needed to change a child’s
nappy. The teacher was asked for verbal consent once again before filming any nappy
changes. For obvious privacy reasons, Nappy Change filming never included the child
in the video frame and only featured the teacher’s face. All teachers were reminded of
their ability to withdraw consent from the Video Project study at any time without
any consequences for them, their children, or their centre. Teachers were also given
the option to change their consent to audio-recording only during the nappy changes
and were provided an opportunity to review the Nappy Change video footage, to
double-check that the child was out of frame.

Data analysis

All video recordings were transcribed verbatim by the same researchers who did the
filming and were double-checked. Transcripts containing te reo Māori were identified
(45 transcripts out of 86), and two Māori researchers who had a basic understanding
of te reo Māori (defined as being able to recognise, understand, and spell it correctly)
completed an additional check of the language using the Te Aka Māori Dictionary
(Moorfield 2005). All transcripts were then organised and analysed using qualitative
analysis software (NVivo 12 Plus) and quantitative analysis software (SPSS Statistics
27). Nvivo 12 Plus was also used to create the te reo Māori word frequency list and
word frequency clouds. Each utterance (any verbalisation of te reo Māori) was identified
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and coded according to five main codes: including routine type (e.g. Kai Time, Book
Time), quantity of words (e.g. one-, two-, and three-or-more words in te reo Māori),
function of speech (e.g. conversation, karakia, waiata), type of speech (e.g. scripted or
unscripted), and initiating speaker (e.g. teacher or child) (See Appendix A). The interco-
der reliability was calculated by comparing the same 25% of transcripts (12 transcripts)
independently coded by a second researcher. A Cohen’s kappa value of 0.80 was
observed, indicating very good agreement (Landis and Koch 1977; Hallgren 2012). Fol-
lowing this, the two researchers then coded a randomly allocated 50% of each of the
remaining transcripts, and double data entry was then completed. Qualitative output
data from NVivo representing the number of coding references for each utterance of
te reo Māori was imported into SPSS Statistics to generate descriptive statistics.

Results

As shown in Table 1, the use of te reo Māori occurred most frequently during Kai Time,
with 95.65% of centres using te reo Māori at least once during this routine. In contrast, te
reo Māori was used least often during Nappy Change, with just 18.75% of centres using te
reo Māori throughout this routine. Moreover, the percentage of centres using te reo
Māori varied during the Free Play (45.45%), Book Time (40.00%), and Group Time
(37.50%) routines. Fewer than half of the centres held a book reading session during
the observation period.

To account for differences in total time filmed in each routine, further analyses
focused on the rate of te reo Māori use per minute as well as total talk in te reo
Māori. As depicted in Table 2, the mean number of utterances in te reo Māori during
the observation period was the highest during the Group and Book Time routines
(7.30 and 6.25 utterances, respectively). The most frequently used te reo Māori words
during Group Time were ‘Pakipaki’ (clap) and ‘Well done, tamariki mā (children)’,
and ‘E noho (sit)’ during Book Time. A more comprehensive word frequency list of

Table 1. Percentage of ECE centres that used any te reo Māori, categorised by routine.

Routine
Total centres with routine

filmed
Total centres using te reo

Māori
Percentage of centres using te reo Māori

(%)

Kai time 23 22 95.65
Book time 10 4 40.00
Group time 16 6 37.50
Free play 22 10 45.45
Nappy
change

16 3 18.75

Table 2. Mean number of utterances (per Routine, and per Minute) including te reo Māori, in centres
using te reo Māori.

Routine

Number of utterances in te reo Māori

M SD Range Rate per Minute

Kai time 4.77 5.31 1–25 4.56
Book time 6.25 6.70 1–16 1.16
Group time 7.30 5.72 1–17 1.35
Free play 1.67 1.21 1–4 0.39
Nappy change 2.00 1.00 1–3 0.78

JOURNAL OF THE ROYAL SOCIETY OF NEW ZEALAND 121



the 20 most frequently used te reo Māori words is presented in Appendix B. The total
number of utterances in te reo Māori was lower during Kai Time (with an average of
4.77 utterances) and was even lower during Nappy Change and Free Play (with an
average of 2.00 and 1.67 utterances per routine, respectively).

The highest rates of te reo Māori use per minute were observed during the Kai Time,
Book Time, and Group Time routines (4.56, 1.16, and 1.35 words per minute, respect-
ively). The lowest rates of te reo Māori use per minute were observed during the Free
Play and Nappy Change routines (0.39 and 0.78 words per minute, respectively). The
most frequently used words during Kai Time were ‘Make sure you blow on your kai’,
and ‘Shall we do karakia now?’, which are words highlighted in the word frequency
cloud shown in Figure 1 (Word frequency cloud as a visual representation of te reo
Māori words used). During Nappy Change, the most frequently used word was ‘Ready
for kai?’ and during Free Play, it was ‘Ka pai! (good!)’.

Figure 1. Word frequency cloud as a visual representation of te reo Māori words used.
Note. This figure illustrates a word frequency cloud as a visual representation of te reo Māori words used, with words
arranged by size depending on their frequency. The more frequently a word in te reo Māori was used within the ECE
centres, the larger and more prominently it appears in the word cloud.

Table 3. Mean number of utterances including te reo Māori words and phrases across routines.

Contains one word Contains two words
Contains three or more

words

M SD Range M SD Range M SD Range

Kai Time 2.81 1.76 0–6 0.91 1.85 0–7 1.05 2.75 0–13
Book Time 3.25 5.85 0–12 2.00 0.82 0–2 1.00 1.15 0–2
Group Time 3.50 3.54 0–12 2.00 2.05 0–6 1.80 3.39 0–11
Free Play 1.17 0.98 0–3 0.50 0.84 0–2 0.00 0.00 0.00
Nappy Change 1.67 1.53 0–3 0.33 0.58 0–1 0.00 0.00 0.00
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Table 3 demonstrates that single-word utterances in te reo Māori were consistently
used more frequently than both two-word and three or more-word utterances in te
reo Māori across all five routine types. Overall, single-word utterances in te reo Māori
such as ‘You want to sing a karakia?’, ‘Ooh they’re having a hāngi (food cooked in an
earth oven)’ and ‘We could have another pukapuka (book)’ were highest during
Group Time (3.50) and Book Time (3.25), followed by Kai Time, Nappy Change, and
Free Play (2.81, 1.67, and 1.17, respectively). Two-word utterances in te reo Māori
such as ‘It’s mat-time, hello, kia ora’ (hello), ‘Toru, whā’ (counting: three, four) and
‘Well done tamariki mā’ were most common during Group Time (2.00) and Book
Time (2.00), compared to during Kai Time, Free Play, and Nappy Change routines
(0.91, 0.50, and 0.33, respectively). In the word count, it should be noted that utterances
such as ‘E tū’ (to stand) and ‘E noho’ were categorised as containing two reo Māori words
because the particle ‘e’ is considered a distinct grammatical marker in Māori language;
therefore, the utterances were deemed more complex than singular words. Three or
more-word utterances in te reo Māori such as ‘Ka pai tamariki mā!’ (good children!)
and ‘Horoia ō ringaringa, horoia ō ringaringa, horoia ō ringaringa, tamariki mā!’ (wash
your hands, wash your hands, wash your hands, children) were used most frequently
during Group Time (1.80), followed by Kai Time (1.05), and Book Time (1.00). Three
or more-word utterances in te reo Māori did not occur during the Free Play or Nappy
Change routines.

As shown in Table 4, utterances in te reo Māori were categorised according to speech
function, or the reason for the speech, and are displayed in Table 4. During Kai Time,
utterances in te reo Māori were predominantly categorised as Conversation (3.7), fol-
lowed by Waiata (0.4), Greetings/farewells (0.4), Counting (0.4), and Karakia (0.3).
Book reading utterances in te reo Māori occurred during the Book Time routine only
(2.8), alongside Conversational utterances (2.8), and some Counting (0.8). During the
Group Time routine, most utterances in te reo Māori were Conversational (4.0), with
some Waiata (1.6), Counting (1.2), Karakia (0.3), and Greetings/ farewells (0.2). Utter-
ances in te reo Māori during the Free Play and Nappy Change routines were solely Con-
versational (1.67 and 2.00, respectively).

As shown in Table 5, the majority of utterances in te reo Māori were Unscripted, spon-
taneous verbalisations rather than Scripted, prepared te reo Māori use that had been
rehearsed or planned. More specifically, during Kai Time the mean number of utterances
in te reo Māori were more likely to be Unscripted (3.68) compared to Scripted (1.09).
Similarly, utterances in te reo Māori which occurred during Group Time were also
more likely to be Unscripted (4.60) rather than Scripted (2.70). Utterances in te reo
Māori were solely Unscripted during both the Free Play and Nappy Change routines
(1.67 and 2.00, respectively).

As shown in Table 6, all utterances in te reo Māori were consistently initiated by the
ECE educators and were never initiated by children. Educator-initiated utterances in te
reo Māori were the highest during Group Time (6.60) and Book Time (6.25), followed by
Kai Time (4.77). Utterances in te reo Māori that were initiated by educators were less fre-
quent during the Nappy Change (2.00) and Free Play (1.67) routines.
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Table 4. Mean number of utterances that include te reo Māori in each function category across routines.

Function

Kai time Book time Group time Free play Nappy change

M SD Range M SD Range M SD Range M SD Range M SD Range

Conversation 3.7 3.6 0–16 2.8 2.6 0–5 4.0 3.9 0–13 1.7 1.2 0–3 2.0 1.0 0–2
Karakia 0.3 0.5 0–1 0.0 0.0 0.00 0.3 0.7 0–2 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Waiata 0.4 1.1 0–5 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.6 3.2 0–9 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Greetings 0.4 1.2 0–5 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.2 0.4 0–1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Counting 0.4 1.0 0–4 0.8 1.0 0–2 1.2 1.4 0–4 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Book reading 0.0 0.0 0.0 2.8 5.5 0–11 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
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Discussion

Overall, educators were consistently using te reo Māori in their practice, in line with Te
Whāriki. Much of this use was high-frequency te reo Māori words and phrases com-
monly used in New Zealand society (Ministry of Education 2010; Reese et al. 2018).
Although every centre visited used at least some te reo Māori during the observation
period, some centres used very little, whereasother centres used a great deal. Te reo
Māori use also varied across routines.Kai Time was the most common routine that incor-
porated te reo Māori, and had the highest rate per minute, whereas Nappy Change had
the lowest te reo Māori use. When Group Time and Book Time occurred during the
observational period, however, these routines also afforded relatively high rates of te
reo Māori use, with over one utterance per minute. In contrast, Free Play Time returned
the lowest rate of te reo Māori use per minute. The findings also showed that across rou-
tines, single-word utterances in te reo Māori were more common than two-word and
three or more-word utterances, and that te reo Māori use was predominantly conversa-
tional, with unscripted and spontaneous utterances in te reo Māori being more common
than scripted and rehearsed te reo Māori use. In combination, these findings provide an
enhanced understanding of the patterns of te reo Māori use within English-medium ECE
settings.

Educators consistently initiated all utterances of te reo Māori, and educator-led te reo
Māori always preceded children’s te reo Māori use, as shown in Table 6. Additionally, te
reo Māori was invariably used most often during conversational interactions between
children and their educators. This pattern emphasises the importance of educators and
the role they have in implementing te reo Māori into English-medium ECE settings,
and how they are providing children an opportunity to respond to and return te reo
Māori use. It is important to recognise that this is an immense responsibility for educa-
tors; without adequate support, it may be unrealistic for some kaiako to suitably
implement te reo Māori across the day. Indeed, educators may benefit from additional

Table 5. Mean number of utterances that include te reo Māori by type (scripted or unscripted).
Scripted Unscripted

M SD Range M SD Range

Routine
Kai time 1.09 2.02 1–9 3.68 3.58 0–16
Book time 3.50 5.07 1–11 2.75 2.63 0–5
Group time 2.70 3.43 1–9 4.60 4.17 0–14
Free play 0.00 0.00 0.00 1.67 1.21 0–3
Nappy change 0.00 0.00 0.00 2.00 1.00 0–2

Table 6. Mean number of utterances that include te reo Māori initiated by each type of speaker.
Child ECEC Educator

M SD Range M SD Range

Routine
Kai time 0.00 0.00 0.00 4.77 5.31 1–25
Book time 0.00 0.00 0.00 6.25 6.70 1–16
Group time 0.00 0.00 0.00 6.60 5.38 1–7
Free play 0.00 0.00 0.00 1.67 1.21 1–4
Nappy change 0.00 0.00 0.00 2.00 1.00 1–3
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support and supplementary teaching before they can more fully incorporate te reo Māori
into their English-medium ECE settings.

Given that the educators’ mean self-reported proficiency using te reo Māori was so
varied, ranging from beginner through to intermediate, it is possible that some of the
variation in te reo Māori use within the centres was due to differences in the linguistic
proficiency of the educators. Indeed, future studies should specifically account for edu-
cator language skills. Despite this variation in educators’ confidence and skill, te reo
Māori was used by nearly every ECE centre observed during Kai Time, which suggests
that educators may feel most able to incorporate te reo Māori into their practice when
they have structured implementation strategies such as those outlined in Te Whariki
(e.g. using karakia and waiata when children are at mealtimes or in preparation to
eat). The most common utterances in te reo Māori during Kai Time were phrases
related to food and drink, such as ‘Let’s get our wai, our water’ and ‘Make sure you
blow on your kai’. Taken together, providing kaiako with structured implementation
strategies would be most beneficial for supporting the effective incorporation of te reo
Māori into their teaching and interactions with tamariki.

Fewer than half of the centres held a book reading session during the observation
period. Despite this limitation, when educators did read a book during the observation
period, the rate of te reo Māori was relatively high. This increased use may be because
of the interactive nature of reading, where educators successfully used books to
scaffold te reo Māori use and language comprehension by asking questions and repeating
written words and phrases. Shared book reading is beneficial for children’s language
development (Bleses et al. 2020; Dowdall et al. 2020). This finding suggests that a sched-
uled and structured book reading time could be utilised more frequently to foster te reo
Māori use within ECE settings. Although book reading was less common during the 90-
minute observation period than the other routines, it is an important routine for young
children of all ages and in diverse language environments.

Overall, the intentional, teacher-led Group Time routine supported the use of te reo
Māori. This finding is consistent with those of Bleses et al. (2020) in a Danish setting
showing that a low-cost teacher-implemented intervention was one of the most beneficial
for children’s oral language development. Combined, these findings suggest that con-
scious and intentional language interactions initiated by educators are key opportunities
for te reo Māori use, and language development more generally. The lowest rate of te reo
Māori use per minute was observed during the Free Play routine, which is an unsurpris-
ing outcome given that Free Play is a child-led setting and teachers always initiated te reo
Māori use. Educators often do not like to interfere with child-led play, which means it
may be best to concentrate on the other routines that are likely to afford more opportu-
nities for te reo Māori use.

Unlike other ECE routines, Nappy Change provides educators with a unique oppor-
tunity to engage in face-to-face interactions with one child only. Given that te reo Māori
use was most limited during the Nappy Change routine (although not in terms of words
per minute), this finding highlights the unique opportunity for meaningful one-on-one
interaction between an educator and child that is currently being missed. Providing edu-
cators with more structured and organised support throughout other ECE settings, such
as te reo Māori conversation facilitators during educator-led group times and nappy
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changes with individual children, may increase te reo Māori use during these settings
where current use is limited.

Positively, across all five routines, the use of te reo Māori was more likely to be spon-
taneous and unscripted, compared to learned and rehearsed utterances. However, this
finding should be considered in relation to the quantity of words; single reo Māori
words were used more frequently in comparison to two reo Māori words and three or
more reo Māori words. For instance, during Kai Time, ‘There we go, yummy kai’ was
a common, spontaneous, conversational utterance, which highlights thatte reo Māori
use was often restricted to singular words in te reo Māori in the context of an English
sentence. However, this should not be cause for concern, as New Zealand linguists
have highlighted that learners of te reo Māori are more likely to memorise and insert
te reo Māori words into English sentences (Macalister 2008; 2009). These loan words
from te reo Māori have been successfully integrated into the English language (Calude
et al. 2020). Indeed, embracing and using even singular te reo Māori words holds
value, and without doubt, contributes to revitalisation efforts and promotes translangua-
ging within educational spaces (Seals et al. 2020). Moreover, further support may still be
needed to encourage educators to move from this important first step of learning to using
more complex and elaborate language structures.

Our findings are therefore consistent with Ritchie’s (2008) findings 15 years ago in
that te reo Māori use within 13 Waikato ECE centres was largely restricted to the inser-
tion of singular Māori words into complete English sentences. Our findings are also con-
sistent with Simmonds et al. (2020), who reported that greetings/ farewells and simple
words were the most commonly used utterances in te reo Māori among the full
GUiNZ cohort (6052 children) at age 4.5 years. These simple words are a positive first
step, as they provide a foundation for more complex language use. Second language
acquisition involves the gradual progression from basic vocabulary and simple sentence
structures toward more complex language use (Ratima and May 2011). Therefore, the
opportunity for more elaborate te reo Māori use in ECE settings remains, and language
efforts should focus on how to shift speakers from simple phrases to the next level of
language proficiency. As Ritchie noted in 2008, educators may require additional
support to integrate more complex use of te reo Māori into ECE settings. The current
study also supports this finding, and highlights the need for ongoing professional devel-
opment in te reo Māori for educators in ECE (Smith 2005). Offering educators additional
support will not only facilitate the integration of te reo Māori but will likely enhance their
comprehension and understanding of the language, as emphasised by Oh et al. (2023).

We acknowledge that the data presented from the current study reflect only the inter-
actions that occurred during one 30-minute observation period. Unlike the Wellington
Translanguaging Project, where over 600 hours of observational data were collected
within two ECE centres, the timeframe of the current study may not have fully captured
the complete te reo Māori use within the centres. Although our observational period did
allow for valuable insights about the current te reo Māori use as a function of routines
within the ECE setting (Kai Time, Book Time, Group Time, Free Play Time, Nappy
Change), future studies could conduct longer observation durations to gain a more com-
prehensive and representative understanding of te reo Māori interactions between kaiako
and tamariki. Another limitation concerns the recruitment of centres in the Video
Project sub-study, which lacked complete randomisation, as the randomly selected
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sample included centres from three main regions only: Auckland, Christchurch, and
Otago/Southland. To strengthen the ability to make generalisations about the findings
of the current study, future research should address this limitation by using a more ran-
domised recruitment process to ensure centres are included from diverse regions.

In future research with this specific sample, kaiako will be introduced to an innovative
oral language intervention which aims to enhance rich interactions between educators
and children to improve their oral language (Reese et al. 2023a). The oral language inter-
vention also aims to specifically target and increase the use of te reo Māori and bilingual
books within classrooms. The intervention has been informed by a wide range of evi-
dence-based literature that highlights the benefits of using pukapuka pikitia (picture
books) to support children’s oral language learning and literacy (Bland 2013; Dowdall
et al. 2020; Brouwer and Daly 2022; Derby et al. 2022; Riordan et al. 2022; Derby
2023; Schaughency et al. 2023; Reese et al. 2023b). Moreover, bilingual children’s
books have been recognised as an important facilitator in language revitalisation
efforts (Hadaway and Young 2013). Therefore, as part of the intervention techniques,
participating kaiako will receive new bilingual books written in both te reo Māori and
English, alongside instructional videos to assist with pronunciation (Reese et al. 2023a).

Conclusion

Within the last decade, there has been growing appreciation for the importance of te reo
Māori in Aotearoa New Zealand and increasing interest in the protection and revitalisa-
tion of the Indigenous Māori language. Although ECE settings have been recognised as
integral for te reo Māori transmission, there has been limited knowledge about the
implementation of te reo Māori within English-medium ECE centres. Our research con-
tributes to a greater understanding of the current use of te reo Māori in English-medium
ECE centres throughout Aotearoa and recognises the vital contribution of educators
toward the revitalisation of te reo Māori. Educators consistently used te reo Māori in
their practice, often using some of the most heard and commonly used te reo Māori
words and phrases in New Zealand society, which highlights that normalising
common utterances in te reo Māori will undoubtedly increase its overall use. There
were relatively high rates of te reo Māori used during Kai Time, Group Time, and
Book Time in comparison to during Free Play and Nappy Change, which highlights
the variation in te reo Māori use across different ECE routines and provides insight
into areas in ECE classrooms where more integration of te reo Māori could be possible.
Although some centres integrated te reo Māori frequently in their daily interactions with
tamariki, centres that used te reo Māori infrequently may benefit most from increased
support.

Poipoia te kākano kia puawai
Nurture the Seed and it will grow

(Elder, 2020)

Educators play a critical role in preserving and promoting the Indigenous language, and
their knowledge and skills are invaluable in ensuring te reo Māori remains alive. For this
reason, it is important to recognise that educators themselves need to be nurtured and
supported in their language revitalisation efforts. For some educators, accessing
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resources, training, structured support and ongoing professional development opportu-
nities may enable them to develop their language skills and better incorporate te reo
Māori into their early learning settings.
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