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Abstract

In this paper we share our insights on revisiting education and contributing 
to the broader general stream designed to mandate re-thinking and 
transforming education within the Pacific. The conference theme, It takes 
an island and an ocean: Rethinking Pacific Education for resilient, healthy 
communities, frames our approach with a focus on “an ocean” by exploring 
lan as a sub-theme. Lan refers to the sky in the Marshallese language; here 
we are the star gazers, navigators, the Moana, and the Maui; we dream 
of a new space, new direction, to go forward. Our innovators, creators, 
builders, designers, crafters, artists, musicians, poets, orators, dancers, 
and performers share their aspirations and hopes for our children and our 
future. The paper that follows presents ideas and concepts through poetry 
by four emerging Pacific academics, researchers, and educators. Poetry 
is a means and method to highlight our positionality and concerns. To 
re-think Pacific education by and for Pacific Peoples is a purposeful and 
deliberate disruption of what counts as useful knowledge. We argue that 
Pacific knowledge and world views are useful for us today and for future 
generations.

Introduction

During the colonial period, the value of indigenous knowledge and practice 
was undermined and, overall, it was believed to have very little value in 
the education of indigenous peoples (Smith, 1999). Often the dismissal or 
devaluing of indigenous knowledge and language was used as a means to 
demonstrate the power and positioning of the colonising regime. Beliefs 
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associated with this became widespread and embedded in the everyday 
life of many Pacific peoples; for example, Christianity is used as a tool to 
appropriate Pacific cultures, beliefs, lives, and language (Watson-Gegeo 
& Gegeo, 1991). This colonising process has brought much devastation to 
the Pacific region and can still be seen in aspects of the education systems; 
in particular, notions of who education is for, the content that is delivered, 
and what purposes it serves.  

One way to contest this ongoing colonisation process is to reinvigorate 
traditional forms of expression and communication. The Vaka Pasifiki 
Education Conference 2018 offered the opportunity to explore different 
knowledge-sharing practices of Pacific peoples through four different 
sub-theme sessions. Each session format privileged a form of traditional 
knowledge or knowledge-sharing practice. Our session was styled around 
lan, a Marshallese practice of performance and creative expression to 
present and share knowledge.  

Lan 

The word lan is a Marshallese term for the skies. It is one of the three 
pillars of Marshallese society, making it an essential part of the Marshallese 
society’s survival (personal communication, McKay, 2018). It is through 
lan that Marshallese possessed great navigational skills, enabling extensive 
journeys by following the patterns of the stars and winds. Understanding 
the changing colours of clouds and patterns of the winds enabled sailors 
to predict weather conditions and to forecast rain or the potential for long 
droughts (McKay, 2018). Lan can be seen as a space where learning takes 
place; in order to understand these natural weather patterns important 
learning must be occurring, learning for survival. Through lan we can 
foresee or predict what is going to happen in the future and how it is going 
to affect our society. 

Lan forum

Four emerging Pacific academics, researchers, and educators were invited 
to each present a poem that expressed their positioning within “Rethinking 
Pacific Education Initiative by and for Pacific People” (RPEIPP). Each 
poem and a commentary about how it reflects the author’s motivations, 
service, and aspirations within RPEIPP is presented here.  
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Kohai au? Who am I?

I am Pacific, ta’ahine mei he moana,
My laumālie, My mo’ui,
Inhale and exhale Pacific,
Fanongo mai ki hoku le’o.

Tupuhake ‘e Aotearoa Niusila,
Lele mai me Tonga, Fisi, Ha’amoa, Uvea,
Fanongo mai kihe talanoa,
Koe ‘au ta’ahine, fa’aē, tehina. Malie!

Manatu’i ho’o tupu’anga,
Remember where you come from!
Our ways of knowing, Our ways of being,
Ta’uhi lelei our vā ‘ihe māmani ko’eni

Tupu hake to serve, inspire, talanoa,
Our mo’ui is to reshape, rethink, be bold,
To disrupt the vā in this world,
Tau ako, keu ilo, ke ma’u ha’a poto.

Fanongo mai kihe kalanga māfana.
Tau ngāue fakataha, ngāue lelei,
I am, We are, teachers, leaders,
Immersed in the koloa of learning.

Maria’s commentary

This poem is a reflection of my personal journey and worldview of what 
it means to be Tongan in the Pacific. Reference is made to the moana 
(ocean) and spiritual connection to places of origin that centre on family, 
upbringing, and cultural heritage that is rich and integral in shaping identity. 
I embrace my role as a woman, mother, sister, in society. My poem is 
about identity which can be complex but done with humility and respect 
(Nabobo-Baba, 2006). Māhina (2004) stresses the importance of having 
a sense of history and harmony to capture Pacific knowledges, theories, 
and practices as Oceanic people. As an educator and researcher, mixing 
Tongan and Pālangi words into the poem is to inspire those of us working 
in education that walk in two worlds, anywhere, anytime. Pacific, or rather 
Tongan, theoretical concepts are woven into the poem to acknowledge 
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the past, present, and future. The words vā (relationship) (Māhina, 2004), 
talanoa (talk) (Vaioleti, 2006), ako (learn), ilo (know), poto (knowledge), 
koloa (gift) (Thaman, 1988) are used intentionally throughout the text to 
contextualise lived experiences that are meaningful. 

Pacific identity is shaped by kinship ties and the collective (Nabobo-Baba, 
2006; Thaman, 1988). In Kohai au? Who am I? I answer this question in 
the first three verses that draw on different elements of my identity. I see 
myself as a daughter of the Pacific moana, a New Zealand-born Tongan 
with ancestral connections to Fiji, Samoa, and ‘Uvea. I acknowledge my 
role as a woman and mother. I call for others to remember where they 
come from (manatu’i ho’o tupu’anga), embrace our knowledges, tauhi 
lelei our vā, that is, nurture our vā or relationships with each other. In the 
last two verses I speak of why I am here, ready to disrupt the vā as an agent 
of change through my education. Taumoefolau (2004) contends Pacific 
education is different from mainstream education because our ways of 
being in this world are shaped by our diverse experiences. Being part of 
the RPEIPP movement motivates us to be resilient, stargazers, creators of 
our own destiny where we work collaboratively to make a difference in 
what we do, say, think, as emerging or mature academics, researchers, and 
leaders.  

I am grateful to my colleague, Dr David Fa’avae, who challenged us to 
write our poems reflecting our positionality in Pacific education. I lamented 
over his request knowing the process of creative writing would disrupt my 
realities. However, crafting the poem was a therapeutic experience as my 
talanoa is an expression of my worldview and experiences (Vaioleti, 2006). 
At the time I was in a political campaign running for a board position in 
local government. Writing Kohai au? Who am I? for me, is a spiritual 
awakening that calls upon my identity and place and questions my role as 
an educator and researcher in Aotearoa. I am proud to be Tongan in our 
moana, to share my talanoa with others, and to be brave. When I finished 
the poem, I had won the political election validating my aspirations of 
leadership in the community. Thaman (1988) argues our values and beliefs 
explain cultural behaviour to others, justify actions, and mobilise us into 
action. With our koloa (gifts) of education and roles in society we must act 
to change the world. Only then can we understand our history and embrace 
the beauty of our indigenous ways of knowing and being. 
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Tauhi e tau vā

Pāpālangi, white eyes
Awakened to my fatongia 
Mother of Tongan boys
Challenges my white eyes always.
Confronted by the intimacy of tauhi vā 
Honoured to nurture our ties

Seeking to disrupt and decolonise 
Questions often asked from white eyes,
White ears and white minds
Raising intimate questions like:
Is Tongan knowledge really science? 
Do Tongans even have science?

Through brown eyes
I see beauty, I see success
Through white eyes
I am expected to see failure, to see loss
I hear the calling of fish in Ha'ano
My husband’s genealogical ties to Ha'apai

Seeing you both through coloured eyes
My duty, my obligation, 
My service as a fa'e to
My beautiful sons
Be who you choose to be
Be proud and strong of your ancestral ways

Decolonised white eyes
Seeing through strength
To thrive and survive
Tongan ways and my Tongan sons 
Makes more sense 
Through coloured eyes, I see, finally.

Sonia’s commentary

“Positionality” acknowledges the internal variation or heterogeneity of 
cultures, and where the researcher is positioned in relation to “the other” 
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is fluid and can shift depending on what is being compared (i.e. gender, 
social class, age, etc.) and may overshadow the cultural identity associated 
with insider/outsider status (Merriam et al., 2001).  Critics of the insider/
outsider binary argue that such a clear dichotomy between two states 
ignores the possibility that an individual could be one or other, or even 
both, depending on the situation (ibid). This focus on a binary system 
overlooks the “multi-dimensional power relationship shaped by cultural 
values, gender, educational background and seniority” (ibid, p. 408). 
Rather than seeing these as two distinct positions with clear boundaries, 
there can be fluidity between the two states and a complexity inherent 
in either. For example, Webster and John (2010) suggest the term “in-
outsider” to describe the feelings an outsider researcher has when working 
with an indigenous community. The task they were engaged in and the 
process of working together made them feel “almost like an insider – at 
least during this process – maybe something like an in-outsider” (Webster 
& John, 2010, p. 182). 

My positioning is informed by my perspective and experience as a university 
educator (or insider) with almost twenty years of teaching in positions that 
have continually highlighted the inequitable outcomes in achievement for 
Pasifika students. For the past fifteen years I have worked as an educator of 
indigenous (Māori) and Pasifika students in an indigenous-led university 
department where the majority of the staff is indigenous. As a Papālangi 
educator this has often challenged me, forcing me to critically reflect on 
myself, particularly on my privilege as a Papālangi, how I engage with 
practice, culture, and values and the power dynamic present when I teach 
Māori or Pasifika students. However, as I do not have Pasifika ancestry, I 
am also an outsider, at best, an “outsider expert” (Samu, 2014). Therefore, 
as a researcher with a focus on the education of Pasifika students, I am also 
an outsider. 

These perspectives or interpretations of the researcher position helped me 
to explore and understand my third “situated position”: I am married to a 
Tongan man, I have Tongan children, and I live with my extended Tongan 
family for whom their first language is Tongan. My lived experience is 
now more shaped by the contemporary expressions of Tongan culture 
demonstrated by my Tongan family, who maintain close ties to Tonga, than 
the Papālangi culture I was brought up in. This makes me feel that, rather 
than either of the binary states of insider or outsider, I am somewhere in 
the space that exists in between. By no means am I claiming to be Tongan 
(or an insider), but nor do I feel that I am completely an outsider to Tongan 
ways and values. I believe that my worldview situates me as an “external-
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insider”, someone who has become affiliated with an “outside culture” and 
who may adopt aspects of this culture, while critically regarding rejecting 
many of the values and beliefs of the culture they were first socialised in 
(Banks, 1998).

As an insider (and outsider) in the education system I have an on-going 
interest in what makes Pasifika students achieve in science. However, as 
the mother of Tongan children I am driven to understand why some Tongan 
students are successful in their science studies and what contributes to 
them engaging, achieving, enjoying, and continuing to study science. 
Having the opportunity to present my poem in what is traditionally a space 
for Pacific academics helped me to validate my position in the REIPP 
movement. I am eternally grateful to my brother, Dr Dave Fa’avae, for 
the validation that my work is relevant to the Pacific region. I intend that 
my research will always contribute to a new narrative about Tongan (and 
Pasifika) achievement and success, one that creates a place for my children 
to achieve their full potential in the education system and encourages 
them to value their culture including their indigenous Tongan science 
knowledge. 

I am TOKO Tautua (Youth in Service) 

I am an ofefine (daughter) of the Most High, our Heavenly Father (2 
Tim 1:7) 

I am a ta'ahine Tonga (Tongan girl) who proudly reigns from Tongata'eapa, 
Kolomotu'a, Hufangalupe, Vaini. My tupuna (ancestors) are connected 
to Hihifo, Niutatoputapu, Ha'avakatolo, Hihifo, Haveluliku, Hahake, 
Utungake and Utui. Vava'u, Piula. Lufilufi, Toamu'a. Upolu, Samoa and 
Koro Island, Fiji. 

I am a child of God-fearing Tongan parents who migrated to NZ and 
brought their great work ethics.

I am a mokopuna (grandchild) of spirit-led grandparents who have 
paved a rich legacy and left a sweet alaha (aroma).

I am tehina and ta'okete/tokoua (sister) to two happy spirited and 
outgoing sisters. I’m a middle child and the eldest.

I am a fakafotu (niece) to my dear and loving mehikitanga (dad’s sister), 
funny spirited fanga tamai (dad’s brother), supportive fanga fa'e (mum’s 
sisters) and compassionate fa'e tangata (mum’s brother).
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I am a fa'e (aunt) to helpful nieces and outgoing nephews.

I am a TOKO collaborator (colleague in service) working together with 
a variety of collaborative initiatives – Churches and Communities. 

I am a faiako (teacher) who is loyal and committed to implementing 
blended learning into my 21st Century classroom.

I am a TOKO Tautua (Youth in Service) and #1 MMT enabler and fan

‘Alisi’s commentary

My poem highlights my positioning within the RPEIPP movement by 
identifying and knowing who I am, a TOKO Tautua. I have been working 
to develop trusting vā (relationships), safe spaces for positive talanoa 
(talk). Being an effective and confident communicator is an ongoing 
goal that has enabled me to provide genuine and interactive communities 
of learning within my family, my church family, my classrooms, and a 
variety of community initiatives I am passionate about. I have had the 
privilege to be part of founding, developing, implementing and promoting 
safe learning environments through TOKO Collaboration Charitable Trust 
(Suicide Prevention Initiative) and using Pasifika Frameworks. I have 
realised through numerous engagements with youth and students, that 
working with youth should be a persistent and a reflective exercise. Digital 
technologies have a key role to play in 21st Century students’ learning 
and New Zealand schools are moving into finding provisions for students 
to utilise such modes of learning in the classroom, and in the wider 
community.  More frequent interactive initiatives that encourage students 
to form meaningful relationships will enable students to go beyond the 
reefs of Moana Nui Pasifika and embrace 21st Century ako (teaching and 
learning) in the Pasifika region diaspora. 

Lan – The Skies

I look up to the skies
There, I see my language
Beautifully painted
Up in the skies
Arched lines of different colors
A rainbow
Iia
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From which derived my greeting word
Ia-Kwe
Iaa – Rainbow
Kwe - You
Iaa-kwe
You are a Rainbow!

I look up to the skies
There, I see my myths and beliefs
Locks of thick cloud forms
I know it’s raining soon
I have been told
As part of my rearing
My ancestors perceived
Rain as a sign
A sign of blessing

I look up to the skies
There, I see my religion
Lan – The skies
And all it encompasses
The stars
The clouds
The Universe
As taught by my church
Are all God’s creations

I look up to the skies
There I see my ways of living
Changes in the colours of the clouds
I know harvest season is approaching
I prepare ….
Changes in the wind pattern
I know a famine is nearing
I preserve….

I look up to the skies
There, I see my traditions
A star
That one particular star
Serves as my compass
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As I travel my way
On a vast ocean of endless water
That one particular star
Leads me back to my homeland
That one particular star
Is my one navigation device
As instilled in me
By my forefathers

I look up to the skies
There, I see my heritage
A flock of birds
White as they are
Litakbouki
They are telling me
My journey is about
to come to its end
They are telling me
I am about to reach the land
Of Majuro Marshall Islands
Of which I belong

Yolanda’s commentary

The poem titled Lan/The Skies is a reflection of how lan is one of the three 
pillars of the Marshallese society.  It shows how almost all aspects of the 
Marshallese lives are derived from lan.

My poem highlights my positioning within the RPEIPP movement by 
identifying and knowing who I am; it literally tells a story of my identity 
as a Marshallese.  This poem was inspired by the lan sub-theme.  Almost 
all aspects of a Marshallese are connected to lan.  Our greeting word “Ia-
kwe” derives from the word “rainbow”, which is something that you see 
in the skies (lan).  The Marshallese navigational skills are connected to 
lan as well – through the use of the stars, Marshallese are able to sail the 
vast open ocean in their outrigger canoes. Through lan, forecasting and 
predicting weather patterns is possible.  Our ancestors were able to look 
beyond what we can only see as a gloomy weather and tell whether a 
storm was coming or if the dry season was about to arrive.  

While this poem is about lan and my identity and who I am as a Marshallese, 
it also gives the opportunity to look at our Marshallese ways of living and 
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knowing.  Traditional navigational skills and traditional weather forecast 
skills are dying out.  As a Marshallese and a participant of the RPEIPP 
movement, I ask, “How do I create a space where the continuous learning 
of such skills is being encouraged?” 

Conclusion

Pacific Peoples have navigated the ocean for centuries expanding and 
adapting their culture and language over time. The four poems express 
identity (Maria), family (Sonia), relationships (‘Alisi), and tradition 
(Yolanda) that reflect our indigeneity, positionality, and moana connections 
that are deep and meaningful. Our poems give us strength as a collective 
which transcends colonial discourses to forge a pathway for emerging and 
next generation Pacific academics, researchers, and educators.

Sanga (2002) argues that Pacific [academic] leadership must be strengthened 
by training and mentoring to build capacity in research and in education. 
We experienced this training and mentoring when Dr David Fa’avae 
invited us to write our poems. The opportunity he provided encouraged 
and guided us to understand our positioning in the transformation of 
education in the Pacific. The processes we all individually took to create 
our poems acknowledges the need to have the spirit and strength to be 
brave and courageous, to try something new, outside of our comfort 
zone. Recognising this disruption to our vā is a way to grow and develop 
ourselves as emerging Pacific academics, researchers, and educators helps 
us to create comfort for others in their learning spaces and identity. 

Our poems highlight our positionality and our concerns, creating deliberate 
disruption to what is considered useful knowledge in a Western context. All 
of our performers wove Pacific knowledge and world views into their poems, 
using their languages and systems of knowledge sharing to express what 
could not be captured by a standard conference seminar or a presentation 
entirely in English. We are answering the call to disrupt the status quo 
and decolonise what is currently in place so that we can leave behind a 
better legacy for our future generations through our culture, education, and 
leadership. We know that Pacific knowledge and worldviews are useful for 
us today and for future generations and we want others to know this too.
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