
Strengthen teaching about 
the Treaty of Waitangi 

BES CASES: INSIGHT INTO WHAT WORKS  16 
Ngā Rangahautanga Kōtuitui Taunaki Tōtika: 
he kitienga taunaki whai hua

This is one of a series of  
cases that illustrate the 
findings of the best evidence 
syntheses (BESs). Each is 
designed to support the 
professional learning of 
educators, leaders and 
policy makers. 



BES cases: Insight into what works 

The best evidence syntheses (BESs) bring together research evidence about ‘what works’ for  
diverse (all) learners in education. Recent BESs each include a number of cases that describe  
actual examples of professional practice and then analyse the findings. These cases support 
educators to grasp the big ideas behind effective practice at the same time as they provide vivid 
insight into their application. 

Building as they do on the work of researchers and educators, the cases are trustworthy  
resources for professional learning. 

Using the BES cases
The BES cases overview provides a brief introduction to each of the cases. It is designed to  
help you quickly decide which case or cases could be helpful in terms of your particular 
improvement priorities.

Use the cases with colleagues as catalysts for reflecting on your own professional practice and as 
starting points for delving into other sources of information, including related sections of the BESs. 
To request copies of the source studies, use the Research Behind the BES link on the BES website.

The conditions for effective professional learning are described in the Teacher Professional Learning 
and development BES and condensed into the ten principles found in the associated International 
Academy of Education summary (Timperley, 2008). 

Note that, for the purpose of this series, the cases have been re-titled to more accurately signal  
their potential usefulness.

Responsiveness to diverse (all) learners
The different BESs consistently find that any 
educational improvement initiative needs 
to be responsive to the diverse learners in 
the specific context. Use the inquiry and 
knowledge-building cycle tool to design a 
collaborative approach to improvement that is 
genuinely responsive to your learners 

Strengthen teaching about the Treaty of Waitangi
The New Zealand Curriculum identifies the Treaty of Waitangi principle as one of the 
“foundations of curriculum decision making”. But research, national monitoring, and a recent 
Education Review Office Report show teaching about the Treaty to be a nation-wide weakness 
in English-medium schools. This case, situated in an intermediate school, describes the use 
of drama to strengthen teaching and learning about the Treaty. 

The source BES also highlights the Ngā Tauaromahi Marautanga o Aotearoa tikanga ā iwi 
exemplar, He Hui Raupatu, which describes how the members of a class attended a Treaty of 
Waitangi claim hearing so that their learning would be informed by direct experience and a 
structured inquiry process. 

Use the BES cases 
and the appropriate 

curriculum 
documents to 

design a response 
that will improve 

student outcomes
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7 Tò tàtou Tiriti – Karawhiua!  Our Treaty – Go for it!

Source
Millar, R., Fitzgerald, K., & Brown, J. (2005).  Goblins, Witches, and the Treaty!: Supporting a teacher to 
use drama to teach about the Treaty of Waitangi.  Paper presented at the NZARE Conference, Dunedin.

Targeted 
learning 

outcome/s

This classroom programme was designed to support a teacher to use drama to teach a year 7 class about 
the Treaty of Waitangi.  Recent (Flockton & Crooks, 2001) NEMP results showed that, despite changes to 
the social studies curriculum, year 4 and 8 students have limited knowledge and understanding of the 
Treaty and early New Zealand history.  The aim of this intervention was to reinvigorate teaching and 
learning around the Treaty by integrating social studies and drama.  The social studies focus was an 
exploration of why different groups of people hold different points of view about the same events.  The 
main drama objective was for students to plan and develop a drama based on the Treaty.

The Learner/s 
and learning 

context

This year 7 class of 32 students in a city intermediate school: consisted of 22 Pàkehà, eight Màori, and two 
Korean students.  The teacher was in her fifth year of teaching and had expressed a strong interest in 
drama.  She had previously taught units on the Treaty of Waitangi and was keen to use drama as a way to 
explore differing perspectives.  When planning and implementing the programme, the classroom teacher 
was supported by a Màori adviser, a social studies adviser, and a drama adviser.  It was identified in the 
early stages of the programme that the students needed to learn how to work cooperatively.

Pedagogy

The major activity was a process drama based on The Nickle Nackle Tree (Dodd, 1996).  The students 
created a fictional world of birds, in which they took on the role of newly arrived inhabitants.  The need 
for a treaty with the original inhabitants soon became apparent.  The Nickle Nackle Tree served as a 
metaphor for the treaty.

The process drama was followed by a variety of other learning activities, all aimed at developing 
understandings of the different perspectives that people had, and continue to have, on the Treaty of 
Waitangi.  The sequence of activities, together with student reflections, is outlined more fully in further 
sections of this case.

Outcomes

1. Shifts in student learning revealed by the written assessment

Students’ responses to Treaty questions were much longer in the written assessment that followed the unit 
than in the pre-assessment.  In many cases, students who were unable to make any response to questions 
in the pre-assessment could outline a number of key ideas in response to each question in the post-
assessment (see the following example).
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Outcomes

2. Shifts in student learning revealed by interviews

Pre- and post-unit interviews (interviews 1 and 2) were completed with four students and the teacher.  
The same students were also interviewed three months after the completion of the unit.  At the interviews, 
they were shown three illustrations of scenes relating to the Treaty of Waitangi and asked to interpret the 
perspectives of the people depicted in them.

Following the unit, the students’ conceptual understandings of the Treaty were more complex, as were 
their understandings of the perspectives of the different groups involved in the signing.  See the following 
table for a brief before-and-after summary of the shifts:

Before

The students:

• had a general understanding of treaties and 
agreements but these were not 
contextualised to Aotearoa New Zealand 
and the Treaty of Waitangi;

• were unsure of the identity and perspectives 
of key figures;

• responded tentatively and required multiple 
prompts;

• (in one case) believed that Europeans settled 
New Zealand before Màori.

After

The students:

• identified some of the key people/roles involved 
in the Treaty of Waitangi;

• elaborated more and gave more examples;

• addressed more perspectives;

• expressed ideas with greater confidence;

• could discuss the complexities and understand 
the dilemmas that confronted people (that is, 
they could recognise the ‘grey’ and see 
different perspectives).

3. Shifts in outcomes for Anna Blue, Chelsea, and Apples

In interview 1, Anna Blue’s response to question 1 was 55 words in length; in interview 2, it was 138 
words, reflecting her increased confidence.  In the second interview, both Anna Blue and Chelsea were 
able to be far more specific in their identifications of people involved in the signing of the Treaty.  In the 
second interview, Apples revealed much greater understanding of the perspectives of the people involved 
in the signing and much less of the uncertainty he expressed in the earlier interview.

Anna Blue – response to question 1

Interview 1

Who do you think those people are in the 
picture?

They could, it looks like one of them is a Màori 
man, and I think there’s a couple of Europeans 
as well, down the back, and it looks like this is 
like a Màori chief, and he’s coming to this person 
to say welcome to New Zealand, these are our 
people now, they are joining us.

Interview 2

Tell me about the people in the picture.

Yes – these two people – this man looks like a 
Màori chief because he is quite old, and this 
might be his son, like he could be the next Màori 
chief?  And this here is a British official, this 
man here has a Bible in his arm and he’s a 
missionary, they are like Christian people who 
wanted to make Christians and all that, and this 
man here with this barrel thing, he’s a grog 
seller, he sells beer, and when they get drunk 
they start fighting a lot, and this man is a 
farmer, and he has got land, and I think this guy 
here is pointing to the Màori chief and maybe 
asking him something?  And this guy, he might 
not speak English, and this one will, and he’s 
trying to ask him what is he saying?  Yeah.
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Outcomes

Chelsea – response to question 1

Interview 1

Who do you think these people are?

The main people from the Màori and the  
English people?

Interview 2

Now with this picture, six people standing in a 
row, start from here and explain to me who 
each person is.

Well he’s … can’t remember his name … well he 
wasn’t an English people, and he’s a missionary, 
yeah, he’s with the grog seller, grog seller 
alcohol on the right, he’s the farmer, he’s the 
Màori Chief.

Apples – concluding statement

Interview 1

Maybe that guy is his friend, and they are 
pointing at each other’s friend, I dunno!

Interview 2

And this guy is the farmer who is thinking 
should they do it or should they not because he 
is thinking it is maybe not a good idea or maybe 
it is ’cause he doesn’t know much about it.  This 
guy is thinking and talking to the chief saying 
what should we do, should we do it or not?  And 
the chief he is saying should I trust these guys?  
He is pointing to them, he is pointing to the 
chief.

How the 
learning 
occurred

In this case, all four mechanisms worked together in such a way that diverse learners were able to deepen 
their understandings about the different points of view that people have on the Treaty of Waitangi.

Connection

Make connections 
to students’ lives

• The learners in the class were all introduced to The Nickle Nackle Tree.  
This provided a shared experience to connect with when engaged in the 
other learning activities.

• The Nickle Nackle Tree analogy supported their learning about the Treaty.

Alignment

Align experiences 
to important 
outcomes

• The teacher’s need for content knowledge was addressed by the 
involvement of the drama adviser and the Màori adviser.

• Students’ misconceptions were explicitly addressed.  Advisors supported 
the teacher in clarifying student misconceptions.

• Multiple learning opportunities in a range of modes were provided: 
drama, written activities, conversations, picture interpretation.

• All activities were aligned to the learning goal.

Interest

Design experiences 
that interest 
students

• The active nature of many of the activities, and the opportunities they 
provided for students to take on roles and talk with others, aroused 
interest in the learning.

• Student interest was captured through the appealing analogy of the 
Nickle Nackle Tree.

Community

Build and sustain 
a learning 
community

• Many of the activities involved working in groups.

• Most of the activities involved students talking with each other and the 
teacher.

• Diverse learners were able to engage with the learning as they were 
provided with roles and tasks that suited them.
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Teachers’ 
reflection

On learning in an active, engaging, motivating way

“It was a different way of learning.  It was just totally different, they had never done anything like that 
before.  They had never, they were so used to being at their desk and copying off the board, that to 
actually think and work together and, you know, be part of the group, was such a huge thing, and to be in 
a different space, to be in the whare rather than in the classroom, that was really hard …  In the end it 
just sort of happened, they just sort of pulled in, and in the last session it was just amazing as they sort of 
went WOW and they understood.”

On listening to children and allowing them to talk together

“[I learnt] sometimes it’s better to listen to them than for them to listen to you all the time, and for them to 
discuss it rather than you to just sit back, but if you negotiate a good discussion and give them a good topic 
to discuss, then you should just be able to listen, because they all feed off each other …

“I am so used to teaching in the class.  They are working in groups, working in a controlled manner, 
because that’s what we are encouraged to do, in a way, you know, encouraged to have bums in seats and 
all that sort of thing, and parents, school, everyone encourages that really …  I think they started to see 
that there were differences in the two Treaty versions, but more importantly, that something had 
happened in the past that we were still worrying about today, that we were still focusing on today that had 
impact on their parents and on people.”

On the importance of teacher content knowledge

“You’ve really got to know, you’ve got to read the books and know your stuff before you go and teach 
anything, you can’t just go off a bit of paper, you’ve got to know your stuff.”

On expectations

“They are so intelligent, I can’t believe their intelligence, it’s so much higher than what I would have 
suspected, and they are supportive of each other … they’ve just got so many great things to say …  When I 
have had time to listen, perhaps because there’s been a few people in the classroom, they are saying just 
amazing things.”

Glossary

Aotearoa  The traditional Màori name for New Zealand, usually translated as ‘The land of the 
long white cloud’

Màori  The indigenous people of Aotearoa New Zealand 

Ngài Tàhu  The principal Màori iwi (tribe) of Te Wai Pounamu (the South Island) of New Zealand

Pàkehà  Applied to non-Màori New Zealanders, usually of European descent

Treaty of Waitangi Signed in 1840 by the British Crown and Màori chiefs and considered to be the 
founding document of Aotearoa New Zealand

Whare  House – in schools, often a room designated for Màori studies

Other 
references

Arbury, J. (1993).  Exploring time: A history of New Zealand for children.  Auckland: Jacqui Arbury.

Dodd, L. (1996).  The Nickle Nackle Tree.  Wellington: Mallinson Rendel.
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Le Fevre, D. (2002).  Best new games.  Champaign, Ill: Human Kinetics.

Ministry for Culture and Heritage (2004).  The Nine Tall Trees of Ngai Tahu.  Retrieved May 8, 2005 from 
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