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AIM: To identify what makes school easy or tough using youth voice data collected via To6 Matou

Rerenga - Our Journey app.

KEY INSIGHTS FROM
YOUNG PEOPLE

¢ Not fitting in among peers
is seen as a risk factor for
experiencing bullying.

¢ Young people face many
challenges in and out of
school.

¢ Rangatahi have ideas about
how to make school a more
inclusive place but want
the support of school staff
and leadership to promote
change.

What do we know?

School engagement promotes positive
outcomes (e.g., achievement) and
reduces negative outcomes

(e.g., dropping out of school)".
Concerningly, rates of school
engagement amongst students

are decreasing in Aotearoa?. This

is particularly apparent during

the adolescent period, when

young people experience lower
levels of school engagement 3.
Previous studies of youth voice
have highlighted the importance

of relationships and connection in
making school an enjoyable and
effective place to learn and grow >,

What can we learn?

Qualitative studies of school
engagement often focus on the

lived experiences of individualss,
particularly those who are identified
as being at-risk of disengaging from
school“. The Our Voices study was
interested in the perspectives of all
young people, asking for their views
on the groups of people who had it
easy or tough at their school, why this
was, and what could be done about it.
Encouraging young people to reflect
on the wider school context can offer
new insights into the challenges
faced by different groups of students
and what can be done to minimise
barriers to learning.


https://ourvoices.auckland.ac.nz/

WHAT MAKES SCHOOL EASY OR TOUGH?

‘Fitting in’ is seen as important

Young people observed that if you don’t fit in at school
you stand out and become a target for bullying. Having
‘unique’ traits or characteristics that make you different
from the ‘norm’ often resulted in experiences of bullying.

Young people reported that students who are neuro-
diverse, disabled, LGBTQ+, without friends or part of a
minority group are more likely to stand out and not fit

in.
“They get bullied 24/7."
“Other kids pick on them
because of their differences.”
“Society has
a tendency
“Students are literally dying to hate what
because of bullying, and is different.

schools do nothing about it.”

“Advertise diversity.”

“The ones that have a
good group of friends
they can trust.”

“By improving the system to
address bullying issues.”

“People with a lot of friends “By creating a space for
or even with a small group people to meet new people.”
of friends.”

“The people who stick
in groups.”

“Those in stable “By having a better behaviour
friendship groups.” management system.”
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MEDIA

BEING SHY

SCHOOL SYSTEM ITSELF

SOCIAL

AND THE

“Having no friends can mean you get
lonely, being bullied can mean you feel
sad and unsafe, being unable to stay on
task can mean you could have a hard
time with your teachers.”

Which groups of students do you feel have a tough time at your school?

Specific groups of students were consistently identified by rangatahi as having a tough time at school.
Interestingly, 8% of responses stated that no one 'had it tough'’ at school. This likely reflects that we are only able

to speak to issues and experiences that we have been exposed to.
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How can schools improve the student Young people want to help make school

experience? better

Young people identified a range of measures that Young people feel that their voices are not important or
schools can take to make school a positive and inclusive do not have the power to initiate change. However, they
environment for everyone. recognise both the power and responsibility of school

staff and leadership to help address the challenges that
‘ ‘ WELLBEING rangatahi face. Teacher support for student initiatives
B U I L D SURVEYS and collaborations between students and teachers can
empower young people to make a difference.
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Word size not indicative of response frequency

Although some suggestions were related to learning and
achievement, most were directed towards improving the
classroom climate and wider school environment.

This indicates that school is perceived as a site of holistic
growth and development rather than having a singular
focus on academics.
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APPENDIX

App questions used:

Which groups of students do you feel have a
tough time at your school?

What do you think makes it tough for them?
How could your school better support
these people?

Which groups of students do you feel have
an easy time at your school?

What makes it easy for them?

OUR JOURNEY

TO MATOU RERENGA

Method of data analysis: Reflexive thematic analysis was used
to analyse qualitative (text) data’®. Researchers developed
themes that represented patterns of meaning that centred on

a key idea or concept. A theme offered a rich description of the
experiences or perspectives shared by participants. Braun and
Clarke? outline a six-step process for reflexive thematic analysis
but note that this type of research is iterative in nature.

A key component of reflexive thematic analysis is that the
researcher is valued as an important and integrated part of
the research process. This means that different researchers
may develop different themes and reflects the complexity and
richness of both researchers’ and participants’ lived realities.

Suggested citation: Dawson-Bruce, R., Rudd, G., Peterson,
E. R., Marks, E., Walker, C., & Meissel, K. (2025). School
Experiences: Overcoming Challenges (Our Voices Summer
Snapshot Series). Waipapa Taumata Rau, the University of
Auckland.

2Corresponding author: k.meissel@auckland.ac.nz

This report is part of the Our Voices Summer Snapshot Series.
These reports focus on rangatahi understandings and lived
experiences of wellbeing in Aotearoa, including school
experiences and social support.

Visit https://ourvoices.auckland.ac.nz/ for more information or
contact us at ourvoices@auckland.ac.nz.
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