
Priority Learner Groups –
Challenging Deficit Thinking

2016 Annual Conference

Lyn Wright



Privileged ways of being

The ‘NORMAL” CHILD    
What are the 

characteristics of ‘the 
common, norm, expected 

way to be?

Articulate

mobile

Interested – but compliant



Think of a child in your kindergarten who is from one of the 
priority learner groups

• What are the first things that come to mind when you think about 
this child?

• What words would describe this child?

• What are the topics of conversation you have as a team about this 
child?

• What are the things you talk about teachers doing in relation to this 
child?



Think of a child in your kindergarten that you  have a strong 
positive relationship with

• What are the first things that come to mind when you think about 
this child?

• What words would describe this child?

• What are the topics of conversation you have as a team about this 
child?

• What are the things you talk about teachers doing in relation to this 
child?



Think of a child that your team has a lot of 
conversations about

• What are the first things that come to mind when you think about 
this child?

• What words would describe this child?

• What are the topics of conversation you have as a team about this 
child?

• What are the things you talk about teachers doing in relation to this 
child?



Thinking about the following statements/scenarios

What is the image being portrayed of the child and or 
that group?

What ways of being (identities) are being valued, 
accepted, recognised and respected (can be cultural, 
age, ability.....)

What judgements, assumptions or stereotypes are 
being made?



Scenario/statement

• These children are just too young to be with us.

• The Kindergarten is just not set up for them.

• I’m spending all my time changing nappies or toileting

• The older children are calling the younger ones ‘babies’ 



Scenario/statement

• Child doesn’t speak when he is at Kindergarten but he talks 
all the time at home. Parent asks him why?

• Child says “Why would I tell her what I know. She doesn’t 
even like me”



Scenario/statement

• A parent is told that they have to come and pick up their child 
because they have head lice., and not bring her back until she is 
treated. 

• The parents of a child with special needs are asked to come and stay 
with the child at lunchtime because ‘we don’t have enough staff to 
cope”



Words matter
• This is the way we do it – who is ‘we’? Whose way does it 

reflect?

• The babies can’t tell us what they want – how is ‘proper’ 
communication being seen?

• The babies need more care – than who? – why are they 
positioned in relation to this ‘who’?

• This “special needs child” needs more attention – than who? –
why are they positioned in relation to this ‘who’?



Challenge – v Deficit

• What is the challenge for you ...

• Rather than

• What is the problem this child/these families have?



Questions to ponder

•Why do you need to know what a child’s cultural 
background is?

•What do you say to parents about why you want to know 
this?

•How does this information influence or impact on what 
you do as a teacher?



•What does ‘teaching to support priority learners (or 
priority learner groups) mean?  

•How do you know you are meeting their needs?

•Where do your ‘measures’ for knowing you are 
meeting their needs come from – what ‘taken for 
granted understandings/beliefs do they reflect?



Where to next?

Write down 1-3 specific actions you will take 
from this session.



QUOTES

• While these quotes come from the book Culture Speaks by Russell 
Bishop and Mere Berryman (2006), and therefore relate to  Māori 
learners, the essence of the statements can pretty much  be applied 
to any of the priority groups.

• What messages can you take from them?



Qualities of a teacher

• “I think the qualities would start with having an affinity with the 

cultural upbringing of Māori children, having an understanding of 

the land that we live in but also having an open understanding of 

Māori student needs in education.  Yeah, maybe some experience 

with the people, people that they’re working with.  They’ve got to 

have a natural love and concern, I think, of the people and to be 

tolerant and persevering.”  

• (p 162, Culture Speaks)



• The essential ingredient for improving student engagement 

is the creation of a context for learning where the students 

are able to bring their own culturally generated ways of 

knowing and learning to what Grumet (1995) calls the 

‘conversation that makes sense of the world’ (p.19.  cited in Culture 

Speaks Bishop and Berryman, 2006, p. 5).



• Well, for a start, the teachers might really get to know the children in their 

classes by finding out what it is they like to do both in and out of school.  It 

might be worth finding out where all the students’ families have their 

beginnings.....

• When they talk to our Māori kids and find their iwi connections, then maybe 

the teachers need to find out what that means.  Like, I might say, I’m Ngāti 

Whātua.  Most of my kid’s teachers are Pākehā.  What does that mean to the 

teacher of my kid?  They could ask the kids about that, just like they ask the 

Asian kid who comes from Korea.  They ask them heaps about their place.”  
(pp163-164 .



• “Teachers need to believe in our kids.  Believe that they can 

do things.  That they can succeed.  If they don’t show this to 

our kids, then the kids are not going to do their best.”

• “They need to ask the kids what they think.  What they want 

to do or how they think things should be done.  If teachers 

are prepared to listen, they will tell them.” 

(p165 Culture Counts)



• “It has been the experience of these whānau that identity (either 

positive or negative) is constructed through the relationships they 

share with others.  Therefore, when teachers develop relationships of 

respect with their Māori students and the families of those students, it 

is more likely that teachers will have high expectations for these 

students.  In contexts such as these, their children’s self-esteem and 

the self-identity improve, and this is more likely to lead to increased 

effort and engagement and improved achievement levels.” 

(p167 Culture Speaks)



• If this (children having good experiences at school) was to be achieved, 

then the schools and the teachers needed to have a greater understanding, 

tolerance and respect for things Māori so as to allow and validate the 

culture of the child being present, recognized, and respected within the 

classroom. 

• This did not appear to mean that teachers have to become experts in things 

Māori themselves, as many educationists believed in the 1980’s, giving rise 

to Te Taha Māori programmes.  Rather it is important that teachers show 

respect for the power of the knowledge, experiences, and overall persona 

of Māori students in their classrooms.  In other words, power-sharing 

relationships need to be developed. (p 257, culture Speaks 2006)


