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Abstract

Maori and Pacific researchers are working hard to transform our research system to enable Maori
and Pacific postgraduate students to thrive in science, technology, engineering and mathematics
(STEM). Yet barriers remain, and each new postgraduate generation inherits evolving challenges and
opportunities to navigate. This paper is written for Maori and Pacific people who are about to enter
the postgraduate STEM space, recognising that we need our own words to help future students to
navigate this journey. It will be challenging at times, but our korero shared here highlights that when
you find the right people, be authentic to yourself and set boundaries, the journey becomes easier to
navigate. This paper operates as a survival guide for Maori and Pacific STEM postgraduates as we
continue to hold the doors open to spaces that desperately need you. We look forward to smiling at

you from across the room in department meetings.

Keywords

experiences, Maori, Pacific, postgraduates, science

Introduction

Every generation of Maori and Pacific scholars
within the academy has contributed to ground-
breaking transformation in a rapidly changing
academic profession, and each generation has
had different experiences (Kidman et al., 2015).
The first generation of Maori scholars were not
only often the first of their iwi, hapt and whanau
to attend university, they then battled within the
academy to simply “exist”, often becoming the
one and only of their discipline creating pathways
to follow (Durie, 2005; Ngata & Buck, 1986).
Subsequent generations led cultural, political
and academic reforms, holding the line as sole
Maori researchers in their departments, while
challenging colonial paradigms to decolonise
not only the institutions but also ourselves, and
making space for Indigenous methodologies in
science, technology, engineering and mathematics
(STEM) (Ruru & Nikora, 2021; L. T. Smith et al.,
2016). The current generation of both Maori and
Pacific STEM scholars are now more likely to have
whanau who have gone to university (Kidman et
al., 2015), and are building capacity within the
system (with increasing attempts to value Maori
STEM researchers and our scholarship) (Povey
et al., 2022). Despite this, the university system
does not retain many of the Maori and Pacific
researchers it invests in. Only 5% and 2% of
academics employed in New Zealand are Maori
and Pacific, respectively, and these percentages are
even lower in science departments (McAllister et
al., 2019, 2022; Naepi, 2019).

These scholars now hold a responsibility for
wayfinding their positions as valued scientists
qualified in Western science, valued scientists
qualified in understanding matauranga and
Kaupapa Maori approaches, or valued interspace
agents that stand in both worlds (Ruru & Nikora,

2021). It is important to note that people who are
knowledgeable in both matauranga and Western
science rarely exist within university STEM
departments. This is because matauranga is often
still treated as “less than” or “outside” Western
science traditions, by both the academy and non-
Indigenous scientists.

However, the current generation of Maori early
career scholars are also likely to have substantially
more student debt, be subject to financial insta-
bility (short, fixed-term contracts), be burdened
by heavy leadership responsibility and struggle
to access mentorship (due to high demand and
not enough capacity in the system), as well as be
delayed in starting their own families compared
with their senior Maori lecturers and professors
(Kidman et al., 2015; Pihama et al., 2019). There
is limited literature on strategies and advice for
emerging Indigenous scholars, but Staniland et
al. (2020) found the key navigation advice of
Maori business academics to be “developing a
strategy” and “carving up”, “carving in comfort”
and “carving a purposeful career”. This paper
offers some guidance to the new generation of early
career Maori and Pacific STEM researchers for
navigating some of the aforementioned challenges
based on the authors’ lived experience.

There has been a significant increase in
research over the past decade by Maori and
Pacific researchers that outlines our experiences
in universities (Abraham, 2023; Baice et al., 2021;
Funaki, 2023; Kidman 2020; Leenen-Young et
al., 2021; McAllister et al., 2020, 2022; Naepi,
2021; Pacific Early Career Researchers Collective
et al., 2022; A. Smith et al., 2021; Theodore et
al., 2017; Tuiloma & Jones, 2022). Disciplines
of STEM are often particularly hostile environ-
ments for people who are not cis, able-bodied,
white men (Cech, 2022; McAllister et al. 2025).
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Consequently, the underrepresentation of Maori
and Pacific people in STEM has been documented
previously (McAllister et al., 2022; McKinley,
20035; Naepi et al., 2021). While it is important
to name and describe the many ways that Maori
and Pacific people are excluded from the academy,
exploring strategies for survival as Maori and
Pacific people is also necessary. Regardless of our
collective experiences, we want to remind Maori
and Pacific postgraduates that there is space for
them in the academy and in STEM: “This is abso-
lutely where you belong” and “There are people
that will support you and there are opportunities
to make meaningful gains for Maori and Pacific
people in science.” We have engaged with and
conducted science for centuries: “You’re standing
on the shoulders of all your tipuna who navigated
the largest sea ... Science is in you.” By simply
being here and taking up opportunities as Maori
and Pacific postgraduate students in STEM, we
are contributing to creating and expanding spaces.
Ultimately, by being here in these institutions, we
and you are creating space for more Maori and
Pacific in STEM: “Do it, you are so needed and
wanted”, “Don’t let the institutions tell you what
you can and can’t do.” It is with these whakaaro
in mind that we collated this advice for prospective
Maori and Pacific STEM postgraduate students.

Methods

The words of advice in this paper come from a
collective of Maori and Pacific past and present
postgraduates in STEM and are collated from
their responses to the open-ended question “What
advice would you give to prospective Maori and/
or Pacific students who are looking at beginning
postgraduate research in STEM subjects?” This
question was delivered as part of an online survey
built and delivered using Alchemer as part of the
Te Punaha Matatini research project Alternative
Visions of Science. Details regarding data collec-
tion and analysis have been outlined in full by
McAllister et al. (2022). In brief, the question
addressed in this manuscript is one of 23 questions
presented in a survey designed to identify barriers
and promising practices experienced by Maori and
Pacific postgraduate students in STEM subjects at
universities in New Zealand. An analysis of the key
challenges faced by students has been outlined by
McAllister et al. (2022), and our future work will
focus on how existing practices within universities
are being used to foster comfort among Maori and
Pacific STEM postgraduate students.

Our cohort comprises 29 Maori and Pacific
collaborators and co-authors recruited through

existing networks, word of mouth and social
media to participate in the survey and participate
in analysis, writing and editing of manuscripts.
These connections were facilitated through online
hui, emails and shared documents between 2020
and 2024. All authors had either undertaken
postgraduate research in STEM subjects at a New
Zealand university or were current postgraduate
students. For this commentary, thematic analysis
(Braun & Clarke,2012) was used to identify themes
within the data with initial coding completed by
Tara McAllister and reviewed by Sereana Naepi
and Leilani Walker. All authors and collaborators
were invited to write, edit and review this paper
to ensure agency over the messaging and content.

From conception to publication, the Alternative
Visions of Science project has aligned with Kaupapa
Maori research approaches (see L. T. Smith, 2021,
for further detail) with the central principle that
this work is co-created by a collective of active
collaborators. One deviation from McAllister et al.
(2022) is our use of “Maori and Pacific” instead
of “Indigenous”. It was appropriate then to use
the term “Indigenous” to connect our other work
to international scholarship and to acknowledge
our shared connection to Te Moana-nui-a-Kiwa
knowledge systems. However, in this case, we
wish to speak directly to those who will follow in
our footsteps with specificity and familiarity that
recognise the whenua and the moana that laps at
Aotearoa shores. This paper is both about and for
Maori and Pacific postgraduate students in STEM.
While we acknowledge that these groupings are
broad and diverse, we have chosen to lash our
waka or vaka together for the purpose of this
paper.

We have included Maori and Pacific together
out of necessity—there are so few Maori and
Pacific in STEM that it becomes necessary to draw
on our connection to Te Moana-nui-a-Kiwa and
face the often isolating experience of being a
graduate student in STEM together. However,
we also wish to acknowledge the tensions in this
necessary alliance: Maori and Pacific are not the
same. Maori are tangata whenua and come with
many different lived experiences and connections
to whenua. Pacific is a large heterogeneous group,
and Niue, Cook Islands and Tokelau are also
part of the wider New Zealand settler state realm
(McLean & Quentin-Baxter, 2017). So while this
paper provides insights that reflect the here and
now of being Maori or Pacific in STEM, as our
numbers increase there will be different papers and
different advice to be shared.
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Results

Below is a thematic analysis of our answers to
the question: “What advice would you give to
prospective Maori and/or Pacific students who
are looking at beginning postgraduate research
in STEM subjects?” We explore key survival
strategies connecting to themes of whakawhanau-
ngatanga, kia Maori te ti/ o oe o le Pasefika moni,
set boundaries and mauri ta, mauri ora.

Whakawhanaungatanga—connect with your
people
One of the most common pieces of advice received
was to find your people and your network. Connect
with those people in and associated with your
postgraduate institution who provide cultural
normality, safety and wellbeing. To survive and
succeed you may need to “find the right people
in the right places who have the knowledge to
support you and can keep you safe” and to “build
a support network that will actually provide you
with the support you need”. Academia and many
Pakeha-dominated STEM institutions can be
places that drain your energy and knowledge
basket, rather than contribute to it. However, as a
postgraduate, you will connect with a community
of supervisors, peers and mentors who are all
different and are potential sources of differing
types of support as you navigate STEM. These
are the people who understand your research
topic, methodology and methods, the research
journey, and the STEM system both within your
institution and more broadly at the most relevant
national and international levels. Today, more and
more supportive pan-discipline Maori and Pacific
mentors have also formed ropu to facilitate post-
graduate success. Selected examples include groups
such as Te Koronga (see MAI Journal 2023 Volume
12 Tssue 1: Te Koronga Special); MAI (Maori and
Indigenous), a postgraduate network managed by
Nga Pae o Te Maramatanga; Te Kiwaha (NIWA’s
Maori Environmental Research team); Manaaki
Taiao (Manaaki Whenua Landcare Research
Maori researchers ropu); Te Ara Putaiao (pan-
Crown Research Institute Maori network); Puawai
(a postgraduate Maori- and Pasifika-led group
based out of Victoria University of Wellington);
and Te Ropu Pataiao (Otago University), who
provide whakawhanaungatanga and mentoring,
and are supported by the Division of Sciences and
kaiawhina who are academic staff from all of the
different science departments.

With these resources and communities, you
will need to recognise that while some people will
have multiple roles in your journey, “they will have

limitations, so pick people that will complement
each other”. At the end of the day, it will often be
up to you to build these support networks because
“no one can do it alone, and no one should have
to”. Tuakana that you start connecting with during
your studies will continue to support and nurture
you as you pursue your career, just as you in turn
will fulfil that role for those who follow. Therefore
these “connections matter the most”.

Choose appropriate supervision

A very common piece of advice for prospective
Maori and Pacific postgraduate students is to
choose the right supervisor(s). After all, your
relationship with your supervisor is central to the
success of your research training. We suggest that
“before you begin your postgraduate journey,
research your potential supervisors” and “be
choosy”, and there may be circumstances when
it is necessary to “pick your supervisor over your
topic”. It was highlighted that while academics
are highly trained experts in their fields, that does
not automatically mean they will be great teachers
or supervisors. For some, “having present, and
supportive supervisors makes a massive differ-
ence”. Furthermore, as Maori and Pacific students,
it is even more critical to find a supervisor who
“respects your values and can support you in
conducting research that interests you”.

You may consider trying to find a “[Maori and
Pacific] supervisor on your supervisory team if you
can” or “a peer/tuakana/teina network you can
tap into”. Key characteristics to consider when
selecting a supervisor include an understanding
of Maori and Pacific worldviews, the use of
Kaupapa Maori and Pacific methodologies, and
whether they have experience supervising Maori
and Pacific students. Furthermore, even if your
potential supervisor is supportive in principle,
consider whether they are “able and prepared to
provide adequate supervision” to you specifically.

Supervisors play a pivotal role in postgraduate
experiences. A supervisory team will help you to
navigate the unknowns of the university systems
and provide guidance and research expertise. If
possible (but it is highly improbable that you
will), find someone “who knows how to change
the system to embrace our needs better” because
“unfortunately, there is still racism within institu-
tions and that is an extra battle that [you] do
not need”. The right supervisors will help clear
a path for you and those who come after you,
including shielding you from institutional racism.
Collaborators stressed the importance of choosing
“a supervisor who can ensure you are covered
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with a safe korowai around you and your mahi,
especially when it involves us and our whanau and
that the tikanga around your mahi is tika and pono
for our whanau/hapt me nga iwi”.

Speak directly to “potential supervisors [to]
find out how they connect with researchers
from different backgrounds to themselves” and
“don’t be afraid to ask questions and talk with
potential supervisors about what they can offer
you”. We also recommend asking “current and
previous students of their research group about
their experiences”. However, it is important to
note that while a particular supervisory style might
suit some students, it might not suit you. Ideally,
you want a supervisor “who supports you and
understands you”: Do you thrive with more inde-
pendence? Do you want a supervisor who provides
more regular check-ins? Once you have settled on a
supervisor, taking an active role in setting reciprocal
expectations is also critical. Especially given the
ways that our lived experiences often differ from
those of other students, it is worth “negotiat[ing]
the work dynamic early on, and potentially the
power dynamic”. Asking questions about how
often you will meet and how they are going to
support you (e.g., with setting goals and milestones,
opportunities for collaborations and presenting,
taking leave for whanau emergencies, kaupapa,
tangi or personal/mental health days, expectations
of working hours) is also helpful. It is also worth
keeping an eye out for potential red flags that may
suggest a potential supervisor might not be a good
fit for you. This could include a supervisor having
too many students, having poor communication,
being not willing to explore your research interests,
having previous students who do not complete their
studies, being interested in Indigenous research but
not in collaborating with Indigenous academics or
engaging directly with hapt or iwi.

While your supervisor is intimately involved in
your research and can be a mentor for your project,
itis essential that you build support systems outside
of that unique and important relationship.

Connecting to mentors

Connecting with Maori and Pacific mentors could
be, and often is, incredibly important to thriving
during your studies. Mentors can include members
of your supervisory team but also other academics,
researchers, staff, students or experts both within
and outside the university and country who can
guide you in your research. Many universities
now have dedicated Maori and Pacific STEM
mentorship programmes such as the Tuakana
Programme (Rewi et al., 2022) at the University

of Auckland and Te Ropu Awhina at Victoria
University (Richardson et al., 2017). We recom-
mend joining these groups while also trying to
connect with more senior Maori and Pacific
staff. Mentors can be spread across the landscape
geographically and can also come from “whanau,
local community, in your department and within
the wider institution”. They often enable a strong
sense of belonging within very colonial institu-
tions and are vital in helping guide you through
institutional structures on your haerenga. Maori
and Pacific mentors can also keep you grounded
as “checkpoints” that enable you to “question
the value of your work in terms of who it is for”.

More senior Maori and Pacific mentors have
the experience to help you navigate the institu-
tion and signal what possible moves to make
next. Because there are so few Maori and Pacific
academics in our universities, and even fewer in
science departments, sometimes it is not possible
to have Maori or Pacific mentors and we must
search for other allies. Pakeha and tauiwi academic
mentors can also be important advocates through
our journeys. They can pick up extra labour to
navigate institutional barriers and use their privi-
lege to evoke institutional change. Conversely,
Pakeha and tauiwi academics benefit significantly
from mentorship of Maori and Pacific tauira as
it often brings many opportunities for them to
learn and grow.

Even when you are very selective in choosing
your mentors and supervisors, problems can arise,
requiring you to navigate the choppy seas between
mentors. A pebble turned over and over in the
awa has its rough edges smoothed. However,
sometimes when a person is tumbled around in
a colonial institution, their edges can sharpen. It
is important to note that the positive, supportive
relationships you have with different supervisors,
mentors and other allies might not be held between
all those different people. In situations in which
you are receiving conflicting information, a skill
that you develop in the academy is to make the
final call yourself. Keep your reasons for why
you do your research top of mind and practise
listening to your puku. In holding relationships
with different people who are no longer able to
hold them with each other, we can act as a conduit
to weave perspectives and knowledge together and
continue to indigenise STEM for smoother sailing
of those who follow.

Build a community of support
While guidance from specific mentors is important,
also consider who will be “your people” while
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you are at university. Although cross-discipline
support structures for Maori and Pacific scholars
might be present at your institution, not all
communities come ready-made. You may need
to seek out and build your community of support
from both formal and informal structures within
the university and institutions, even if it is just a
small group of friends you regularly study with.

Building a community is about finding people
you can rely on. It is important to find the support
you personally need. Often support is available,
but sometimes we are too whakama to ask for
it. This can mean talking to the Maori or Pacific
coordinator at the university, asking about all
the available resources or “finding an Indigenous
support network of some kind”. Your community
is a space for honesty where you can tell them
“what sort of support you are going to need,
whether that’s to stand up for you in meetings, to
pass on opportunities or just to be a kind of ear”.
It is acceptable to search outside of your discipline
and institution for connection too: “Even if there
is no one else in your discipline, find an arts grad
student or anyone,” or even consider whether
there is a “network that links regions that could
get you in contact with other people in your
situation”. Communities of support, including
online communities, exist within and outside of
the university environment.

The negative effects of isolation within the
academy can be reduced by having strong external
networks. These networks could be your wider iwi,
hapt, whanau or other communities, and can be
in person or online. It is important to continue to
have time for your friends and whanau, who were
your community before you entered postgraduate
studies and will still be there when you finish.
Hui and conferences are also great places to find
community; meeting and connecting with other
Maori and Pacific folks at conferences can often be
more important than the content of the conference
itself. If you are isolated within your institution,
it is vital to maintain these connections, through
emails, professional networks such as LinkedIn
and kanohi ki te kanohi catch-ups where possible.

It can also be advantageous to have social and
peer-to-peer networks that can act as a safe place to
share trials and tribulations. Ideally, people within
these networks will understand and empathise
with the specificity of being a Maori or Pacific
postgraduate today, where institutional drivers
for inclusion affect how we navigate space daily
(McAllister et al., 2022).

Kia M&ori te ti / O oe o le Pasefika moni
Another important strategy for thriving as a post-
graduate student is to remain steadfast, authentic
and unapologetically yourself, which is captured in
the essence of the above title in both te reo Maori
and Samoan. While being authentic we must be
cognisant of the perceived expectation that we
speak for all Maori or Pacific people and know
everything about the Maori and Pacific worlds
(McAllister et al., 2022). It is important “to be
strong and stay true to who you are, no matter
how uncomfortable it is for the people in the
STEM faculty you belong to”. Remind yourself,
as you progress in your postgraduate degree, that
you have every right to be a STEM researcher.
Our people have always been and continue to be
scientists, researchers and experts, as told in our
stories and songs. As you enter your studies, you
will need to be fearless, strong and unapologetic,
and maintain your mana: “If there is a time where
you will need to stand up for your whakaaro,
whanau and whakapapa, that will be the time.”
Don’t let “universities define what you can and
can’t do”.

That said, there are many ways to be Maori
or Pacific in STEM. Not everyone has to be a
disruptor, and remaining steadfast can simply
mean existing as a Maori or Pacific scientist, no
matter where you are on your haerenga of (re-)
connection to your Maoritanga or Pacific identity.
There is no one set way to be a Maori or Pacific
scientist, and having whakapapa means you are
enough. We all navigate what it means to be Maori
and Pacific scientists within our own contexts, and
for some people that positioning develops and
evolves over time. Be proud of who you are as you
bring a different worldview, new skills and ideas
that are a gift to the institutions we are attempting
to navigate. You can counteract feelings of loneli-
ness and isolation by reminding yourself that
you are a product of those gone before and an
ancestor to those yet to come: “Remember when
you feel alone, you are standing on the shoulders
of all your tipuna who navigated the largest sea.
Science is in you!”

Set boundaries

It is vital to “set clear boundaries about your time”
as many Maori and Pacific postgraduates in STEM
end up doing a great deal of extra, often unpaid
labour (McAllister et al., 2022): “People will want
you to be involved with things like outreach which
you will feel like you can’t say no to. It’s OK to say
no; this kaupapa is a long-term journey that we
take together. Academia won’t be fixed overnight
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so if you can’t attend the event, it’s OK.” Maori and
Pacific students can also become the “token” fill-in
for other inadequate staff members for culturally
specific papers, such as matauranga papers, as
well as reviewers for other students, often without
equitable compensation. Due to the small pool of
Maori and Pacific postgraduates in institutions, we
will also “be inundated with requests for teaching,
tutoring, guest speaking, facilitating on subjects
related to our subject and/or culture, although
we may not be experts in these areas”. There is
a danger here of exploitation, so a supervisor
who can help navigate and advise on when to say
no is helpful. As a postgraduate student, these
requests will often come from more established
staff. While some of these requests can contribute
to building our CVs and demonstrate excellence, it
is important to “say no to things that are asked of
you if you are not comfortable or feel overworked.
The best success is you succeeding.” Remember to
be consciously protective of your time, dedicating
it to purposes that relate to the success of you and
your whanau. Setting boundaries empowers you
to have the journey you want in STEM, finding
balance between the cultural service you may want
to do and the academic work you need to do.
Postgraduates start their journeys at different
stages of their lives. You may have no additional
responsibilities and can focus solely on your studies,
or you may have a family or other commitments
to consider when studying: “While our courses
were the same as other students’ our home lives
were simply different. We would study between
picking up kids from ECE [early childhood educa-
tion] and supporting whanau. Studying was one
aspect of our busy lives.” With this in mind, it is
important to treat postgraduate study like a job.
Seriously consider whether you can financially
support yourself during the study and how much
time you can realistically dedicate to studying.
Apply for all the scholarships and funding that
you are eligible for. If your scholarship stipend or
existing funds are not enough to support you and
your whanau, you may need to consider working
part-time during your studies. Remember this
will require your time and energy, and therefore,
changing your course to part-time may be more
realistic to avoid burnout. Finding work that aligns
with your career goals or addresses your wellbeing
needs can be beneficial to your overall experience.

Mauri ta, Mauri ora

“My peers were working long hours and I thought
I had to too.” Another recurring piece of advice
was to “take care of yourself and switch off”.

We stress the importance of looking after yourself
because “mental health is a real issue in research,
particularly STEM as it is a different way of
thinking compared to Te Ao Maori”. Seek out
the help and support that is available through your
networks and communities. Most universities and
institutions, for example, have free counselling
and health services, which we recommend you
take full advantage of throughout your studies.
Additionally, by setting expectations with your
supervisor, taking breaks will be something
encouraged and your wellbeing will be a focus of
your time with them. We also acknowledge that
many Maori and Pacific postgraduate students
also have responsibilities outside of their studies,
and fulfilling those commitments is a necessary
part of your overall wellbeing. Aim to include
activities that promote your physical, spiritual,
mental and social wellbeing regularly.

Conclusion

We hope that this paper becomes redundant and
that these strategies and theories will not be needed
in the coming years. However, while we continue
to keep the doors open and work on the wider
structural reforms, this advice is necessary to
ensure that we survive while institutions prepare
themselves to ensure that we thrive. “We are
right behind you and we’ve got your back.” Kei
nga kaiarataki putaiao o apopo, tominahia te
matauranga, whaia kia tata mai, purutia kia mau,
e pikitia ai te panekiretanga o t6 maunga tiketike.

Glossary

awa river, stream, creek

haerenga journey, trip

hapu subtribe

hui meeting, to gather

iwi tribe, extended kinship
group

kaiawhina helper, assistant, advocate

kanohi ki te kanohi face to face, in person

kaupapa topic, purpose, matter for

discussion

Kaupapa Maori a research approach that
is informed by Maori
philosophy and principles

and is by Maori for Maori

korero account, discourse,
conversation

korowai cloak

mabhi work

mana prestige, authority, status
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Maoritanga Maoriness, Maori way of
life, Maori culture
matauranga Maori knowledge systems

A whakatauki that can
mean “an active soul

is a healthy soul”. It is
often used to signify that
stability and connectivity
are essential, for both
communities and
individuals to thrive and
achieve well-being.

mauri tl, mauri ora

moana ocean

Pakeha New Zealander of
European descent

pono be true, honest, genuine

puku stomach

ropu goup

tangata whenua Indigenous people

tangi funeral

tauira student

tauiwi foreigner, non-Maori
teina less experienced person

Te Moana-nui-a-Kiwa  the Pacific Ocean

tika to be correct, just and true

tikanga custom, correct procedure,
habit

tipuna ancestors

tuakana expert person

tuakana expert people

waka/vaka canoe, vehicle

whakaaro thought, opinion

whakama shame, embarrassment

whakapapa genealogy

whakawhanaungatanga a process of establishing
relationships

whanau family

whenua land
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