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Abstract 
Education is an important social determinant factor that impacts on the 
health and wellbeing of communities. It influences employment, ability to 
earn an income with subsequent flow on effects on housing and basic ameni-
ties for living. Pacific peoples make up approximately 9% of the total popula-
tion of Aotearoa New Zealand and is a youthful population with 50% aged 25 
years or younger. They are disproportionately represented in poor health and 
education outcomes. Pacific young people are less likely compared to other 
ethnic groups to attend university or transition well into the tertiary envi-
ronment. Tinto’s longitudinal model of institutional departure is one of the 
very first models to highlight issues important for the retention and success of 
students in higher education. This research examined the relevance of Tinto’s 
model for Pacific students in the tertiary environment in New Zealand. While 
all components in Tinto’s model were relevant, additional areas were identi-
fied as important for Pacific students’ success. We propose the Folauga mod-
el, an adaptation of Tinto’s model incorporating additional components of 
culture, identity, health and well-being to support the retention and success 
of Pacific students in higher education in New Zealand. 
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1. Introduction 
1.1. Historical Context 

Aotearoa New Zealand’s past and future journey is integrally linked to the Pacif-
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ic Island region through its colonial history, location in the Pacific region, eco-
nomic and border security matters, and an increasing proportion of its popula-
tion with strong ancestral links to the Pacific Islands. Since the 1800s, there have 
been engagements and exchanges between New Zealand and the Pacific Islands 
through trade and religion including the interest of New Zealand to have influ-
ence over islands in the Pacific (Howe, 1984; Salesa, 2012). The Cook Islands, 
Niue and Tokelau were annexed and became New Zealand citizens in 1947 
(Bedford et al., 2002). When Samoa gained its independence from New Zealand 
in 1962, a Treaty of Friendship was signed between the two countries (Bedford et 
al., 2002). During the 1950s New Zealand utilised a labour workforce from the 
Pacific Islands during the economic boom (Bedford & Gibson, 1986; Gibson, 
1983). However, during the global financial crisis of the 1970s and 1980s, this 
Pacific labour workforce which was initially welcomed, was then blamed for 
taking up New Zealanders’ jobs resulting in many being forcibly removed 
through dawn raids in an unfortunate period in New Zealand’s relationship 
with Pacific peoples (Anae, 2012). New Zealand has since continued to utilise 
support from the Pacific Islands for its economic development through the Sea-
sonal Worker Scheme in the horticulture and meat industry (Friesen, 2018).  

1.2. Pacific People in Aotearoa New Zealand 

Pacific or Pasifika refer to people living in New Zealand, with ancestral links to 
one of the twenty two Pacific nations and territories in the Pacific Island region. 
Pacific peoples now make up approximately 9% of the total population, with 
Samoans making up 48% of the total Pacific population and Cooks Islanders and 
Tongans the next largest groups (Statistics New Zealand, 2018a). The Pacific 
population is youthful with at least one third aged less than 15 years of age, and 
50% aged 25 years or younger. It is estimated that by 2043, 11% of the New Zea-
land population will identify with at least one Pacific ethnic group. Many mi-
grated to New Zealand for better employment and education opportunities (Sin 
& Ormsby, 2019). However, they are disproportionately represented in poor so-
cial, economic and education outcomes compared to the New Zealand European 
population. The median annual income is $24,300 compared to $34,500 
(Statistics New Zealand, 2018b) unemployment 5.4% compared to 2.9%, 
(Statistics New Zealand, 2022) school leaver with NCEA 2 or above 76.2% com-
pared to 81.1%, (Ministry of Education, 2021) and severe housing depravation 
(per 10,000) 245.5 compared to 41.2 (Viggers & Hoden-Chapman, 2021).  

1.3. Education and Health 

Socio-economic factors impact on the health and well-being of communities. 
Education is one of these factors as it impacts on employment, ability to earn an 
income with subsequent flow on effects on housing and basic amenities for liv-
ing. The success of Pacific peoples in higher education is likely to have flow-on 
effects for the health and wellbeing of their communities. Factors that impact on 
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Pacific students’ success in higher education are complex (Sopoaga & van der 
Meer, 2012). The New Zealand Ministry of Education Pasifika Education Plan 
(2020-2030), outlined areas to support education success including co-design 
with Pacific families and communities the development of education opportuni-
ties (Ministry of Education, 2020). Other research exploring education success 
has highlighted the importance of understanding the Pacific context (Reynolds, 
2018), personal faith (Ng Shiu, 2011), peer support (Anae et al., 2001) and the 
valuing of the cultural capital Pacific students bring into the learning environ-
ment (Waiari et al., 2021). More Pacific students are now enrolling in tertiary 
studies but are over-represented in those completing lower level qualifications 
and fewer from university studies (Ministry of Education, 2019).  

These concerns are not new and have been expressed over the years about in-
equities, the unequal access, participation and success of Pacific students in the 
New Zealand education system (Anae et al., 2002; Middleton et al., 2019). There 
is a need for a more coordinated approach from schools into the tertiary sector 
to better enable students to transition well (McKinley & Madjar, 2014). The crit-
ical role of families in supporting students’ success, the importance of their sense 
of belonging as well as positive engagements with teachers in the learning envi-
ronment are argued (Gorinski & Fraser, 2006; Hawk et al., 2002; Leach, 2013). 
There are examples where there has been some success in the efforts to increase 
the participation and success of Pacific students in higher education through in-
vestment in earlier years and lessons can be gleaned from these (Middleton et al., 
2019). For example, the set-up of Health Sciences Academies in the Auckland 
region with a high proportion of Pacific students in 2011 with evaluation show-
ing promising results.  

There is international interest and research focused on factors that support 
the retention and success of students in higher education (Kuh & Love, 2020; 
Nelson et al., 2011). Tinto’s longitudinal model of institutional departure (Tinto, 
1975) was one of the first to be established which highlighted areas important for 
the success of students in higher education and had a specific focus on institu-
tional responsibilities. He also proposed that there were a number of factors 
which determined students’ persistence in, or drop out from, higher education 
institutions. These included the student’s interactions with the institution’s aca-
demic and social environment and the degree with which they were integrated 
within the system. He also highlighted the importance of family background, in-
dividual attributes and pre-schooling experiences including students’ goals, ca-
reer and educational expectations. His model is outlined in Figure 1 below.  

While the areas highlighted from international models, such as Tinto’s model 
assist in our understanding of students’ transition into the tertiary environment, 
these models have yet to be tested as to their impact and relevance for ethnic 
minorities in Aotearoa, New Zealand. Research was therefore undertaken to test 
the relevance of Tinto’s model for Pacific students in the tertiary environment in 
New Zealand. While the results showed that all components of Tinto’s model 
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were relevant, there were additional components identified that were important 
for Pacific students. This paper presents an adaptation of Tinto’s model, called 
the Folauga Model to support the retention and success of Pacific students in 
higher education in New Zealand.  

 

 
Figure 1. Tinto’s 1975 longitudinal model of institutional departure. 

 
Findings presented in this paper are part of the work undertaken for a doctor-

al degree to explore how best to support Pacific students to transition well into 
and achieve in higher education.  

The aims of this paper are: 
1) to examine the relevance of Tinto’s model for Pacific students in higher 

education in New Zealand. 
2) to propose Folauga, an adaptation of Tinto’s model to support the retention 

and success of Pacific students in higher education in New Zealand. 

2. Methods 
2.1. Eligibility and Recruitment Process 

We employed a qualitative interview-based methodology. All Pacific students 
enrolled at the University of Otago to undertake the Health Sciences First Year 
(HSFY) programme in 2015 were eligible to participate. HSFY is the first-year 
programme in Health Sciences at Otago to prepare students for entry into health 
professional programmes. The University also offers a Foundation Programme 
for those who need additional preparation prior to entering HSFY. Of 108 eligi-
ble Pacific students, 20 were randomly selected within gender and ethnicity stra-
ta to ensure overall gender representation and ethnic diversity in the cohort. 
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Thus, within each gender, for students from smaller Pacific ethnic groups, at 
least one member was selected, while for larger ethnic groups a pro-rated num-
ber of students were randomly selected for the remaining places proportional to 
the size of that ethnic group. Participants were recruited at the beginning of the 
year during the orientation period. Study information was provided to potential 
candidates, they were given opportunities to ask questions to ensure they under-
stood the requirements, prior to obtaining written informed consent. Each par-
ticipant was interviewed four times over the course of their first two years. The 
first interview was conducted prior to the start of academic year in 2015, the 
second six weeks into the first semester, the third within the first two weeks of 
the second semester and the last within the first six weeks of their second year at 
the University. Of the total 80 possible interviews, 76 were able to be completed.  

2.2. Cultural Research Method and Methodology 

The Talanoa method (Vaioleti, 2016) and the Kakala methodology (Thaman, 
1992) were utilised as the method to collect data and methodological approach 
respectively, to ensure use of culturally sensitive approaches. Talanoa simply 
means to have a conversation. It is used for the sharing of traditional knowledge, 
stories or to discuss issues of importance to families or communities. Talanoa 
can be utilised in both informal and formal contexts. Prior to the Talanoa, the 
venue was organised to ensure the participant and the interviewer both felt 
comfortable within the setting. Talanoa started with an informal process con-
sisting of general conversations usually not related to the topic, to develop con-
nectedness and establish common ground. Once this was achieved, then the in-
terviewer proceeded to the formal component which consisted of pre-prepared 
semi-formal questions related to the topic. Once this was completed, informal 
conversations ensued bringing closure to the data collection phase. 

The Kakala is a metaphorical research framework which draws on the making 
of a garland (kakala). The making of floral garlands for special occasions is a 
tradition that is common across many Pacific countries. Kakala developed by 
Thelu-Haman consists of three components: Toli, Tui and Luva with further re-
visions proposed since then. All three stages are equally important, however this 
early phase is of particular importance as it involves careful preparation, consul-
tation and the establishment of a safe space for engagements with the partici-
pants. Toli and Talanoa are both involved in this early phase. Toli refers to the 
gathering of flowers, and the careful determination of the types of flowers suita-
ble for the occasion. This is the data collection phase of the research process. 
Talanoa likewise is the process in which data is collected for the research. Once 
the data were collected, the interviews were transcribed and participants were 
given a unique identifier, and fictitious names to ensure anonymity. Participants 
were given the opportunity to view and correct their transcripts before upload-
ing into NVivo for data management and analyses. 

Tui refers to the data analysis stage and in this metaphorical context consists 
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of the creation of the garland from selected flowers. This process is undertaken 
carefully, selecting the type and shape suitable to ensure the correct fit for the 
intended outcome. Data that were incomplete or were not aligned with the aims 
of the research were removed. Care was taken at this stage to respect all data in-
cluding those that were not utilised, as they represented the generosity of all par-
ticipants gifting their knowledge for the research. Both inductive and deductive 
analytical processes were utilised. The approach taken is similar to that de-
scribed in the Framework Method for analysis of qualitative data (Gale et al., 
2013). In the inductive approach, data were read multiple times to identify broad 
groups of ideas which were further analysed to identify key emerging areas 
across the four interview periods. These areas were then compared and con-
trasted using the deductive approach with Tinto’s model, with a specific focus on 
the areas he highlighted as important for the retention and success of students in 
higher education. The results from the combined analytical processes identified 
additional components which were utilised to propose an adaptation of Tinto’s 
model for the context of Pacific students in New Zealand.  

Luva is the final stage of the research process and it includes the presentation 
of the kakala for the occasion to the designated guests. The value and worth of 
the kakala or garland, is determined by the combined processes the floral de-
signer or researcher undertakes at all stages of the research, and the care with 
which each component of the Kakala methodology is undertaken. The most 
beautiful kakala designs are gifted to the important people in a formal function. 
The completion and dissemination of the data is part of the Luva process. It is 
important that the key stakeholders who are the participants, students, tertiary 
institutions, the Pacific community and decision makers, can appreciate its 
beauty, relevance and the value of the research outcomes. The gifting of the ka-
kala is about reciprocity also and is an important and required part of the whole 
research process.  

Ethics approval was obtained from the University of Otago Ethics Committee 
including the Māori research approval process.  

3. Results 

3.1. Overview of the Participants 

Most participants were aged between 19 - 20 years with one mature student who 
had already completed an undergraduate degree. The mature student was work-
ing in a different field but wished to retrain in a health professional career. Of 
the 20 students, half identified as male and the other half as female with repre-
sentation from nine different Pacific ethnic groups. Eleven students identified 
with a sole Pacific ethnicity, and all except three stayed in a Residential College. 
Two were living with their families and one was flatting. Three participants en-
tered university through the preparatory Foundation programme, two were 
from overseas and the rest entered university directly from New Zealand high 
schools. Five were from low decile schools, five were from high decile schools 
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and the rest were from mid-decile schools in New Zealand. Only one student 
was from the local area. Of the 10 who had religious beliefs, eight were Chris-
tians, one identified with the Muslim faith and the other with Hinduism. Of all 
students, 16 have since graduated, three withdrew from the University and one 
withdrew for some years and re-enrolled again in a Science degree at Otago in 
2023, and is graduating in 2024. Of the three who withdrew from the University, 
one re-enrolled in another institution closer to his family in a different field, the 
mature student returned to his original profession and the other returned home 
where she is very involved in Pacific community work and intends to complete 
her studies at a suitable time.  

3.2. Data Aligned with Tinto’s Model 

The deductive analysis found that all components of Tinto’s model with regards 
to integration and retention as outlined below were aligned with and relevant to 
participants’ experiences. We have presented the data related to enablers and 
barriers from participants’ perspectives. 

1) Family background:  
Enablers: it was evident that the influence of families, parents and those who 

the participants were close to, had an impact on their perspectives. Their expe-
rience, approach and context contributed to having a positive mindset.  

“Both my mum’s parents are actually doctors…my parents have always 
been encouraging of academic stuff…mum’s actually back at uni at the 
moment…given me heaps of tips from doing it…” (Moeroa, interview one)  
“…my dad is a massive role model…when I hear stories about him…it in-
spires me to be better…my mum’s side…she’s also told me to be better than 
what they are…like we have achieved this much, but we want to see you 
achieve further…” (Lilly, interview one) 

Barriers: where families struggled because of their own situation or lack of 
understanding of the tertiary environment, the participants felt the impact of 
these which affected their transition to university.  

“It was hard because there was very little money…we lost the truck…that 
was like our source of income…so he had to walk to work… (Sione, inter-
view one). “Yeah…ike last year, he was asking me for money, and I barely 
got any money… $40 bucks is heaps but, yeah…Oh man, I hate this”… 
(shuffling sound…emotional). (Sione, interview two) 
“…They finish school em...year 12…they don’t know what its like basical-
ly…” (Karaponi, interview one). “quite hard for me and for them (parents), 
just because they don’t understand…how hard Health Sciences is…” (Kar-
aponi, interview two) 

2) Individual attributes (Skills/Abilities) 
Enablers: those who recognised what they needed to succeed such as main-

taining connectedness with previous established relationships, as well as creating 
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new strategic networks were able to settle in quickly to the new learning envi-
ronment.  

“…keeping in touch with my old friends and family…I think that’s really 
important, and always feels really nice to talk to people like you’ve known 
forever” (Moeroa, interview two)  
“I think networking is probably one of the best ways to get where you want 
to be, and I don’t mean that by sucking up to people…I mean the kind of 
networking where you build relationships and friendships that are going to 
last a lifetime.” (Lili interview one) 

Barriers: those who did not have the relevant skills to navigate the new learn-
ing environment or did not make the most of the opportunities provided did not 
perform well.  

“…I think my confidence, my self-confidence…has dropped… significant-
ly…over this semester…and I was like I don’t see what I’m doing, because I 
am putting way more effort but I am getting the average grade…I don’t 
understand that…so my self-confidence has dropped… (Fereni, interview 
two) 
“I should have taken every opportunity because I didn’t go to all the tutori-
als I should have gone to, I would probably look back at all the wrong 
things I did, like not take every opportunity like going to every tut” (Sione, 
interview four) 

3) Pre-college schooling 
Enablers: the role of having supportive and enabling teachers as well as a bal-

anced school learning environment, which included developing academic skills 
and extra-curricular activities were helpful.  

“I look back at some of my teachers and I’m just like…those people were 
super heroes…without them, I would not have believed in myself as much 
as I did to get where I want to be…it was how they taught you… (Lili, in-
terview three) 
“Yeah, I really enjoyed my time at high school, had lots of fun, got involved 
in lots of sports and extra curricular events, and stayed on top of academic 
stuff as well (Wale, interview one) 

Barriers: similarly a learning environment that did not have supportive or 
proactive teachers, or those that did not support students’ aspirations were un-
helpful.  

“The teachers weren’t very good, they wouldn’t come to class…so we’d 
be…ah we can self-study. Some teachers don’t learn. When they are there, 
they just sit there and the kids do whatever they want”… (Salamasina, in-
terview one) 
“I went to…quite a prestigious school…our career advisor...couldn’t relate 
to the island girls…asked her for advice...she wouldn’t really look at our 
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results but she’d just…would you like to do barista or...do hairdressing 
courses and so we just felt like the dreams that we had didn’t relate to what 
she was offering…” (Sinalei, interview one) 

4) Goal commitment 
Enablers: having aspirations, clear goals (intentions) as well as a sense of pur-

pose that was connected to serving communities were helpful.  

“I’ve always wanted to…I had this idea that if I was a doctor…I would be 
connected…I really want to work with people…and be someone that can be 
trusted…that people could go to…” (Moeroa, interview one) 
“…well initially I looked at all the different science degrees…I wanted to 
stick with a BSc because ultimately, my goal is still to get into a professional 
course…” (Karaponi, interview three) 

Barriers: it was helpful to have aspirations and goals (intentions) aligned with 
personal skills, abilities and academic strengths. There were challenges when 
these were not aligned.  

“I’ve always wanted to be a lawyer…since I was seven years old…and it was 
just last year, that I decided…I need to do medicine…we are the highest 
underutilised people of health services, and I wanted to change that…I 
don’t think I can do that through law…” (Fereni, interview one) 
“I was thinking maybe…I should go back and do law…English and litera-
ture…is… a strength in a way…” (Fereni, interview three) 

5) Institutional commitment 
Enablers: reputation for tertiary institutions was important for Pacific stu-

dents, and personal contact including a Pacific friendly environment were im-
portant in making them feel welcomed.  

“I thought Otago overall was going to be better…it has a better reputa-
tion…this is the best in New Zealand for Health Sciences” (Salesa, interview 
one) 
“It seemed more friendly and welcoming and all that, like everything was 
like…you guys say ‘Warm Pacific Greetings’!…it actually feels like it was 
warm from the inside” (Priya, interview one) 

Barriers: the role of school career advisors were important, and they could in-
fluence the choice students made when choosing where to go for university.  

“My career advisor at school…advised…not to go to Auckland because it 
was…pretty cut-throat there…she said…its very very competitive…” 
(Karaponi, interview one) 

6) Academic system and integration 
Enablers: those who developed an interest in the content and were intellectu-

ally challenged by the academic work, including those who were passionate 
about understanding what was being taught transitioned well into the learning 
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environment.  

“…study is incredibly important…so if a test didn’t go well as I hoped...I 
need to go back…think about why it didn’t go well…what I can do to make 
sure the next time I don’t make the same mistake again…” (Salesa, inter-
view four) 
“…I think if you find things that you love…I found that I’ve really love the 
content of what we’re learning. It really fascinates me how thing work… 
especially the human body” (Sinalei, interview two) 

Barriers: participants who had not developed good study skills and those who 
had yet to understand how to navigate the learning environment to their benefit 
struggled to transition well into the new learning environment.  

“All-nighters…because I don’t study at day time, just sitting around watch-
ing TV or movies…so I crammed two nights” (Salamasina, interview two) 
“I didn’t realise I was really behind…I know they say that you shouldn’t, 
but it was like my first test I didn’t know what to do…how it worked…so I 
just put my head down and focussed on HUBS and I got behind in every-
thing else…” (Karaponi, interview two) 

7) Social system and integration 
Enablers: connecting with others and making new friends, including having 

an environment where they felt at home was helpful.  

“Oh it’s so good, they were so welcoming on the first night. Like I was al-
ready on first name basis with everyone…” (Fereni, interview one) 
The Early Orientation Programme was really awesome because it gave me 
an opportunity to experience the culture away from my family…it was re-
ally nice… (Salesa, interview one) 

Barriers: those who found it difficult to make friends or who had difficulty 
developing trust and connections with others found the transition period chal-
lenging.  

“Friendship at university are really hard to maintain, because everybody’s 
got their own timetable…there’s times they study best, and there’s like… 
days they don’t want to get out of the house…” (Priya, interview two) 
“Being friends… they would just trick you and let you down, they are a bad 
influence…they’re brighter than you are, so they have their own way…and 
you are struggling along the way”. (Salamasina, interview one) 

8) Faculty staff interactions 
Enablers: the role of helpful staff who created a welcoming environment 

where students felt at home was critical to students transitioning well into uni-
versity.  

“I’ve been like overwhelmed today…I didn’t realise how much support and 
help this whole programme gives…how many people are like wanting to 
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help. Everything…seems like is already happening…That’s all I would real-
ly ever hope for”. (Moeroa, interview one) 
“I think its valid fitting into the university experience, and also finding like 
a family away from home within the university…whether it’s the POPO 
programme or the Pacific Islands Centre…” (Saisului, interview one) 

Barriers: too much support offered by staff can be unhelpful. Students needed 
to navigate all the support services provided and determine what was most 
helpful for their learning.  

“…so like 20 hours a week on tutorials alone…I appreciate the fact that 
they gave it to us…I don’t know if I can fit everything in and still get like 
eight hours sleep…” (Lili, interview one) 

9) Academic integration and goal commitment 
Enablers: Having clear goals about what they wanted to achieve or the direc-

tion they wanted for their career pathway was helpful. This is likely to assist their 
journey in the long run, as some health professional career pathways can be five 
or six year programmes.  

“I think I’m really lucky that I know this is what I should be doing… be-
cause lots of my friends…they have no idea what they want to do.” 
(Moeroa, interview three) 
“…because I know gradually my marks are getting better…I think for me 
it’s just having the patience…I just really want to finish the year well.” (Si-
nalei, interview four) 

Barriers: the lack of planning or clear career goals and targets were a distrac-
tion for some students, and some drifted as a result or were drawn to please oth-
ers instead of following their aspirations.  

“I don’t know how to explain this…maybe like stop trying to…please eve-
ryone. Stops trying to go out of your way to make sure you are doing this 
for everyone else…then…you’ve just left yourself with no time to do things 
for yourself…” (Fereni, interview four) 
“For me last semester, I couldn’t figure out what was important and what 
was not…it was like…everything was important…and I just panicked… 
and did everything rather than what I should have been doing.” (Sinalei, 
interview three) 

10) Social integration and goal commitment 
Enablers: social connectedness, engaging in and having activities to look for-

ward to, assisted students to perform well in the academic learning environment. 
These also assisted in maintaining a positive outlook on life.  

“…having a social life will actually be important to me to em…do well. If I 
never see my friends and I’m cooped up in my room all day, I will not want 
to study…if I’ve got something to look forward to, then I will study.” 
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(Moeroa, interview one) 
“I have a good group of friends right from the start, and I really love going 
to POPO…I’ve met so many people, and I think that really helped” (Kara-
poni, interview two) 

Barriers: feeling isolated and disconnected from others had a negative impact 
on participants. These created stress and feelings of helplessness which had un-
helpful consequences on academic performance.  

“When I reflect back…I reckon it’s more negative…like I’ve gone more 
quieter…I don’t reach out to people as much this year as well…either you 
are stressed or other people are stressed…you don’t have time to just stop 
by and talk to people” (Priya, interview three) 
“In the end people were just like…not talking to anyone, and just staying in 
their own rooms…it was stressful…I felt there was nothing really I could do 
about it…” (Fereni, interview three) 

11) Dropout decision (Departure decision) 
Enablers: feeling connected, receiving excellent support and working well with 

others reduced the likelihood of dropping out of tertiary studies.  

“Excellent support…yep, excellent support I must say…its down to the 
bottom line, whether we do our work or not.” (Sililo, interview three) 
“Its been really good, I’ve really enjoyed it…people that are studying the 
same thing as me as well so we can work together on assignments and all 
that…yeah…very supportive” (Wale, interview three) 

Barriers: not enjoying the programme of study or struggling to keep up with 
the work-load resulted in a lack of focus making the work stressful increasing 
the risk of dropping out.  

“I’m not attending, the only problem with me is just the time…finding the 
time to attend…the offer is provided and like for myself I miss out because 
I’m not up to the level” (Sililo, interview two) 
“Oh well throughout the second semester I wasn’t enjoying the course so 
much, I wasn’t so motivated and so I didn’t put in as much effort as I 
probably could have (Wale, interview four) 

3.3. Additional Findings Not Captured by Tinto’s Model 

There were six additional components relevant to Pacific students’ integration 
and retention that were not included or captured fully in Tinto’s model. These 
are outlined below:  

1) Culture and identity 
Enablers: feeling connected to their culture and other Pacific students in an 

environment where they felt a sense of belonging was helpful. There was also 
strong affiliation expressed with the ethnic group they identified with.  
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“I’ve always been a proud Solomon Islander…its a pretty cool thing…like 
not many people here…can say they’re a Solomon Islander…” (Wale, in-
terview one) 
“I loved going to the (Pacific) tutorials, because it’s the one chance I get to 
speak my language and joke around, and have that humour with my peo-
ple” (Fereni, interview two) 

Barriers: confronting issues of racism and stigmatisation in the tertiary envi-
ronment was unhelpful. Some students struggled with their identity and others 
lacked connectedness because they were not brought up within a Pacific envi-
ronment.  

“…when they talk about Pacific Islanders…they are the low…causing trou-
ble…we are the ones that you know, low income and all that…so it made 
me you know, so down about it, yeah”, (Sililo, interview three) 
“…my identity, because being a Fijian-Indian…I don’t know who I am. My 
passport says I’m a New Zealander…I look Indian, but I’m from Fiji…” 
(Prerna, interview one) 
“I was actually a little bit nervous going into POPO, em, just because…I 
wasn’t very strongly associated with Pacific peoples” (Karaponi, interview 
two) 

2) Psychological (mental) well-being 
Enablers: students recognised the importance of their mental well-being in the 

learning environment and took time to do things that were helpful such as en-
gaging with friends, getting enough exercise and sleep as well as keeping up with 
their academic work.  

“Get on top of everything early…be on top of it…getting enough sleep and 
taking care of myself” (Moeroa, interview one) 
“Balance, you just don’t study fulltime…like you still want time to go for a 
walk…chat with friends…being able to do the things you like” (Prerna, in-
terview two) 

Barriers: some struggled to cope with maintaining mental well-being and rec-
ognised the cause of these. Some were related to the fear of failure and others to 
stresses related to internal and/or external expectations.  

“…I guess a lot of pressure to get in…I don’t feel pressure from my fami-
ly…but it’s just like myself, it’s something that I’ve always wanted to do…so 
it’s like self-pressure” (Karaponi, interview one) 
“I grew up with my dad always like after a test…oh what happened to the 
other 2%, and you know the typical island parent…why didn’t you get 
100%, why did you get 98%…My fear of failure…because I will over think it 
at some point because I have and it will always stress me out” (Shiva, inter-
view one) 

3) Spiritual well-being 
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Enablers: participants with Christian beliefs felt this was important for them, 
and had a strong sense of calling and the obligation to do well aligned with this 
calling.  

“I grew up as a Christian, so yeah, church is important, just to give back to 
Him, you know” (Ate, interview one) 
“…it wasn’t just me who planted that seed, I really do feel that God just put 
a seed for a reason so I’m just going to keep chasing that goal” (Sinalei, in-
terview one) 

Barriers: feeling disconnected to their faith and by extension their family, 
family values and upbringing was concerning for some as it provided stability, 
while others were resentful to be forced to take onboard their parent’s religion in 
their upbringing.  

“…so coming here, I just need to find an environment where I can just go 
and have some quiet time…a connection with God…but I don’t know any 
churches around here” (Fereni, interview one) 
“…I wouldn’t want to learn it, but over time I learnt how to read the Ko-
ran…they pushed me to learn even when I didn’t want to, they forced me to 
learn” (Shiva, interview one) 

4) Physical well-being 
Enablers: participants who recognised the importance of looking after their 

physical well-being did well. These included having regular meals, maintaining 
hydration, getting enough sleep and exercise.  

“I’ve learnt more about what I need to do…so I get a decent amount of 
sleep…keeping hydrated, going to meals…you need the break to see peo-
ple…” (Prerna, interview two) 
“I’m so proud of myself…getting lots of exercise…has helped me stay posi-
tive…I am releasing all of that you know stress.” (Fereni, interview three) 

Barriers: alternatively those who did not have a proper routine which included 
exercise and eating well struggled with poor energy, ongoing tiredness with a 
general sense of loss of control.  

“I’ve been eating lots of fast food just because you get home, you’re too cold 
you’re like…ah I can’t be bothered…I live just across the road from 
McDonalds, yeah (laughter)…” (Fereni, interview four) 
“I’ve let it slip over…the last four weeks…because I’m always tired. I don’t 
have the energy to wake up in the morning to go to the gym, it’s the only 
time I can fit it in” (Karaponi, interview two) 

5) Social well-being 
Enablers: the strength and support from their social connections, networks 

and friends ensured everyone were well supported in the journey, and also con-
tributed to their academic success.  
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“I couldn’t have done last semester without friends, it would be so lone-
ly…like we always study together…it was so much easier with like other 
people going through exactly the same thing.” (Moeroa, interview three) 
“Cause the chick staying next to me and the dude on the other side…they’re 
both doing Health Sciences…we always make sure everyone like gets the 
deadline for things…we’ll all work through it together.” (Ioane, interview 
three) 

Barriers: those who did not have support and lacked connectedness to a good 
social network in the tertiary environment felt isolated, disconnected and unable 
to reach out for help even to those who they considered friends. 

“…for me, in my life, friends have been a big problem, because I don’t gen-
erally get along with people very well…because a lot people don’t share my 
view of the world...” (Shiva, interview one) 
“my friends sometimes they just say it but they don’t know how hurtful it is 
but they call me…your useless (chuckle)…it just kills me inside…they say it 
in a joking way…that hurts…” (Ate, interview three) 

4. Discussion 

The work undertaken by Tinto (Tinto, 1975, 1987; Tinto, 1999) and other re-
searchers (Braxton & Lien, 2000; Kuh & Love, 2020; Reason, 2009) over the years 
has led the development of efforts and understanding about how to support the 
retention and success of students in higher education internationally. This re-
search examined whether Tinto’s longitudinal model of institutional departure 
has relevance for Pacific students in the tertiary environment in New Zealand. 
These results show that all components identified by Tinto’s model resonated 
well with Pacific students. However, there were additional components identi-
fied from the data that were important for Pacific students’ success in the ter-
tiary environment that were either not included or not captured in their entirety 
in Tinto’s model. These additional components were culture, identity, health 
and well-being. Health and well-being included students’ psychological, spiritu-
al, physical and social well-being.  

In relation to culture, researchers have investigated factors that impact on the 
academic performance of students from minority communities and identified 
socio-cultural issues as important (Bamber & Tett, 2001). The idea of raceless-
ness was suggested where minority students were more likely to succeed if they 
did not bring their culture and cultural values into the learning environment 
(Fordham, 1988; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986), suggesting that this assisted students 
to fit better into mainstream enabling them to succeed. Others had alternative 
perspectives (Arroyo & Zigler, 1995; Whitbeck et al., 2001), proposing that stu-
dents’ traditional culture and values were a positive contributor to success. Chu 
argued that the cultural capital Pacific students bring into the learning environ-
ment was important for success in the tertiary environment (Chu et al., 2011). 
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Participants in this study valued their culture and engaged readily with cultural 
support offered. Many felt the Pacific environment within the institution pro-
vided them with a home away from home. It provided some with the oppor-
tunity to learn more about their own cultural background, and others took the 
opportunity to learn or enhance their ethnic language skills.  

Identity refers to an individual’s need for social recognition and sense of self 
(Langer-Osuna & Nasir, 2016). There have been various theories proposed over 
the years about identity and identity development, including reviews of studies 
on ethnic identity (Phinney, 1990). The social identity theory suggests that being 
connected to a member of a group contributes to a sense of belonging and con-
tributes to a positive sense of self (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Some suggested that 
identity is fixed (Kobayashi et al., 2009) while others proposed that it changes 
over time (Woodward, 1997). In this study, there was identity expressed related 
to being first-year students at university, and belonging to a specific ethnic 
group. A participant in this study struggled with her identity in her first inter-
view. A few weeks later, this was no longer a concern because she felt connected 
to her Pacific peers and felt she belonged in this context. Another student had a 
clear sense of his identity linked to the ethnic group he identified with “I’ve al-
ways been a proud Solomon Islander”. These results suggest cultural identity was 
important for Pacific students, and that perspectives on identity were varied, 
shaped by their experiences and journey through life.  

Mental health or the psychological well-being of Pacific students in higher 
education in New Zealand is an area that has attracted very little research. In-
ternational research has highlighted concerns about the mental wellbeing of 
students in higher education (Field & Kift, 2010; Flatt, 2013; Givens & Tija, 2002; 
Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010; Hussain et al., 2013; Kitzrow, 2003). This includes the 
rising demands for student health services (Brown, 2016; Kitzrow, 2003) and the 
types of services sought have shifted from minor to more severe psychological 
problems (Kitzrow, 2003). Research within New Zealand found stress, depres-
sion and sleeping difficulties amongst tertiary students and alcohol related harm 
associated with psychological distress (Doran, 2015; Jameson & Smith, 2011; 
Samaranayake et al., 2014; Tyssen et al., 1998). Participants in this study identi-
fied stress related to expectations (internal and external), the fear of failure, 
stressful relationships and coping with stress and stressful situations for some 
were overwhelming. Learning to recognise the symptoms early, managing the 
cause in a timely manner including the utilisation of available resources assisted 
students in maintaining balance and wellness.  

Research has investigated the impact of religion on child development 
(Bartkowski et al., 2008; Pearce et al., 2003) and the relationship between spirit-
uality and students in higher education (Kuh & Gonyea, 2004). These outlined 
the impact of religion or spirituality on young people, and there were positive 
effects reported and situations where there were either no or a negative impact. 
Research engaging Pacific students in higher education has also identified the 
positive aspects of being part of religious communities giving them purpose and 
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direction, and fostered supportive relationships that motivated them as learners 
(Ng Shiu, 2011). However, there were also challenges identified, where commit-
ments and obligations related to church activities impacted learning. Approxi-
mately 70% of Pacific peoples identify as Christians (Statistics New Zealand, 
2018b). The findings from the current study showed a mixture of students with 
religious affiliations and others having no affiliation with any religion. For those 
who did, feeling supported in their beliefs within this context was helpful, ena-
bling them to uphold their family and religious values and contributed to their 
overall health and well-being. It was equally important for students who do not 
have a strong affiliation to any specific religion to feel welcomed and valued in 
this environment.  

Physical well-being is an important component of overall health and well-being 
(Bullo et al., 2015; Mandolesi et al., 2018). Physical exercise improves students’ 
self-efficacy and subjective well-being (Lin et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2022). Poor 
sleeping patterns can have a negative effect on cognitive performance (Kronholm 
et al., 2009; Xu et al., 2011), and there are associations between good nutrition and 
subjective wellbeing (Apaolaza et al., 2018; Ares et al., 2016; Hakkarainen et al., 
2004). In this study, participants struggled with their sleeping patterns especially 
leading up to assessments. One student’s insomnia was so severe it required 
medical intervention. Most students opted to stay in Residential Colleges where 
nutritious meals and adequate heating were provided, including easy access to 
gyms and parks for recreational activities. These assisted in maintaining physical 
health and supported their overall health and wellbeing. Maintaining physical 
well-being had flow on benefits for their mental wellbeing and supported their 
overall health and well-being. 

Social integration was identified by Tinto as an important component of stu-
dents’ participation in higher education and our current study has elaborated on 
that (Tinto, 1975, 1993). While social integration was identified as important for 
student success in Tinto’s models, a specific link between social integration and 
social well-being was not made. Social well-being is “appraisal of one’s circum-
stances and functioning in society” (Keyes, 1998). Social wellbeing is viewed 
through different dimensions including social integration, social acceptance, so-
cial contribution, social actualisation and social cohesion. Participants in this 
study expressed the importance of their peers and friends and their integration 
and acceptance within this context. Many expressed a strong sense of obligation 
to their families and the contribution they can make to the well-being of others 
in society through their training. Racism and stigmatisation however impacted 
on the wellbeing of some. Despite these challenges, they focused on working well 
with others in the learning environment to achieve their goals for their families 
and communities.  

Folauga—Adapted Tinto Model 

Folauga is proposed as an adaptation of Tinto Model and outlines additional 
components important for the retention and success of Pacific students in the 
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tertiary environment in New Zealand. Folauga means voyage or journey in the 
Samoan language and similar meanings are found in other Pacific languages. 
The Folauga model is presented in the shape of an outrigger canoe, see Figure 2. 
Viewed from the top, the main body of the canoe encapsulates all the elements 
for student retention and success outlined in the Tinto longitudinal model of in-
stitutional departure. The additional components consist of the float (ama) 
which provides balance and stability for the outrigger (va’a/waka) preventing it 
from tipping over. The ama represents the culture and identity. The ama is con-
nected to the outrigger through the two booms (lako) representing health and 
well-being, and tied in four areas of the outrigger with traditional sinews (afa). 
The four components of health and well-being are psychological (mental well- 
being), spiritual, physical and social well-being. These additional added compo-
nents complement Tinto’s model and provide balance and stability for Pacific 
students in their journey in higher education.  

 

 
Figure 2. Folauga model, an adaptation of Tinto’s model. 

5. Implications 

This research suggests the importance of valuing culture, identity, health and 
wellbeing in the provision of effective support for Pacific students in higher ed-
ucation in Aotearoa, New Zealand. These components add value to what is al-
ready known about what is helpful in the retention and success of students in 
higher education through Tinto’s model. It is helpful to consider these addition-
al components in student engagements and the provision or the development of 
support programmes for Pacific students in New Zealand. How the institution 
expresses how it values the culture Pacific students bring into the learning envi-
ronment is important. These need to be articulated clearly in the institution’s vi-
sion, mission and high-level strategic plans and championed by its senior lead-
ers. Supporting the student’s journey of discovering and/or affirming their iden-
tity in the learning environment is also important. Their experiences can change 
over time during this transition period. Health and well-being are critical to 
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students’ success. For Pacific students these include their mental, social, physical 
and spiritual well-being. Incorporating these facets of health and well-being en-
sures the provision of effective and meaningful support for the retention and 
success of Pacific students in higher education in Aotearoa. While not all com-
ponents may be relevant for all students, they are important helpful areas to be 
considered, in the provision of holistic support for Pacific students’ transition, 
retention and success in the tertiary environment.  

6. Strengths and Limitations  

The strengths of the research are the retention of participants and the longitudi-
nal data collection which allowed in-depth exploration of issues participants 
considered important. Of all planned interviews over the two years 76 of the 80 
planned were able to be completed. The study also included participants with 
both positive and negative experiences, including some information on students 
who decided to leave the University. The participants were aware of the medical 
background of the interviewer and this gave many confidence to share openly 
issues and concerns, some of which were of a sensitive nature.  

The limitations were related to actual or perceived power imbalance and the 
inability to capture fully the perspectives of those who withdrew from the uni-
versity. Some participants may have participated out of obligation and therefore 
some answers provided may not be a true reflection of their perspectives. There 
were no students who identified with any other gender, other than either male or 
female. It is possible that they did not feel comfortable to do so in this setting. 

7. Conclusion 

The Folauga model for Pacific student success in higher education, is an adapta-
tion of Tinto’s model. It highlights additional components of culture, identity, 
health and wellbeing that are important for the retention and success of Pacific 
students in tertiary studies in New Zealand. This research and proposed model 
contribute to the limited research available on factors that support the retention 
and success of Pacific students in higher education in Aotearoa, New Zealand.  
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