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Foreword

I remember the day I decided to go to university. It was a pretty weird 
sort of decision because it was based on the beautiful appearance of 
trees. I was a romantic teenager visiting a campus and I fell in love 
with the trees in the university’s grounds. I wanted to be able to 
walk past them every day. So those trees charmed me into it. Then 
I had to make sure I had the right grades and school subjects. At the 
very least I had to make sure I had good grades in the subjects that 
would take me into a course at that university. I did manage it. And 
I eventually became a university professor.

More and more secondary students want to get to university. It’s 
no wonder. Having a university degree gets you further ahead in 
the jobs and income stakes. And university is a place where you can 
make good friends, as well as spend time thinking, talking, reading 
and writing—activities that are precious and usually pleasurable. 

How do you find the path to university when you are at school? 
What if you are the first one in your family to go to university? What 
if none of your friends are going there? How do you find your own 
path to university?

This book is full of stories told by young men and women who 
have gone down their own paths to university. Their tales are honest, 
fresh and wise. In their stories you will find glimpses of your own. 

Alison Jones
Professor of Education
University of Auckland 
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University students come in all shapes and sizes, from all kinds of 
backgrounds and with all kinds of life experiences. Some might be 
following a family tradition of university education, while others 
will be the first in their family to attend university, or even achieve 
University Entrance (UE) and finish high school. Leaving a familiar 
school environment and adjusting to a very different set of demands 
and expectations at university can be challenging. In the words of 
one student who took part in our research, “High school is like the 
last thing you do as a child … and then university is the first sort 
of adult thing that you do in life ... It’s like the stepping stone to all 
other adult things.” 

This transition process can be particularly challenging for students 
with little previous contact with universities and those who are 
among the first in their family to seek degree-level education. But 
as the stories in this book show, the majority of students survive the 
process, sort out their priorities, go on with their studies and learn 
much about themselves and others in the process. 

Introduction

Irena Madjar and Elizabeth McKinley
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Although this book stems from a research project, we hope it 
will appeal to and be read primarily by secondary school students 
planning to go to university and those wondering if they should. 
Students from low- mid-decile high schools who took part in our 
research dreamt about joining the ranks of museum curators, city 
planners, accountants, social workers, lawyers, artists, airport 
managers, diplomats, physicians, pharmacists,  psychologists, 
scientists,  film producers and other professions. If you share similar 
aspirations you might learn from the experiences of students who 
have made the transition and mastered the art of not only surviving 
but thriving in their new learning environment.  

This book is also intended for teachers, career guidance counsellors, 
university student advisers and others involved in helping young 
people make decisions about tertiary education and career choices. 
It might be of particular relevance and help to students who come 
from groups currently underrepresented in universities (those 
from lower decile schools, and from Måori, Pacific, or immigrant 
backgrounds), and their advisers. We hope it acts as a resource and 
a stimulus for individual conversations about school subject choices, 
academic preparation for tertiary study and eventual decisions on 
which degree to pursue or which university to attend. 

The source of the book

The idea for this book, and the 15 stories that eventually came to 
be written for it, came from conversations with a group of students 
who took part in a Starpath Project1 research study on transition 
from school to university. The study started with 44 students from 
eight low- to mid-decile schools in Auckland and Northland during 
their last term of high school in late 2007. It continued for almost 10 
months until the end of their first semester at university in July 2008. 

1 For details about the Starpath Project, refer to www.starpath.auckland.ac.nz 
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Each student was interviewed at six- to eight-week intervals, and 
many also kept journals during this period and took photographs of 
their experiences. Some of the initial group changed their plans and 
did not enrol at university, and others withdrew from the study, but 
29 students were still there at the end, and 25 of them agreed to be 
followed up through to the end of 2009. As we got to know them we 
were impressed by these young people, the experiences they shared 
with us and the stories they told us. 

As is usually the case in research, individual stories become part 
of a larger whole, and specific experiences and statements contribute 
to the overarching categories and themes. Individual voices are 
anonymised and merged with other voices, including those of 
the researchers reporting their findings, drawing conclusions and 
making practice and policy recommendations. As important as 
such research and its eventual use might be, we could also see the 
value of these students’ stories reaching a wider audience of high 
school students and their advisers, and the importance of individual 
stories being told in their own voices. We therefore invited interested 
students to write their own stories as an undertaking quite separate 
from the original research project. Some did so, while others chose 
to audio-record their stories in response to a series of prompts and 
to have their stories written in collaboration with a researcher. In all 
cases students were asked to review and approve their manuscripts 
before they were accepted for inclusion in this book. 

The importance of the transition period

The young people’s stories in this book highlight the importance 
of who they are and what they bring to their experience—far more 
than their NCEA achievement records do.  They also show us that 
different students found different ways of surviving the often 
challenging process of becoming a university student.  
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The findings of our research on student transition from school to 
university2 showed us that this period involves a series of unknowns 
as students step outside their familiar family and school life into the 
world of higher education and greater independence.  At its heart, 
transition to university is not just about passing exams, but also about 
personal growth, learning and self-transformation.  The transition 
process is often intertwined with searching for purpose and direction 
in life and a sense of individual identity, with academic work and 
personal development often affecting each other.  At the same time, 
some students are likely to be leaving home, mixing with new and 
different people and discovering new ideas and role models.  By 
reading about other students’ experiences you can start to plan your 
own transition and be ready for the changes ahead. 

Here are just some of the things we found in our research that 
appear and reappear in the students’ own stories.

The students who took part in our research lived their lives at full 
speed, especially in their final year of school. Many were selected for 
leadership roles on top of other extracurricular activities, part-time 
work and helping out at home or perhaps at church. Some felt they 
didn’t have time to study or were too tired to study after school. 
This could be a source of regret, especially for those who did not 
achieve UE or did not get the marks needed to get into the university 
programmes of their choice. Others had a really strong base for 
university study. They had protected their study time to enable them 
to achieve more than the minimum credits for NCEA Level 3 and UE 
and aim for merit or excellence in some assessments. Some students 
even completed UE and the NCEA Level 3 Certificate in Year 12 so 
they could fit in all the extra things they wanted to do in Year 13. 

Another challenge that many students talked about was how to 
choose the right subjects at school.  It’s hard when you have so many 

2 A copy of the full report is available on the Starpath Project website at www.
starpath.auckland.ac.nz  
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options. How can you know what you want to do for the rest of your 
life when you are 16? Many students had the subjects they needed 
in order to apply to university and start studying successfully, even 
though they hadn’t been sure about their degree or major at school. 
They took the option of completing Level 3 subjects in science (e.g. 
mathematics, statistics, chemistry, physics) as well as some in other 
fields (e.g., English, te reo Måori, history, economics). As a result, they 
were prepared for a range of degrees, and were able to change their 
plans if they had to. Students reported that academic subjects (made 
up mostly of achievement standards that require external assessment) 
were particularly useful because they helped them not only to gain 
UE and be able to compete for a place in limited-entry courses, but 
also as prerequisites for specific degrees, and as preparation for the 
tests, essays and exams they needed to pass at university. 

The summer months, between finishing school and starting 
university, held their own challenges for the young people who 
were no longer at school but not yet at university. Who could they 
turn to for help with enrolment procedures or other problems? Some 
were disappointed and frustrated by their first formal contact with 
university. Quite a few found the telephone and online services 
confusing, impersonal and unresponsive. Some students delayed 
sending in their enrolment and financial support applications, or 
could not find the documents they needed to include with their 
application forms. Others were confused about how StudyLink 
works and what financial help they could access (some students 
assumed they did not qualify for financial assistance other than 
loans, when they did). 

Certain universities allow for applications to come in up to the 
start of the academic year, and this lulled some students into not 
researching their degree choices and not submitting applications 
early enough. Others didn’t realise that once they were accepted into 
a degree programme they also needed to enrol in specific papers. 
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Although there was a lot to do, students who were organised didn’t 
find the process stressful. The best approach is to take time to research 
all the options and apply early. 

Life throws up surprises as well.  Several students had unexpected 
challenges to deal with: the death of a grandparent, the sale of a 
family home, a major family crisis.  For some, the summer period was 
filled with questioning and uncertainty about their study plans, and 
several students turned to the more immediate rewards of paid work.  
For others, challenging experiences during the summer reinforced 
their determination to go on to and succeed at university. 

One of the adjustments students mentioned on their arrival at 
university was to the differences of scale. There were students from 
schools that had four or five hundred students who were now 
enrolled in courses that had twice that many—or more—students in 
a single class. The neighbourhood school, within walking distance 
of home, was replaced by a large university campus in the middle 
of Auckland (or Wellington or Dunedin). Students who continued 
living at home were often faced with early morning starts and long 
bus, train or car commutes on a daily basis. It was tempting to skip 
classes, especially when attendance was not compulsory and there 
were no teachers checking on where they were. One strong lesson 
from the study and individual stories is the importance of good time 
management and regular class attendance.  

Most of the students in our study entered university with a strong 
desire to learn. They showed determination and purpose, and looked 
to themselves for motivation. Early in the semester these students 
developed a pattern to their day that usually included getting up 
on time, attending classes, reading and preparing for tutorials and 
lectures, and doing additional study during the day, the evenings or 
weekends. They also found a way to balance their sporting and social 
activities (and having fun) with their primary commitment to academic 
work, although most were not immune to procrastination!
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These students were not afraid to contact lecturers and tutors 
if they needed clarification of assignment topics or examiners’ 
expectations, or more feedback on their work. They joined study 
groups and talked to other students who could help them feel more 
confident within the university system. They saw themselves as 
responsible for their learning, and most seemed to learn quickly 
that unless their friends were similarly motivated and focused, they 
could be more of a distraction than a help. They wanted not only to 
pass their courses but to excel. 

Other students tended to be a lot more relaxed about their studies, and 
took longer to adjust to academic work and use feedback to review 
their study practices. There were also some students who were easily 
swayed by others to skip a class or put off “hitting the books”. Sometimes 
they missed classes because the topic was “boring”, they preferred 
to sleep in or because they thought they could access sufficient 
information from online sources. Some of these students did expect to 
be able to get by on their natural abilities or on what they had learnt 
at high school. This didn’t work for long. At some point, usually after 
their first tests or assignments were marked (but sometimes not until 
the second semester), they got a “wake-up call” and realised they 
needed to study more if they were to make the grade. 

Everyone can make mistakes—miss a crucial orientation lecture, 
forget about an assignment deadline, or sleep in and turn up late 
for a test or an exam—but it helps if you can learn from others’ 
mistakes and try to avoid such obvious pitfalls awaiting the first-
year university student. 

The importance of stories 

Stories, and how they are told, tell us a great deal about human 
experience and how people find meaning and make sense of what 
is happening to them. As the stories in this book reveal, for some 
students the transition to university was part of a planned journey 
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begun long before they made the decision to apply for admission to 
a particular institution. For others, the process was a lot less certain: 
there were stumbles and struggles along the way and different ways of 
responding to the realities of the university learning environment. 

The stories that appear in this book are not presented for their 
entertainment value, or as examples of perfectly crafted pieces of 
writing, although some undoubtedly achieve both. Rather, our 
hope is that these stories will help readers think about the transition 
from school to university as a series of interconnected but personal 
experiences, shaped by and in turn shaping young people’s 
individual lives. 

The students who participated in our research commented on 
the value of thinking through their experiences in order to answer 
our questions and make comments in their journals. They reflected 
on their reasons for going to university, what they expected of 
themselves and what they thought others expected of them, the 
habits they started to develop in relation to their academic work 
and social life, and what hopes and goals they had for the future. 
In the process of telling their stories (of receiving the first A+ grade 
for an essay, or of being late for class after a night on the town) they 
also constructed their experiences as ones of learning, motivation, 
triumph, regret, disappointment or growing insight. They saw the 
connections between different pieces of the puzzle that made up the 
initial weeks of their university experience and the role they were 
playing in shaping their own life stories.

If you are a high school student, reading some of these stories 
might lead you to reflect on your motives and aspirations for a 
university education. In a more practical sense, it might also help 
you to take stock of your strengths and weaknesses, what you can 
do to prepare for university study and the course of your choice, 
and what you can do to feel confident and ready for this next phase 
of your life. 



17

How to read this book

This introductory chapter acts as a guide to the rest of the book and 
how to read it. It also provides a background to the stories and the 
students who tell them, and why they are relevant to prospective 
university students and their advisers. The body of the book contains 
15 individual stories of students moving from school to university 
and is divided into four sections. Each section has a theme—“Making 
a path of one’s own”, “When things don’t work out quite the way 
you’d planned”, “Making the most of the new situations” and “Being 
in the right place”—and includes a selection of students’ stories told 
in their own words. Some stories are told in matter-of-fact language 
focusing on what happened but revealing little of the student’s 
personal feelings; other stories are told from the heart and provide 
a clearer glimpse of the struggles, self-doubts and highs and lows of 
the transition experience. For the most part these stories are hopeful 
and optimistic. They include Pacific voices and Påkehå voices; Måori 
voices and refugee voices; stories told by young women and young 
men; stories that indicate confidence and others that are far more 
ambivalent. 

We gave serious consideration to having the stories published under 
pseudonyms, but after discussion with each student it was evident 
that they wanted to own their individual stories and be recognised 
for the contribution they were making to the book. To minimise any 
risk of harm from disclosure of personal details about themselves or 
those close to them we asked the students not to name others and 
advised some students to exclude sensitive material that might have 
contributed to misunderstanding, hurt or a degree of self-disclosure 
they might have regretted later. Even so, the stories are very personal 
and in most cases resonate with youthful directness and honesty.  

The reader might approach the book by dipping into individual 
stories that hold a personal interest or have points of similarity or 
contrast with their own experience. Those interested in particular 
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stories can use the thematic introductions at the start of each section 
as pointers to what the individual stories contain. We hope that 
students planning to enrol at university, and their advisers, will 
also read the introductory and especially the concluding chapter. 
The final chapter of the book contains very practical advice about 
preparing for university and some tips on how to ensure students 
get to the end of their first semester at university feeling positive, 
knowing they have done their best and ready for the challenges 
that lie ahead.

We hope that readers will connect with the stories in this book and 
treat them with the empathy their directness and honesty deserve. 
We also hope that readers will find the book useful and its stories 
instructive and inspiring. 
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SECTION 

ONE
MAKING A PATH OF ONE’S OWN 



20

The idea of travel, life as a journey and finding or making one’s own 
pathway in life are frequent metaphors used to show that there is 
change as well as continuity in human life. Life experiences—starting 
with early childhood and family and cultural influences, and later 
the values we adopt and the impact teachers, other mentors and role 
models have on our lives—all contribute to shaping the people we 
become. The four stories in this section illustrate this point strongly. 
For Shay, Tammy, Wani and Cecelia the university is not so much a 
destination as an important part of a life journey started much earlier 
than the orientation week or that first lecture in a large auditorium. 

For Shay (Chapter 1), a young man from a rural town in Northland, 
the journey is one from a small community to a large city, from home 
to institutional living and from a school where he was the head boy 
to a university in which he had to find his sense of place, comfort 
and direction—on the way to an entrepreneurial career.

For Tammy (Chapter 2), who grew up on a farm outside Dargaville, 
the experience is one of constant contrasts and challenges to resist 
simply drifting along the journey, and to make her own path as she 
develops her talents, adapts to inner-city living with people from very 
different backgrounds, learns from her mistakes and decides that a 
career in media, advertising, TV or film production is her goal. 

Wani’s story (Chapter 3) tells of an epic journey from the civil 
war in the Congo to the relative safety of Kenya and eventual haven 
in New Zealand. His passion for making a difference in the world, 
his determination to get there despite the obstacles and his love of 
basketball give purpose and direction to the still uncertain journey 
he is on.

For Cecelia (Chapter 4) the journey is not only from Tonga to 
New Zealand but also from going along with others to deciding 
on her own path—with stumbles on the way but also a realisation 
that who you travel with will shape the nature and the direction of 
your journey. 
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CHAPTER 1

My journey 2007−2008 

Shay Wright

My home

I come from a small rural town in the Far North. Although it’s a 
beautiful place, life is very laid back and many of my peers didn’t bother 
with university. I attended Kaitaia College, which is a fairly typical 
low-decile school, boasting average academic results. This is a story 
about the journey I made from Kaitaia to Auckland, from secondary 
school to university and from the country to the big smoke. 

When I was at school I didn’t really know what I wanted to do 
when I grew up. My career plans changed several times, and even 
in my last year at school I wasn’t sure what my focus should be, at 
university, or beyond. Even though I was unsure which degree I 
would end up doing, I made sure I took a wide range of subjects so 
that I could easily adjust to different courses at university. 
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I was aware of the University of Auckland Chancellor’s Award 
for Top Måori and Pacific Scholars,3 that would pay all tuition and 
course-related fees and all of the costs of first-year accommodation. 
Receiving this scholarship was what ultimately made up my mind to 
study at Auckland University. I was also lucky to have an older cousin 
who went to Auckland University and took up a conjoint degree in 
Commerce and Arts. I decided to follow her into the same degree, 
drawing on her knowledge and experience. It was October 2007 before 
I began organising my study programme, and accommodation at 
the Auckland University O’Rorke Hall. The task of organising my 
transition to university was slightly daunting, and I remember the 
endless process of filling out application form after application form. 
I was always apprehensive that I had filled them out wrong. 

At the end of my last year of school I discovered that there was 
such a thing as a University Calendar—not a traditional calendar, 
but a book that listed all available university papers, a description 
of each, the prerequisites and the semesters in which they were 
offered. I got my hands on the 2008 AU Calendar and began circling 
interesting subjects and reading up on a Commerce/Arts conjoint 
degree. In hindsight, I am glad I took the time to read through its 
pages, as this gave me a clearer understanding of how my degree 
programme would fit together, something that a lot of uni students 
don’t have until they are well into their university studies. 

The waiting

My final exams went quite well, and because a lot of my time 
throughout the year was spent on things other than class work and 
study, I did not expect top marks. In December I tried applying for 

3 The University of Auckland Chancellor ’s Awards for Top Måori and 
Pacific Scholars recognise and reward the academic achievement, cultural 
participation, all-round ability and leadership potential of Måori and Pacific 
students from New Zealand secondary schools.



23

a student loan and allowance, but I had to wait until I was given 
a Student ID number from Auckland Uni—and that would come 
when my NCEA results were finalised. There was little else I could 
organise until I got my results back in January, and so I went into 
holiday mode. My last Christmas at home was spent in true Wright 
family style—with the whånau at the family bach. All my presents 
had now turned into things that would be useful for Uni—day 
planners, compendiums, poker sets, and of course money. 

In early January I tried to enrol online into a BA/BCom conjoint 
degree, only to find that to do this I also had to wait for my NCEA 
results to be provided to the university as proof of my University 
Entrance qualification. So instead I added this to the “to do” list 
and my family took a week-long trip around the North Island, 
experiencing all of the things we had wanted to do together but 
never had. As well as being a great bonding experience, this was a 
particularly special family holiday since it would be the last before 
I left home. The white-water rafting, bungy jumping and camping 
made for great memories. 

I was due to move into O’Rorke Hall at the end of February, and 
so the first two months of 2008 were spent sorting and packing my 
things. This free time also allowed me to read many of the books I 
had longed to read but had never got the chance to. I delved into all 
sorts of literature, including books about the mind, about apartheid 
and I also made a point of finishing off the Harry Potter series.

In mid-January I received a letter from NZQA with all of my 
Level 3 NCEA results. Although they were mainly Merits and 
Achievements, given all the extracurricular activities of the previous 
year, I had not expected higher grades. The important thing was 
that I did get the credits I needed to get into Commerce and Arts at 
Auckland Uni, so everything was fine ... as long as they didn’t have 
limited entry based on credit ranking. Now I was able to enrol into 
my first-semester classes. My all-knowing cousin enrolled me into 
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three compulsory papers for Commerce; however my chosen Arts 
paper (philosophy 105) was already full. My second option (Måori 
106) wasn’t offered in Semester One, and since psychology looked 
hard, I elected to take political studies instead. Now I was enrolled 
and ready to go. 

I was able to apply for the student allowance toward the end of 
January and realised that I would qualify for a weekly allowance—
very important when you live a student’s lifestyle. Over the course 
of my first year at uni I saved a lot of my allowance money, building 
it up for a time in the future when it would be much needed. 

Early days

My stuff was completely boxed up by the end of January, and 
February came and went all too quickly. Suddenly it was time to 
make the trip to Auckland. I moved my stuff into O’Rorke a day early 
to avoid the masses of people trying to do the same thing the next 
day. I was blessed to meet a wicked Residential Assistant (RA). As 
I stood in my stark new room, my dad looked next door and yelled 
out that that one had a balcony—mine didn’t. So we found the RA 
and asked her if I could change rooms. Hey presto ... it was done! 
Suddenly I had room 715, a balcony and a sea view to boot.

The next day was official open day at O’Rorke, and so I unpacked 
the rest of my things and made up my room. I quickly found some 
brown boys that I could talk with about sports and Manukorero, 
so I was happy. I had my first O’Rorke meal with three hundred 
other O’Rorkians and then my first sleep in my new room. We were 
woken early the next morning for a toga breakfast (sheets and pins 
anyway). O-week [a week of orientation activities for new students] 
had started. 

The new Business School building had opened in January—very 
state-of-the-art, and still with the fresh new smell. In the first few 
weeks, every lecture was packed with 600 keen and expectant 
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freshers, half of them with Chinese or Indian faces. This was a new 
sight for a boy from the Far North. After a while many students 
stopped coming to the lectures and empty spaces became more 
evident. After a few weeks, I realised for which subjects I needed 
to study, and which were just reiterating the school curriculum. 
Although I never missed a lecture in the first semester, I nearly fell 
asleep in many of them. 

It took a few weeks for me to find fellow O’Rorkians in my course 
papers, but after a while there were huge gangs of Commerce kids 
making the walk down Symonds Street to our lectures. I also began to 
notice the number of beautiful girls gracing the Business School with 
their presence, which made attending lectures even more enjoyable.

Student life

Tutorials are the closest thing to school that exists at university. They 
are about the same size as classes at school, and there is sometimes 
homework to be done. The tutors do a similar job to teachers as well; 
giving information and feedback on your progress.  

One of the things I soon realised about university, when compared 
to high school, is the relative ease with which I could choose different 
subjects and cross-credit them between degrees. If I had been allowed 
to do this at high school I could have been a lot more selective with the 
Achievement Standards I took, which would have given me more time 
to focus on the standards that were most relevant to my learning. 

As I eased into student life, I realised that time management was 
a key component of keeping on top of your studies. As Head Boy of 
Kaitaia College, I was used to balancing my schoolwork with extra-
curricular activities. My time management skills from school helped 
me immensely when it came to balancing university demands with 
the social agenda. 

The first essay I wrote at university, I rated as worth an A grade. 
It came back as a B+, something that annoyed me immensely. But 



26

after reading some A grade essays I soon realised which strategies 
were most successful. “Keep it simple” and “Spell it out”—two 
rules of thumb that I will hold onto for the rest of my studies. As I 
progressed through the first semester, I gradually got higher grades 
for my essays until I got my first A+ in Politics 106 at the end of 
Semester One. The longer I spent at uni, the more tricks I learned, 
especially in terms of essay writing, study techniques and exam 
strategies. For me, these lessons were learned through experience 
and, sometimes, through failure. 

The other dominant aspect of being at university is the social life. 
There are many social clubs on campus, and of course the Auckland 
nightlife. I signed up for a few different clubs in Semester One, but 
the one that I got right into was Ngå Tauira Måori, a group of Måori 
students who nurtured me through my first year. Many good times 
were had practising kapa haka at the university marae, as well as 
travelling through the Far North with a bus full of Måori students 
in the mid-semester break to visit secondary schools and marae and 
deliver our message about tertiary education. I also stayed close with 
the Transitions Research Project, continually adding diary entries 
and having phone or face interviews with them. I finished my first 
semester with solid grades (B+ average) and a good understanding of 
how I could improve for Semester Two. In the break I took a holiday 
with my family to Rarotonga, which we all enjoyed thoroughly.  

The second semester started much more intensely than the first. 
Even the O’Rorke parties were more intense. I took on a few more 
commitments in Semester Two, and coupled with a girlfriend, there 
was no time left for idleness or boredom. I worked hard and started 
studying for exams early since my final exams were all crammed 
into one week. After two semesters at uni I had got into the full 
swing of things, and finished Semester Two with two A+s and two 
B+s. I vowed never to take an Economics paper again, and to focus 
instead on Commercial Law and Accounting—two subjects in which 



27

I had excelled. I also decided to double major in Arts—with political 
studies and Måori studies. I thought that this would give me a wider 
appreciation of how the world functions politically. 

Overall,  my transition to university was important for my 
development. My lifestyle completely changed, as well as my sense 
of fashion and my acceptance of others. Living in a hostel in Central 
Auckland brought me closer to a wider range of people, and gave 
me a new sense of social awareness and the ability to embrace new 
situations. 

It’s the going home in the holidays that really makes me miss 
university. It’s when I see my school mates, still in Kaitaia, working 
in low-wage jobs or doing apprenticeships that makes me glad I 
left. And they are aware of it too. Many ask me about uni and say 
they wish they too had left rather than stayed in their hometown. 
Hopefully their children will make the move to take their education 
past secondary school, because the spin-off effects are definitely 
worth the few extra years of slaving over books and sitting in 
lectures. 

Ponder this … “Intelligence plus character—that is the goal of 
true education. The complete education gives one not only power 
of concentration, but worthy objectives upon which to concentrate.” 
(Dr. Martin Luther King Jnr.)

Shay is continuing with his studies in Commerce and Law, and hopes 
to graduate soon with the necessary skills to run his own business.
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CHAPTER 2

The adventures of Tammy 

Tammy Brenstrum

Opening shots

[Tammy is at the Aotea markets in the centre of Auckland city. She has 
new boots.] 

I feel independent. I can just walk out my front door and be 
downtown in five minutes. There’s always something going on and 
everything’s close by: clothes, books, friends, food and films. I like 
being around people my age and living away from home, taking care 
of myself. I’m in control of what I’m doing now and it’s up to me if 
I’m going to get up and go to my classes. I miss the quiet nights in 
Dargaville though. Here, there’s always noise and often fire engines 
go screaming past in the night. Sometimes I miss hanging out with 
my parents too, even just sitting there without talking. 
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Flashback

[It is six months earlier and the scene is dramatically different.]

I live out in the sticks — Te Kopuru — which is outside of Dargaville. 
Technically I don’t even live in TK, I live in Tatarariki. So I live far out 
of a small town, and even farther out of the bigger town. This means 
I miss out on a lot of social stuff, which is magnified by the fact that 
I only have my learner’s licence (I know, what a geek!) However, 
living in a rural area is also good because I like the way I’ve turned 
out, mostly due to how and where I’ve been raised. 

I’m 18 and like what most people my age like: music, socialising, 
movies, and fun! The only difference is that I am much shorter than 
my friends and am less independent than them, as they all have jobs 
and licences. I live with my mum, dad, my sister and my brother. I 
have another sister who lives just down the road. My family usually 
gets along okay, but we fight over the usual things, mostly money, 
and my lack of enthusiasm at the thought of summer work. 

School was pretty good, the last year was awesome! As a Year 13 
form class at Dargaville High School we bonded much more and 
became friends with people outside of our cliques. Being the eldest 
form and having a lot of privileges was cool too. The teachers started 
to treat us with a lot more respect and not as children. I like being in 
a small, almost country, and definitely rural school.

Scene one: the decision

[The camera pans across the seventh form common room. Tammy is talking 
to a friend and flipping through an AUT prospectus.]

I knew from third form that I was going to university. When I was 
really little I wanted to work in a zoo and with animals, so I wanted 
to do zoology. 

By high school I knew that I wanted to work in television. I want 
to do something creative where I can make something or present it. 
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I love writing, performing, and talking to people. At first I thought 
about doing media studies in a Bachelor of Arts, but the papers 
weren’t specialised enough for me. Now I have pinpointed what 
I want to do. The Communications course at Auckland University 
of Technology (AUT) has journalism, television, radio and digital 
media: everything that I want. I found it by reading about radio and 
television presenters and where they studied.   

Dad really wants me to go to university, he wants all of us to go 
off and do something important.  My mum says, “You don’t have to 
go to university, you have other choices.”  But I want to go, I want 
to leave and see where life takes me. 

Scene two: waiting …

[Tammy is at the beach with friends, but there are other things on  
her mind.]

I’m trying to keep my mind off of my final results. I’m hoping to get 
into AUT but I’m on a conditional offer of acceptance, meaning they 
will look at my marks to decide if they are good enough. I’m really 
freaked out about this. I know that I was unprepared for my final 
exams and tried to wing it. I’m also a bit freaked out about leaving 
home, my family and friends. I’ve had an awesome time with friends 
this summer: clubbing, at beach parties, at a friend’s bach, at the Big 
Day Out and other concerts, and saying goodbye to people who are 
heading overseas. We’re all going different ways. But we’ll be seeing 
each other again.

Scene three: the mail arrives

[Tammy rips open an official looking envelope.]

I just got all my letters from AUT. I got accepted! EXCITING! I have 
now received all this information about orientation and key courses 
(which sound so boring, but I’ll probably have to do a couple). I am also 
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super hyped because I have discovered that Kora (!!!), the Black Seeds 
(!!!!!), and Spacifix are playing at my orientation week. Woohoo!! 

I also got my NCEA results and they are okay. I did classical 
studies, art history, geography, English and history. I didn’t do too 
well in classical studies because it was correspondence and you were 
supposed to monitor your own learning. Instead, I’d generally just 
go to the common room and hang around in there and say that I 
was going to do the work later. Otherwise I did alright and I got one 
excellence, for context in art history. 

I am freaking out about moving out and making new friends. 
I’ll miss my town and being part of a small school. But mostly, I’ll 
miss the people, especially knowing everybody and running into 
everybody every five minutes.  

Scene four: moving in and moving on

[Tammy is unpacking boxes in her student apartment.]

I just met everyone that I live with and I’m nervous about whether 
they will like me or not. My room mates seem cool, there are two 
American girls and a French girl and a girl from Hamilton. My 
room is tiny though. My stuff can’t fit in so in some ways I feel like 
I haven’t moved out of home. I can stay living here for as long as I 
want but I want the flatting experience too. I want to learn how to 
do everything for myself.

[One week later in the supermarket]

Buying groceries and cooking for myself has been fun and I can 
eat whatever I like, according to my budget. I got my first living 
allowance this week. Having that kind of money got me excited so 
I went out and bought a couple of dresses and then I only had $100 
left, and then only $50 left, and I still had to do my grocery shopping 
for the week. It came on Thursday and by Friday I had $13 left. I 
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really can’t do this again. If I can’t afford groceries I’m going to be 
living off rice for a week. 

Scene five: orientation week

[Tammy is in the lounge of her student apartment.]

I went to the Black Seeds concert and the Kora concert. They were 
awesome, especially because they were free! We also had a course 
orientation, but the guide didn’t talk very loudly. The next day I 
used a map to figure out where everything was and now I can find 
my way around.

The number of people in my course is daunting. There is no one 
I know. Also, Communication girls are known for being really 
fashionable because communication is about how you present 
yourself. This is a little scary. Sometimes I feel like a character: 
“Tammy from the rurals”. I play up to it by telling funny stories 
about living on a farm.   

Going out with friends is part of what I want to do right now but I 
don’t want to let it take over my life; I’ve already missed one tutorial 
after a big night. Even though there is no family to tell you what to 
do, you can’t run rampant and do whatever you want. Living with 
new people you have to try to fit in with what others want. There 
are little moments of tension that you have to manage, like over 
what to watch on TV. 

School is so much better because it’s not all day. A lot of it is self-
directed learning, which doesn’t always happen. Lectures are fine 
but it’s hard when you’re not interacting with the teacher. Sometimes 
I just get distracted and I can’t concentrate. Luckily, you expand on 
the lectures in tutorials. My tutor for media ethics is really interesting 
and brings up things you would never think of. He talks about how 
advertising can be an invasion of your privacy, like when you go into 
the bank and they have a big TV screen playing ads. It’s a lot easier 
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to get to know your tutors than your lecturers. They’re approachable 
and you can ask questions after class.

Scene six: the first assignment

[Tammy is in the library, late at night.]

The essays at university are different to anything I’ve done at school. 
My first essay is a thousand words and I have to do APA referencing 
for the first time, which is daunting. The content is different too; I 
have to argue a point. I have left it to the last minute so I will have to 
write it in a day. The deadlines are a lot more definite and unbendable 
than at high school!

[One week later.]

I got an A+! Maybe I’m going to be good at this course. 

Scene seven: the end of the semester

[Tammy is packing up to go home for the break.]

I’ve passed everything and it feels good. Some of my final marks were 
good and some were not so good. My exams let me down because 
I didn’t have enough to write about. Getting good marks is about 
how wide you go with your points, and how deeply you explain 
them. You can’t just lightly touch on subjects; you have to discuss 
them in depth to show you really understand. 

The most challenging lesson has been time management. I always 
seem to leave my work until the day before and sometimes I have to 
skip classes to finish it on time. Also, I’m spending too much money 
on things I don’t need: clothes, books, films and food. There’s this girl 
at the markets who has a vintage stall that I’m addicted to. I spent 
twenty dollars there today (twenty dollars of the money that I don’t 
have!). The apartments where I live are still cool, I’ve gotten to know 
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my roomies well and I’ll be sad when they leave during semester 
break, soon I’ll have to get used to new room mates!

It feels like high school was so long ago and I’ve moved on to 
something really different. I’m more independent. I still haven’t 
learnt how to drive but I’m going to do that this holidays. I’m not 
as combative with my family anymore. Now I’m quite happy to see 
my parents when they come and visit, especially in tough times. 

Closing credits: Tammy reflects

[It is the second semester and Tammy is back at AUT. We see shots of 
her in class and in the Queen Street shops. We hear her monologue over 
a Black Seeds track.]

I’m steadying out and getting marks I’m happy with. More importantly, 
I’m enjoying the work as well. I know that if I get passionate about my 
course work and commit to it, then I’ll be okay. I wrote an essay on 
“Grunge in the 1990s” which was interesting to research and write. 
I’m also doing Performance Communication because I’ve always 
been big on productions and drama. My first mark was a C+ because 
I hadn’t prepared, but after that I got some As.

I’m feeling comfortable because I have a gang of girls who are my 
good friends. I can go to their flat at any time and find someone to 
hang out with, or to watch movies with. My friends are passionate 
about what they want to do in life, like me. 

All my hesitations have been a way of learning things. I still get 
distracted easily and I’m not very practical. But I know that this 
course is perfect for me and I couldn’t have found a better place to 
be. The careers that I could possibly have are exactly the careers that 
I want to be able to choose from. I could be on television or I could 
end up finding that I love being behind the camera, or a completely 
different job like advertising. I still need to be better with my money. 
But I’ve learnt that I am capable of living away from home, and I am 
capable of working hard when I put my mind to it. 
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Tammy is currently completing her BCS degree at the Auckland 
University of Technology and flatting with a group of friends. She is 
still a voracious reader and loves TV and films. She hopes that her 
studies will lead to a career in film or television, so watch out for her 
name when the credits roll.
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CHAPTER 3

Wani’s journey 

Wani Toa-Ishara

The road I travelled to get here

I’ve come a long way to be in New Zealand. I was born in the Congo 
in a small city called Bukavu. When I was six years old a war broke 
out, related to the genocide in Rwanda. Because of fear for our lives 
we left the city and went to my granddad’s village for about a month 
to hide out while my father tried to get us refugee status to get out 
of the country. Eventually they agreed to a refugee status for me, my 
mom and little sister. Dad told us to wait for him in Rwanda as men 
weren’t allowed to leave the country, but mom was reluctant to leave 
without him. Eventually she agreed and we stayed in Rwanda for 
about three weeks until dad eventually joined us there. We ended up 
going to Nairobi in Kenya where mom and dad worked at a church 
for about three years. Dad had a big church in the Congo to look after 
so when things calmed down we went home. But after only a few 
weeks the violence broke out all over again. My uncle (my mom’s 
little brother) and some others in the family were killed. We had to 
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get out. We applied for refugee status and came to New Zealand in 
1999. We stayed in Mangere Refugee Camp for six weeks and then 
we moved to our first home in Hamilton where I started primary 
school. We then moved to Auckland where I attended primary school 
and later went to Massey High School.

I have two brothers and one sister. My sister is twelve and my 
brothers are ten and eleven. My mother’s currently doing a Bachelor 
in Social Practice and will be graduating at the end of this semester. 
When we moved here my dad got his first job at a hotel before 
leaving to work for a debt collecting agency. There was a period 
when he worked two jobs just so he could send money back home 
and manage to support us here also. When I was in sixth form dad 
stopped working and took on the full-time role as a pastor of a church 
that started meeting at a local Community Centre.

While my parents were studying and working I was developing a 
new passion for the game of basketball which quickly rose on my list 
of loves right under God, family and values, because in many ways 
it shaped a part of who I am today. It gave me a drive and a desire 
to achieve more than I thought possible, fuelling my competitive 
fire. It gave me a focus—my biggest at the moment being the 2012 
Olympics.

My last year of school: chasing down too many trails

Life had been good to us in New Zealand but no matter how good 
it seemed, a piece of my father’s heart was always back home in the 
Congo. Before we had to leave dad had been in charge of many of 
the churches in our region and was taking care of the orphanage 
he set up to support street kids. He went back to help out with the 
orphanage in March of my last year of school, and without him, we 
began struggling at home. My mom is a superwoman, she has this 
“never say die” attitude, but not having dad around for so long began 
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wearing her down both financially and emotionally. I couldn’t ask, 
“Hey mom do you need help?” because my mom would never admit 
it. I had to say, “Hey Mom can I get a job, all my friends got one?” 
So after arguments and constant pleading she finally agreed with 
the condition that my grades remained good. So I got a Saturday 
job at a factory. I worked 19 hours a week. I worked 12 hours on 
Saturday then I had church on Sunday and worked some afternoons. 
On the Monday I’d be drained, and then I would play basketball on 
Tuesdays straight after school for two teams with games following 
each other. Wednesday’s I’d have practices or meeting I’d have to 
attend straight after school and the rest of my week continued on in 
a similar manner. I was doing too much and I missed a lot of study 
so I got into the habit of slacking off and leaving everything until 
the last minute.

I studied English, geography, mathematics, economics, sports 
academy and PE. But I didn’t concentrate enough. I got into this 
lazy habit and I kept putting off assignments until the last night. I’d 
be up all night doing them and so I’d just pass, instead of going for 
higher marks. I could have managed my time better but for the first 
time I started making excuses, and that’s the first step that I began 
taking towards failure.

During that summer break mom also left to join dad in the Congo.  
I worked seventy two-hour weeks to pay the bills and, with my aunt’s 
help, I looked after my younger brothers and sister. I began work 
at 5am. [My aunt] would leave the kids at a holiday programme for 
the day, then I would pick them up around five o’clock. I did that 
for the whole month that mom wasn’t there. To this day I don’t 
know how we managed to get through that month financially or 
how I managed physically, but God was with us so I’m grateful and 
I don’t question it.
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University aspirations: the way ahead

Coming out of high school I wanted to be a lawyer. I had this passion 
for justice and equality because I hated corruption and greed; they 
were the two things that had felled my nation. Greed, envy and 
hunger for power run through the veins of the people in authority. 
Our whole legal system is corrupt and that really hurt me and drove 
me to want to help make a change, no matter how small. 

My father has taught me that no matter how small, one person 
willing to sacrifice for the right reasons can create hope and help steer 
a change in the right direction. My father never had the opportunities 
I have, especially in terms of education, so he’s drilled it in to us to 
make the most of what we have while we can, because it might not 
always be around. I’ve always had my parents’ support. They’ve 
always let me know that they’re behind me no matter what I choose 
to do, as long as I’m aware that I’m the one that’s going to have to 
deal with it the rest of my life. As long as I do something that’s going 
to benefit more than me he’s okay with it, because we are in a world 
full of people and it’s not all just about me. I have to remember where 
I came from, those who came before me and those who are going after 
me. So I wanted to be a lawyer and make a difference in my country, 
even if it was a small difference. Also, my mom thought that if I didn’t 
go to university my sister and brothers might not want to go. 

NCEA results: a twist in the road

The day I got my NCEA results was the longest, most dreadful day 
in my recent memory. I opened the envelope and saw that economics 
hadn’t gone too great and then I opened my English and saw one 
paper that I didn’t get. I counted up all my credits and it looked like I 
passed. Or so I thought until a few days later when the rejection letter 
from Auckland University arrived. I checked online and saw that 
I had counted some credits from the Sports Academy which turns 
out didn’t count for University Entrance at all. I had missed out by 8 
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credits. I called up dad who was still in Africa. That was the longest/
shortest conversation I’ve ever had. When I told him “I didn’t get in” 
there was a pause so long that I thought he had passed away on the 
phone then and there. The pause felt like forty days even though it 
was only about forty seconds. Mom tried to cheer me up but dad’s 
silence had said it all. I felt like the world had crashed down on me 
and my parents being so far away didn’t help the situation at all. 
I felt like I had failed myself, but worst of all, I felt I had failed my 
family and brought them shame.

After the rejection from Auckland I considered returning to school 
to get the credits I missed, but I found out that you have to do the 
whole year again. Then I discovered the option of a Foundation 
Course at Massey University. I could do the course in six months, but 
Law only takes people in the first semester. So instead of wasting half 
a year, I decided to do a whole year. At least I would learn something 
in that time and experience what university was like.

Foundation Studies at Massey: my bridge to university

I had an idea of what the first lecture would be like, but didn’t 
really expect it to happen the way it turned out. The lecturer came, 
talked and went! No roll, no nothing! I was still sitting there, kind 
of waiting for something to happen, and everybody was getting up 
and leaving, while I’m thinking “oh, so that’s it.” 

The most challenging thing was the constant tests. But I got my 
work done early and I understood what was going on in the class 
so I wasn’t struggling. It felt good to be on top of things. The people 
were friendly and the environment suited me. The library facilities 
were good and everybody was there to study, not just because they 
had to be there like at high school, but because they chose to. In fact, 
it was easier to study on campus than at home. I got top of the class 
for my first English paper. I was half a mark away from getting 100%. 
Overall I ended up with a B+ average which made me happy.
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I was always on the basketball court too. In all my breaks, if I 
wasn’t in the library I would be playing ball. I went to the University 
Games and I had never lost so much and so consecutively in my life 
but it was fun and I was chosen for the tournament team, made up 
of the top five players of the universities represented which was a 
big honour for me. I mean, who’s ever heard of a top player from the 
last placed team? Basketball is my escape zone. If I’m studying and 
I’ve got an exam coming up and I don’t play or just shoot around I 
feel like my head will explode, but it’s also become my gateway to 
a lot of friends I’ve made along the way.

Looking back, maybe it was a good thing I failed to get University 
Entrance the first time. I had this big picture of where I wanted to 
go but no idea how to get there. The Massey course showed me 
how university worked and how to choose the right papers. I sat in 
a whole lot of different lectures and I learnt a whole lot more about 
myself, the courses, the university environment, but especially I 
learnt about my interests and capabilities. I used the time to read 
up on law papers and it gave me a new perspective. Here, you learn 
about New Zealand law but I wanted to do international law so I 
could help in other countries. Dad discovered that even if I did do 
Law here, even if I got a Master’s, I’d still have to do three more years 
back home to practise there. Looking back now, if I had started that 
Law degree I wouldn’t have managed the work load, I would have 
burnt out in the first semester and struggled just to finish the year. 

Since I was a kid I always wanted to design and build a hospital, 
a big home for the orphanage, or a school, university maybe. I was 
always drawing and designing things like that. A friend of mine was 
interested in doing architecture and invited me to sit in on a class 
with him. I was captivated and I thought, “Man, this is my thing.” 
With architecture I can still realise my dream to make a change, 
maybe in a different way. 
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The twist in my road also taught me to have a more positive 
outlook on things and to take them for what they are. The rejection 
from Auckland University hurt at the time and put an idea in the 
back of my mind that maybe I couldn’t succeed. But after the first 
semester at Massey I knew that I was capable of doing what I put 
my mind to. I never lacked the ability, circumstances just got in the 
way for a while. I feel like it was all part of God’s plan, a way for 
him to shape me into the kind of man he wanted me to be. 

On track

My father’s a warrior. Always has been. And we made it through 
because of the fact that he didn’t want to give up, not on us, and not 
on his people. So life’s taught me that nothing it throws at me can 
break me—one way or the other I’m going to get up and try again. 
As long as you give it all you’ve got and put your heart in it, even 
if you fall short or don’t make it, doesn’t mean you failed. At least 
you were willing to give it a try. For me, that used to apply more 
to basketball, but now it really applies to my studies too. Before I 
had a “take it easy” attitude, but now I figure that while I’m resting 
someone’s out there working. Being told I can’t do something just 
motivates me to prove that I can. I know I’m capable of it and I just 
want to be given the chance. 

My mom’s always telling me, “You can be anything you want to 
be if you put your mind to it.” I know it’s a song everybody sings, 
but the fact that she sees a lot in me and pushes me to strive makes 
me think that maybe I can be somebody big one day. I have a lot of 
respect for my parents because of what they’ve been through and 
done for me, our people and our community. That motivates me to 
work harder. 

My dad always tells me, “If you don’t influence your peers they’re 
definitely going to influence you.” Don’t do things just because it’s 
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cool at the time. When you’re where I am now, who’s looking at you 
and clapping for you because you were cool back then? God and 
my family are my source of power and I believe everybody has to 
know theirs or else they are standing on nothing.

I have changed since school. I’m a stronger and a more determined 
person. I would be happy with myself if I knew I gave it my all and 
failed. But if I knew I could have done more it would eat me up 
inside. So now I always push, and work hard to be the best I can be, 
not for anybody else but for me. We all have choices and we all got 
decisions to make, but we also get given an opportunity and when 
yours arrives how ready are you going to be?

Wani is continuing his studies at the University of Auckland. He still 
aims to play basketball for New Zealand at the 2012 Olympics. 
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CHAPTER 4

A journey to remember 

Cecelia Matoto

“To fulfil a dream is to climb the ladder that will get you to success.”  
My parents have said that to me since I was little and they’ve made 
sure that my siblings and I got to the hard part of the ladder where 
we struggle. I’m just a normal girl from a family of six children; I 
have two brothers and three sisters and somehow I was chosen to be a 
middle child, so nothing much in the family revolves around me.

Realising your potential

When I was young, I never thought of attending university. I just 
thought of getting a job like every adult around me. I sometimes saw 
myself working as a cleaner. That was until I got a part-time job as 
one and saw what those kinds of jobs were actually like. I thought, 
“Oh my gosh, I do not want to do this job!” I still thought university 
wasn’t my thing though. I wasn’t the type of person to sit down and 
study like my siblings. I was the different one. My head was never 
into the books until it hit me in seventh form—what was I going to 
do with my life?! 
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My parents always lectured me, “Go to uni, go to uni, I want you 
to have a better life.”  One of the things my dad asked of all of us 
was that we go to uni and have a better life than other people who 
are struggling now and living in regret, wishing they had done what 
they should have done back when they were young.  So I decided to 
do as my parents wished and here I am now at uni—happy! 

Coming to uni was one of the best choices I’ve ever made in life. I 
feel like I’m getting somewhere and doing things that I really want 
to do but that I didn’t know of when I was young. I’m picturing the 
wonderful job I’m going to get after I finish my degree.  This is my 
story of how I made it to university and how I’ve come to be the 
person I am today.

Coming to New Zealand

I was born in the South Pacific Kingdom of Tonga and was raised 
there for 16 awesome years before I moved here to Aotearoa New 
Zealand. I’m from Kolofo’ou, in Nukualofa, the capital of Tonga. I 
live with my parents now but spent most of my life with my auntie 
and my grandma, until I came to New Zealand with my parents, 
brothers and sisters. 

My family struggled financially at times but it has never got in 
the way of them wanting what is best for us children. They only 
want us to concentrate on two things: church and education. We’re 
strong Catholics and have always been so. Missing Mass on Sunday 
is forbidden in my family.  So like I said—pretty strong!  As for 
education—that’s the reason why we moved to New Zealand. Even 
though my parents loved their lives in Tonga, there were more and 
better opportunities in New Zealand. My dad’s only wish for us kids 
is that we all get a good education by going to university, so when 
he leaves this world he knows we will have good jobs and be happy. 
He has a Commerce degree, which he studied for in Australia so he 
got a good steady job in Tonga while my mum was a housewife.
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In the winter of 2005 we moved to New Zealand. I had been here 
before on holidays but to get used to staying here permanently was 
really hard. We missed Tonga hard out even though when we were 
in Tonga we were looking forward to coming here. It wasn’t how 
we expected it to be and we all found it hard to cope. It took a while 
before my dad could find a job so we were all on a really tight budget. 
Life was pretty much down there! 

Different schools and people

I started school here in the middle of Year 11. It was really hard!  I 
didn’t even understand what NCEA was and no one explained it 
to me.  All I heard was, “Oh yeah, I’m getting these credits, credits, 
credits.”  And I was going, “What the hell are credits?”  I was so 
confused in my first year in high school in New Zealand but I got a lot 
of help from my friends and managed to work my way around it.

I also found it difficult to concentrate on schoolwork because 
the kids that I made friends with didn’t really care about school. 
So I thought, “Oh who cares, I just want to make friends.”  While 
everyone else would be doing work in class my friends and I would 
just talk about all the latest gossips, do our hair, apply perfume and 
body lotions. I went to class but it wasn’t to learn, just to make it 
look like I attended. I was also really distracted with my love life. 
My life was revolving around a boy 24/7, and my education was 
last on the list. We would have long late night talks and I never used 
to do homework. The story about my Romeo and I ended after one 
and a half years. Yes, I was heartbroken and that wasn’t the worst 
of it. I had also gotten the worst report card ever for sixth form. I 
started thinking to myself, “What the hell am I doing?”  So after a 
lot of tears and struggles to move on, a new year came. 
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Making Year 13 “the year”

I promised myself I was going to make Year 13 “The Year”. The 
thought of what was going to happen after high school scared the hell 
out of me. So I started attending classes, studying more than I ever 
did, making sure nothing ever came between me and my education. 
It was hard making that change, but like the saying goes “sacrifice 
isn’t easy”. I met this girl who was the type of person that I wanted to 
be. I was so inspired by how she was.  She was always hard working.  
She used to sit in class and say “I need to go to university; I need to 
get a good job.”  And that’s when it hit me. “She really cares about 
what’s going to happen to her in the future, I should be aware of my 
future as well.” So I started hanging out with her. We had a lot of 
classes together. We studied together too, she used to help me with 
my assignments and I actually felt good. 

It also felt good that I started getting on the good side of the 
teachers because in sixth form I used to be the naughtiest person in 
my class and the teachers used to hate me. Becoming a prefect was 
where I felt I didn’t deserve the position. The teacher who made the 
decision was a really nice lady. I think she saw a lot of potential in me 
but I didn’t see that in myself. She helped to let that potential out.

Before, I used to think that the person I was in sixth form was who 
I was. The changes I made in seventh form proved to me I wasn’t. I 
also started participating with my family again. In sixth form I used to 
exclude myself because it was always about my boyfriend. Oh man, 
I can’t tell you how good it felt to have everything in your life go so 
well. By the end of the year I knew I had met all the requirements 
for University Entrance and had made it into university!

The long wait over summer

Even though I applied early for a Bachelor of Arts degree, I was 
waiting so long to hear back about my university applications that 
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I got to a point where I didn’t want to go to uni anymore. More and 
more Bebo comments kept coming in from my friends saying, “Yeah 
I got into uni”, but I still hadn’t heard anything about my application. 
I kept thinking “Oh my gosh, I haven’t got into uni.” I thought I must 
not have been good enough to get in. I finally got offered a place in a 
certificate programme at AUT. My parents didn’t want me to do that 
but there didn’t seem like anything else I could do. Man, it sucked, 
I wanted so bad to get straight into a degree programme. I couldn’t 
understand what had happened—I knew before the end of school 
that I had enough credits to get into an Arts degree but somehow I 
had been rejected. I felt like such a loser. My parents were upset too. 
Looking at my dad’s face, he looked so sad; it put me off the whole 
thing. I just wanted to give up. I was depressed hard out.

Because I was involved with the Transitions research project, 
someone from the project gave me a bit of hope. They told me 
that something must have gone wrong because if I had met the 
requirements for UE then I should automatically get into an Arts 
degree. It turned out some of the credits I needed to get into 
university had not been counted and that’s why I was rejected at 
first. They encouraged me to not give up. They pushed me to keep 
calling and asking about my application. I was a bit shocked when 
they gave me all these phone numbers to call. I was just expecting a 
yes or no and if it’s a no then that’s it. If it wasn’t for the Transitions 
project I might have just said, “Oh yeah, stuff this. I don’t wanna 
do it anymore.” But I kept calling and checking on my application 
and a week before the first semester started I was accepted into a 
Bachelor of Arts degree programme at the University of Auckland. 
I was so happy I went back home and I told everyone: “I’m going 
to orientation! Orientation—first step of university!” 
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Beginning university

It was such a buzz to see all the different faces, different people and 
different races at university. In high school I joined the mentoring 
programme called MATES so I knew my way around campus before 
I started so I became the tour guide for all my friends. I got to know 
heaps of people through hanging out at the MATES office.  It was 
really fun; I got so caught up with my new friends, I just had to 
join in with everything they were doing. That’s when the “slacking 
time” came …

Getting off track

When you’re in high school it’s like you’ve got to follow all these 
rules but when you go to uni, you walk into freedom. When I started 
I was scared if I missed one lecture, but after a while I found out that 
other students miss lectures so I thought, “Oh, who cares? They’re 
not going to hunt me down and hang me for not going to a lecture”, 
so yeah, my friends and I started missing a lot of lectures. We started 
roaming around like free kids, free young and single students, who 
didn’t give a damn for our parents at home. I thought, “Oh wow, I 
wasn’t expecting it to be like this.” Because watching uni students 
in the movies they’re always at the library studying hard. 

I never set foot in the library in my first semester. I would meet up 
with my friends in the morning, hang out and then go home around 
10 or 11pm. We would just sit there, play cards, watch movies on 
the laptop, and hit town. We got the habit of just coming to uni, 
hanging out and playing. We’d rush around at the last minute to get 
our assignments done and when tests and exams came, we’d just 
sit there and play and then all of sudden one person would just get 
up and say, “Oh yeah I’ve got to go now, I’ve gotta test.” And then 
we’d be like, “Oh but you haven’t studied.” And they’d reply, “Oh 
yeah, I know.” That was normal for us. So my first semester was 
socially very good, but academically really bad.



51

Getting back on track

I was so unhappy with my first semester results, I didn’t pass 
many papers. My parents were really angry at first and told me to 
go hard the next semester. They trusted me to change my attitude 
towards university and that’s what I did. My family are my biggest 
motivation. It clicked in my mind that I can always make friends in 
the future but that’s not the case with my studies. I realised that as 
you fail time goes by and that I’d never finish my degree in three 
years if I didn’t concentrate on my studies. Time waits for no man (or 
woman). So I started getting my head back into my studies. I began 
hanging out with a different group of people, a group of Tongans 
that grew up with me in Tonga and came here for the same reason 
as I did. We would spend a lot of time in the library or the computer 
labs. They always say, “We gotta study, we gotta study.” At first it 
was weird, I wasn’t used to this kind of thing, but hanging out with 
them made me realise the purpose of me and my family moving here 
at the first place. Now I spend a lot of time in the library or a quiet 
space in the computer labs and I attend all my classes, tutorials and 
extra Tuakana workshops. I take advantage of all the help offered to 
me so I can do my best. I’m getting some really high grades now, it 
feels so good. Some of my old mates hate me now for leaving them, 
but sometimes you have to do what’s right for you. 

When I started my second year, I saw a lot of first-year students 
acting in the way I used to when I was in my first year. I walked up 
to them and said “Man, I’ve been there, done that and I am telling 
you, you’re gonna regret what you’re doing right now.” At first they 
said, “We have to experience it for ourselves” but I see them around 
now and then and they’re studying a lot, not mucking around like 
my friends and I did when we were their age.
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My advice to you

Take advantage of the opportunities that universities give students. 
If they’re offering to help you with your courses, take it. Especially 
during Orientation! It’s not going to come twice and a time will 
come when you’ll regret not attending those things. Make sure you 
make friends with the right people, those who you’re actually going 
to learn from and help you to be who you want to be. Study hard. 
You’re not going to get anywhere if you don’t study! Not everyone 
gets the chance to go to university, so take the opportunity that’s 
given to you and use it wisely. 

If you do make mistakes, don’t give up. Sitting here, thinking about 
my story so far, makes me regret how much time I’ve wasted in my 
life. But then again, mistakes are lessons in life that keep us from 
repeating what has happened in our past and what makes us stronger. 
I’ve learnt so many things the past twenty years of my life, I feel so 
old! The most important thing I’ve learnt is to be who you are, who 
you really are. If you don’t know who you are—find yourself! 

Cecelia is currently studying towards a Bachelor of Arts degree at The 
University of Auckland with a double major in Pacific Studies and 
Anthropology. She plans to return to Tonga after she graduates but 
sees the world as her oyster, and working in a museum somewhere in 
the world as the pearl.
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SECTION

TWO
WHEN THINGS DON’T WORK OUT 
QUITE THE WAY YOU’D PLANNED 
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Some students set their hearts on getting to university but are not 
always prepared for the demands of degree-level study. The change 
from small classes, regimented days and doing well at school, to 
finding yourself lost in huge classes and among hundreds of other 
students—many academically better prepared—can be daunting. 
It can certainly shake your confidence and require a review of your 
goals and strategies for getting there. But, as the next five stories 
show, if you are prepared to learn from your own and from others’ 
experiences, and are prepared to work hard, change your study habits 
and adjust your goals, then setbacks—whether large or small—can 
be overcome and resilience can replace disappointment.

In his aptly named story, “A big step up” (Chapter 5), Brett is 
candid about not doing as well in the first semester at university 
as he thought he would. This resulted from “slacking off” during 
the semester, which left him with too much material to cover in 
preparation for the final exams. On reflection Brett was able to 
identify what happened and what he could do to improve his study 
practices and his academic results in subsequent semesters. 

Even the best-laid plans go astray, as Marie tells us in her story 
(Chapter 6). The decision to go to Dunedin just one week before the 
start of the first semester was her first big challenge. Focusing only 
on the subjects she liked and not paying enough attention to small 
assessments provided additional setbacks. However hard the lessons 
learnt, Marie was able to adjust her plans and is continuing to study 
at Otago, with slightly different goals and dreams.

Jameelah’s story (Chapter 7) shows how hard it can be to 
juggle family and study commitments, and how torn students 
can sometimes feel between personal goals and family loyalty or 
expectations. Jameelah has a big dream of running an airport one 
day, and succeeding at university is the beginning. In order to get 
there she has overcome her reluctance to ask for help and learnt 
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that academic staff and student support services can make a real 
difference to a student in need.  

Jonas (in Chapter 8) shares his experience of lacking a clear career 
goal and being tempted to follow the family tradition in engineering. 
His relief at finding something different, in Sport & Exercise Science, 
was short lived when he found himself struggling to adjust to 
the level and intensity of university study and the much greater 
independence required of university students. The wake-up call of 
poor performance in mid-semester tests allowed him to reassess his 
motivation and study approaches and to salvage all four papers by 
the end of the semester. 

Finally in this section, in Chapter 9 Poloma shares a poignant 
story of learning not to give up in the face of initial failure. “His 
mistakez” is Poloma’s way of summing up what led to his poor 
academic performance in the first year, what stopped him from 
feeling crushed by that experience, and the buzz of academic success 
in his second year. 
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CHAPTER 5

A big step up 

Brett Torenvlied-Whiting

December 2007: my life so far

I’ve lived on a farm all my life. I was born in England and moved to 
New Zealand when I was six years old.  We live out in Waimauku. 
My mother’s English and she teaches people how to ride horses 
and breeds and sells them. My dad is Dutch, he is a pilot. I have a 
younger brother and two younger sisters so I’m kind of a role model 
in the family. My grandparents live very close by and I see them a 
lot. My girlfriend is Japanese but she’s been living in New Zealand. 
Next year she will be back in Japan at Kyoto University. We will 
visit each other whenever we can. Japan is insane, it’s a great place, 
and Kyoto looks beautiful in the photos I’ve seen.  

Our family has moved around a lot in New Zealand.  When we 
arrived we lived in Tirau, which is down in the Hamilton area.  We 
moved up to Whangarei and I went to four different schools over our 
time up there. Then we moved out here so I could get into Massey 
High School. Shifting around has been sad because I’ve had to leave 
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best friends behind all over the place. I’ve kept in touch with my 
mates in Whangarei though. It’s nice returning to Whangarei to see 
how everything has changed and it’s cool for them to come down 
to a bigger city and explore.

I’m into computers and I play the guitar in a metal/rock band. 
However, my main interest is cars. I’ve been driving paddock cars 
on the farm since I was ten. I got my licence on my fifteenth birthday, 
then six months after my birthday I got my restricted licence and 
a year after that I had my full licence. You could say that my car is 
like a boy racer car because it has a full body kit paint job and loud 
exhaust. I didn’t even know it was super charged when I chose it. 
My engine is built for racing so I have been able to buy a turbo, a 
new fuel system and drag tires. I’m working on my car at home and 
I plan to take it track racing. I also work part-time at Woolworths, 
in the butchery, chilled food and deli sections. I do heaps of hours 
whenever I can, because cars cost money!   

In the first year of intermediate school we had to interview 
someone about their occupation. I interviewed Robert Hart, from 
“My House My Castle”. He told me how he became a lawyer and his 
story inspired me and stuck in my mind. Since then I have juggled 
in my mind the careers that I might like to have, but I have always 
thought that I would enjoy law. My high school teachers really had 
an influence on me too. I’m doing economics because of a really 
interesting teacher at Massey High School. My biology teacher was 
inspiring because he knew so much; that made me want to go to uni 
so I would know even more. In my last year at school I took maths, 
English, geography, economics and biology. Taking mathematics 
with calculus was challenging, but it was fun. Biology really 
interested me, I could see how everything worked and interacted 
and it stuck in my head.    

NCEA exams are coming up, and study is my first priority.  My 
car has been on hold for the last month and a half and I only work 
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on it when I need a study break. I sat Scholarship exams in biology, 
economics and geography but I’m mainly concerned about doing 
the best I can in NCEA. After exams I will be working 40-50 hours a 
week for the summer but I will have time for fun too. I’m going to 
see my friend graduate from Police College in Wellington and go 
to the Big Day Out, then in February I’m flying to Australia to see 
Iron Maiden.

I will be the first in my family to go to university and it’s the 
beginning of a new era for me.  My family has been very supportive. 
They want me to go and follow my dreams. My first choice is to do a 
Law and Commerce conjoint degree. But I also have a plan B, C and 
D, just in case. My next choices would be to take science, business 
or property. I’ve heard that university is really enjoyable and very 
different to high school. I’ve been to a few open days too. I met the 
law guys and they’re awesome, really down to earth and so funny as 
well. I attended some lectures at the open day and I found it easy to 
listen and learn. It was quite inspiring actually. I think that university 
will be hard work but fun too. I’m looking forward to the freedom 
of studying and living by myself. I can’t wait.  

January 2008: step 1—my application   

I got my NCEA results and I didn’t do as well as I thought I would 
have. I passed most things but I didn’t get any of the excellences that I 
was hoping for. I was surprised about biology because I studied hard 
but I only got two merits. In economics I got merits and excellences 
throughout the year but I only passed two of the external papers, 
with achieved.  

For a while I was very anxious because my friends found out that 
they got in to their courses before I did. Finally I heard that I was 
accepted into my course and my nerves turned into excitement. 
I didn’t get into the conjoint programme, but I can do separate 
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Bachelor of Commerce and Law degrees at the same time.  I’ve been 
reading about Auckland University on the internet, I looked at my 
course, and at the semester timetable and I’m figuring out how it all 
works. I’m jumping to begin.

March 2008: step 2—my first semester begins 

I love university.  It is the best experience of my life so far, and a lot 
better than I expected it to be. It’s so much more social than school. 
But it’s also a lot more work than school was. I’ve handed in my 
resignation at Woolworths so I can concentrate on studying. Success 
at university is solely based on self-motivation. Lecturers and tutors 
provide good help, but they don’t check up on you. No one cares 
if you haven’t done your reading, it will just make you fall behind. 
My friends have really helped me to adjust to university. We take 
similar subjects so we study together and make sure that everyone 
understands our courses.

This semester I’m doing statistics, economics, management, and 
law and society.  I enjoy the lectures because I prefer a self-motivated 
style of learning and I feel like I’m taking in more information than 
I did at school.  I enjoy reading and listening to people talk and 
then figuring out the subject for myself. Also, all of my lecturers 
are fantastic.  My law lecturer talks fast but he makes the material 
interesting. My statistics lecturer makes all these crazy, huge hand 
gestures. Both of them keep us awake and get the whole class 
cracking up at their jokes. There isn’t the sense that lecturers think 
they are superior to students. 

I take a laptop into class.  I type faster than I can write so with my 
laptop I can keep up with everything the lecturer is saying. Then at 
home I read through the notes and categorise them and match them 
up with the lecturer’s slideshows.  
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June 2008: step 3—sitting my first exams 

I was a lot more nervous about university exams than I ever was at 
high school.  I was very focused and studied for three weeks prior 
to the exam. Afterwards, I realised that was not enough time. I had 
to squeeze in preparation for all my subjects and some papers got 
neglected in favour of others. My mistake was slacking off during 
the semester in terms of revising and reading because I thought that 
I could catch up later. But then to get ready for my exams I had to 
relearn all the lecture material, and even read some of it for the first 
time. Instead, I should have just been revising. I went into my exams 
semiprepared, but not as prepared as I could have been. Also, I have 
been flying to Japan to see my girlfriend every four weeks. I flew 
back on the morning of my first exam and felt so tired that I almost 
fell asleep in the examination room.  Even though some papers, 
like statistics, teach similar content to school, I found that the exam 
questions are on a much higher level. I knew all the information but 
I hadn’t practised with enough examples. I enjoyed my papers but 
that didn’t mean I could get A+ grades. At university, you really 
have to put the work in to achieve the marks you want.       

My experience in the first semester showed me that I can’t muck 
around at university.  I only have one shot at this. Now I have 
different methods of study. I’m going to make lecture summaries 
and explain the content to my family, because you retain seventy 
percent of what you teach to other people. I will read ahead too. That 
way in the lectures I know what the lecturer is talking about, which 
maintains ideas in my head. It’s best to get the information stuck in 
your head as you go, instead of needing to clog everything in right at 
the end. I’ve also learnt that people drift in and out of your life. You 
maintain the people that are special to you, like your good friends, 
girlfriend and family, but the rest of them come and go.    
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My overall goal is to get a good degree and I’m focused on that 
now. I want to gain knowledge for myself, so I can be successful in the 
future. I know that a lot of kids find it a big step up from intermediate 
to high school, but the next stride is different. In high school they 
help you to the top of the stairs and then they let go of your hand. 
You have to make the jump to university by yourself. 

Brett is currently completing a BCom degree, focusing on studying 
hard and doing his best in the exams. He is also interested in doing a 
BA degree in Japanese at some stage in the future.
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CHAPTER 6

I had a plan … 

Marie Thomson

I had a plan. The plan was supposed to be solid and straightforward. 
Go to Auckland University. Do a health science course. I learnt 
sometimes you can’t plan for life. Somewhere along your straight 
forward pathway to life you see little pathways that would lead to 
more exciting, interesting or just different ways. In other words, 
you are tempted with the “what if” and sometimes in life we give 
way to these little temptations not wanting to regret what might’ve 
happened. These temptations lead us onto new paths and a new 
future. This is what happened to me.

So there I was, strolling along my straightforward path to 
Auckland where I would study health science. In Auckland I had 
friends and family, and the opportunity to go home would only cost 
a $30 bus ride. I would still be in my comfort zone, reasonably. I had 
three weeks until Auckland University started but the university 
had not told me whether or not I had been accepted into my course. 
Naturally I started thinking of other options. Otago! The reason this 
idea was not popular was because Otago was totally alien. I had no 
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family, friends, it was a long way from home, and I hadn‘t heard 
much about it apart from that it was a student/party city. But then 
Otago started looking better and better. I had previously been on 
two student exchanges and loved both experiences. If someone 
had walked up to me and said, “Want to go on another exchange? 
You will have to pay only what you would normally pay going 
to university in Auckland”, I probably wouldn’t give it a second 
thought. So this was how I had begun to look at going to Otago, like 
going on an exchange.  It doesn’t matter that you don’t know anyone 
because you make new friends, and living far from home you gain 
more confidence and independence. Temptation from the “what if?”. 
Within a week I had given in. I always love going to new places and 
meeting new people and this was the perfect opportunity. 

I had started on a new pathway. With problems. I had to be in 
Otago in a week! Planes and buses needed to be booked, packing 
needed to be done and the most difficult, accommodation had to be 
found. Ringing up Otago uni accommodation I found that there was a 
230-person waiting list for uni halls. This was not at all encouraging. 
Accommodation in a hall seemed unlikely, so a new plan was formed. 
Backpack until a suitable flat was found. Mum was not happy, telling 
me about rape and murder stories. Around these “oh joyful” stress 
moments, my thoughts were along the lines of, “stupid stupid new 
pathway”! With only 2 days to go, still running around (who knows 
why ), I received a call from the head of Aquinas College offering 
me a place in a shared room. I could not believe it! 

My arrival at Aquinas (my hall of residence) was followed by a 
very busy, confusing, yet fun week, where new friends were found, 
tours of the university were made, lecturers spoke in very large rooms 
and overall orientation was carried out in good style. I am not afraid 
to admit that coming from a school of 400, university did intimidate 
me. A lot! I did not have a clue what I was supposed to be doing. I 
just followed crowds, nodded intently when it seemed appropriate, 
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and shouted “Aquinas” when someone else yelled out a different 
hall name. The good thing about all this was that I was not the only 
one. It seemed most other first years were in the same predicament. 
Organised o-week activities, such as toga march, country ho-down, 
sports day and the many concerts were the exception. Most students 
seemed more familiar with these events. 

After o-week came the start of my course, although during o-week 
I had to take an English test but that was okay because it was just 
the basic reading, writing and listening and I had to go to course 
approval (the course approval line for health science took about one 
hour in the least!). First up was the preliminary lecture which was 
supposed to tell us all about our course, what books we needed and 
what buildings to know. This helped me a lot as to what I would be 
actually doing because I was still fuzzy on how university actually 
worked (like REALLY fuzzy). I was to take four papers in the 1st 
semester and 3 in the second (I could take a 4th in the 2nd semester). 
Two of my papers were prerequisites, which totally scared me! My 
course is one of the largest courses at the university, around 1,500 
students!! All of those students trying their uttermost hardest to 
get into medicine, dentistry and physiotherapy. I still wanted to get 
into medicine but this was my first look at how large and smart the 
actual competition was. The other students I met were from private 
or high-decile schools. Very, very  intimidating. I was suddenly faced 
with my disadvantage; I came from a decile 1 school. In Year 13 I 
had to do some of my classes by correspondence which didn’t turn 
out so good because of lack of self-discipline from myself and lack 
of immediate response from The Correspondence School. I saw my 
chances of getting into medical school slim down dramatically, but 
I thought that I should at least try. So continued on that pathway 
but with a new sense of trepidation. 

There was soon a defining line between papers I liked—human 
body systems 1 and cells, and papers I didn’t like—chemistry and 
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physics. I soon learned that whether I liked the paper or not decided 
what I would study that night. The papers I didn’t like unfortunately 
went mostly unstudied. This of course was stupid of me, but being 
caught up in everything and still being naive I did not realise how 
big a mistake I had actually made. I found that who my lecturer was 
had a very big impact on my ability to learn. Whenever I had a good 
lecturer I would listen more attentively and walk away remembering 
more about the actual lecture (harder than you think!) and therefore 
would not have so much to learn when it came to studying at home. 
I was absolutely amazed at the difference in teaching styles of the 
lecturers. Some would have everything they’re saying on the slide, 
like in school on a whiteboard (this can be very boring!!, but good 
because you can just sit and listen). Others may be very entertaining, 
telling jokes throughout the lectures and using lots of body language, 
and then there are the ones who try and get your note taking skills 
up to scratch by only placing pictures on the slides and saying 
everything. This means you have to frantically try to pick up the most 
important bits of information and write it down while the lecturer is 
still talking. This proved to be very difficult for myself, as I had never 
attempted it before, but after a few weeks luckily I finally learned, as 
a means of survival, how to keep up. For the health science course 
there were the slides and audio recordings for most papers, the slide 
copies were very important when it came to studying but the audio 
I did not use mostly due to time.

By the time mid-semester break came around I thought I had 
everything under control and was getting the flow of university. 
Then mid-semester exams came around, I didn’t pay attention as 
to how important these exams actually were even though some 
were only 5%. It turns out I was still quite naïve about the ways of 
university and how I actually had to pass my papers, at the end of 
each semester, to get the points to pass that year. I realised that I 
knew nothing about actual university before I came and I still had to 



67

learn. A lot.  I still was in my high school atmosphere, relaxed, just 
going with flow, not worrying about the exams at the end because 
I could pass with my internal credits. End of semester exams came 
around and I wasn’t prepared. This caused me a fail in one paper. 
That paper was a prerequisite. I could not continue health science. 
Even though I had suspected for a long time this would happen, I 
still felt deeply disappointed. No medical school for me.

Second semester was a new beginning. I had a new course, 
anatomy. I chose anatomy because I got good grades in it (A- in 
first semester), this was due to the fact that I actually liked what was 
being taught in the paper and therefore actually liked studying for it. 
I realised that this was very important and as long as I was enjoying 
what I was studying, I would get good grades. The second semester 
was so much easier without having to deal with the unnecessary 
stresses that come with starting university. I knew how to study, I 
had friends, I was comfortable. 

Throughout Semester Two there were important issues; such as 
accommodation for 2009. My roommate and I had long ago decided 
to flat together, her being my best mate in Dunedin, but there were a 
lot of issues to sort through before actually getting a flat: How many 
people? All girls (I could not handle this)? Where? Price?  There were 
a lot of things to decide over such a short time period. We knew 
without being told that to get a good flat you had to be looking early 
and already have everything decided. So in late July we were trying 
to sort everything out and by the end of August we had signed a 
lease for our first flat! It was a 7 person flat, 4 girls 3 boys, near the 
university and cheap. We were told that the more people the more 
problems, but hopefully that’s not true.

It took me 6 months to finally feel like a university student, not 
a high school student trying to be a university student. It was like 
going from primary to high school all over again. I came out of the 
second semester with around an average of B, great new friends and 
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loving university life. I can’t wait for next year. I am nowhere near 
where I thought I would be two, or even one year ago, but I am so 
happy that I decided to go to university, I have had some of the best 
times of my life there. 

“Change has a considerable psychological impact on the human 
mind. To the fearful it is threatening because it means that things 
may get worse. To the hopeful it is encouraging because things may 
get better. To the confident it is inspiring because the challenge exists 
to make things better” (King Whitney Jnr.).

Marie is continuing with her studies at Otago University.
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CHAPTER 7

Time flies and life goes on 

Jameelah Vole

I’m Samoan with a hint of Tongan. I’m from a family of nine children, 
eight of us reside here in New Zealand except for one of my sisters 
who is residing in Samoa. My home is where everything happens: 
the good, the bad and the ugly. Our home is always filled with my 
aunts, uncles, cousins and all our other relatives, so yeah, I guess 
you could call it “A Real Island Family”.   

I was born in Samoa and lived there with everyone who was 
dear to me. My grandma is a huge part of my life, and having her 
raise me in my childhood days was a memorable time. I came to 
New Zealand a month before I turned twelve with my parents and 
siblings. Moving was really hard for our family. We were the first 
out of my parents’ immediate family to move away.  For me, it was 
hardest to say goodbye to grandma.  She was so supportive and came 
to every school event. No matter how important or not important 
it was, grandma was always there. I didn’t want to move here at 
first, but it was for a better education and more opportunities for 
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our family.  We’re all working on that dream! Eventually we made 
New Zealand our home, now when we visit Samoa everyone calls 
us “the New Zealanders”.

I consider myself truly blessed and lucky being in New Zealand.  
I went back to Samoa for the first time for my 18th birthday to see 
my grandma, sister and old friends. Suddenly I noticed how hard 
life is for some of the kids there.  Going into town I saw kids holding 
baskets selling chips and stuff instead of going to school.  It made me 
realise that I had been taking advantage of life in New Zealand.

High school years

School in New Zealand was so different to school in Samoa.  I’d 
never heard of detention before!  I’d never changed schools before 
either.  I missed my old school; it was one of the best in Samoa—a 
Mormon school, Church College of Western Samoa. It was definitely 
a challenge to make new friends. It was like starting all over again. 
When I was at school, I did know I wanted to get to university but I 
didn’t know whether I would get there because I didn’t always go to 
class or pay attention. To be honest, I’m shocked I made it through to 
Year 13 because I got told by so many people that I wouldn’t make 
it that far. There was one teacher that didn’t like me and my friend 
because we were always laughing in her class. She thought we were 
just there to have fun. She said, “You’re just wasting time. If you 
want to drop out, just drop out.” She thought little of me. Another 
girl in my class told us we wouldn’t make it half way through sixth 
form cause we always got into trouble.  

Even though I was naughty, I pushed myself to get to university. 
Because I’m the eldest in my immediate family, my parents always 
pushed me to go to uni too. Thinking about my grandma in Samoa 
made me work hard.  I thought, “I left grandma and Samoa for a 
purpose and I’m going to do it.” Some of my teachers played a part 
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too. Our Year 13 academic dean would annoy us on our breaks 
about uni and open days too. It was cool, he actually cared. My 
social studies teacher was one of the best ones. She pushed me to 
do the best I could and tried to prepare us for uni by making us 
work things out on our own and enforcing strict deadlines so we 
had a taste of what it would be like. She also put me in MATES, a 
university mentoring programme. 

I expected myself to cry on the last day of school but instead a 
friend and I were standing there laughing at everyone crying. They 
acted like life was over because school had finished for good. I kept 
thinking, “Just accept it, that’s life, move on. It’s time to face the real 
world on your own now—bring on the challenges!”  But could I do 
it? That was the question. I was excited about the change and what 
I was going to be studying. I didn’t think university was going to 
be easy but I didn’t think it was going to be hard either, so long as I 
worked hard. My motto was “expect the unexpected”.

Deciding what and where to study

I have this dream of running an airport.  It all started from watching 
a TV programme about this lady with blond hair that runs one. I’ve 
even dreamt that I was that lady!  I also thought something like 
law would be good too. My uncle in Samoa is a lawyer and I really 
admire him. He’s been a big influence in my life because he’s really 
humble and fights for what’s right.   

Through my church I got a scholarship to go to Brigham Young 
University in Hawaii to study business and law. When they offered 
it to me I didn’t know whether to cry or what. I thought, “This is the 
key to my life—let me fly!” But then my parents suggested that I 
should stay close to home because grandma’s getting old (she was 96). 
I thought about going to Waikato University too. I’ve always wanted 
to go to where it’s peaceful, quiet and gives you that homey feeling.  



72

But my dad didn’t want me to move away from home just yet so I 
decided to go to AUT and study business and tourism instead.

Starting uni

At university there were so many things to adjust to. I didn’t like 
getting up early to be in town for 8am lectures. I had to take the 6.30am 
train with my mum (she works in town too).  I wasn’t used to sitting 
in lectures for three hours (don’t worry you get a ten-minute break 
every hour). You get a lot more freedom at university than school 
though. The pub is right there and there are concerts going on and 
it’s up to you whether or not you go to class. One of my lecturers 
even said they didn’t care if we went to class or not.  Everything is so 
tempting but I would always try and go to class.  My parents paid for 
my university studies so it was either I went to class or waste their 
money.  I would’ve felt bad if I didn’t go. Even if I was late, it made 
me feel bad—I used to think, “Oh that’s fifty bucks gone.”

In some of my classes most of the students were old and they had 
views very different to mine. I got used to it after a while and it was 
interesting finding out their point of view. There were a lot of different 
ethnicities on campus too.  At first it was weird because I’m from 
“Southside” and it’s mostly Islanders out there. I thought they might 
not want to be friends with me, but they’re actually cool. I mingled 
with lots of different people from different cultures, like Palangi, 
Korean and Japanese. It’s pretty cool knowing that you can become 
comfortable around other cultures that you weren’t comfortable with 
before. We aren’t that different really, we’re all humans!

I spent most of my free time at the institute building because it 
was so peaceful and homey (its full name is the Mormon Institute 
of Religious Studies).  There are even pool tables, table tennis and 
foozeball. Heaps of people use it. It’s open to everyone, not just 
Mormon kids. It was so easy to make friends there. I never had 
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any Mormon friends at school, so it was great to find so many at 
university. It made life less complicated for me, and it was like my life 
was cycling back to how it begun when I grew up with friends that 
were all Mormon. There was less temptation to do things that were 
against church principles, like drinking or smoking, because we all 
had the same values and standards. My cousin and I hung out at the 
institute all the time. We always did our assignments together there, 
but we would distract each other sometimes. Everything at uni’s 
good, it’s just the work. That’s the bit that ruins uni life!  But I believe 
without tackling something hard you don’t become stronger … 

The work

After orientation we went straight into the hard stuff. For the first 
assignment we had to write three thousand words. I was shocked! 
That was a challenge but it helped me prove to myself that I could 
do it. From there, the assignments piled up straight away. It was 
difficult to meet the deadlines, and if you didn’t, you lost 10% per 
day. It was a lot more work than I expected, and I thought school 
was bad!  I never imagined I would actually be staying up late 
studying. I found myself studying way more than I did at school. I 
liked travel and tourism and discovered so many new things about 
New Zealand. Business was a challenge because we started at a high 
level and I had never done anything like accounting and finance 
before. I pushed myself to keep on going even though sometimes I 
didn’t want to. I kept saying to myself, “I can do this. I can do this” 
and thought about how I would build myself a better life than those 
people from high school that had put me down.    

 It’s lucky my mum’s an accountant. She helped me. I never asked 
my lecturers for help because I always had this feeling holding me 
back. I was scared that they might say, “We’ve already explained 
this; you’re a university student now, you are not at high school.” 



74

I didn’t want to hear that speech!  I think talking to my lecturers will 
take time. Instead, I went to the Pacific Support Service (PSS). They 
were so happy to see Pacific students coming. They helped a lot and 
it’s free! They showed us where we could find all the information 
we needed and kept us motivated to hand things in on time. They 
counselled us to think harder and not to be afraid to share what we 
knew. They learnt things from us too.  Sometimes they would get 
all the Pacific Island students together to discuss what we think 
about uni and what could be improved for Islanders. You could go 
and talk to them about anything. I even went to them to change my 
timetable and they can help you get compassionate consideration if 
family stuff interferes with your studies too. They understood Pacific 
Island ways and what kind of problems we face. They don’t only 
help you, they make you feel as though they’re just friends. They 
don’t want you to feel like they’re counsellors. 

In the middle of my first semester at university my grandma had 
a heart attack and spent two weeks in hospital. I missed a week of 
classes to spend time with her. I got hold of my Head of Department 
to explain, and they understood. They even sent flowers for grandma.  
She was so weak in New Zealand my family decided it was best 
for her to go back to Samoa. I really wanted to go with her to care 
for her. My dad asked me, “Would you give up your education for 
grandma?”  I told him, “Education will always be here, but grandma 
won’t always be around”.  I’d do that for grandma, she raised me as 
a child and I still think of her as my mum. I always wanted to finish 
university by twenty-one or twenty-two, but I know that sacrifices 
are going to be in the way and in the end it will bring blessings.

It was hard to block out problems at home when I was at university. 
Straight after stress from family I had to face the books and then there 
were my friends and some of them getting into trouble. At times I felt 
as though my head was going to explode! To cope I focused on the 
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important things and held off on stuff that wouldn’t help me in the 
future. It was always a challenge to balance university work, family, 
friends and church. Sometimes I had to sacrifice my sleep to get it 
all done. I also missed some of my final exams because I went back 
to Samoa with grandma. It was alright though; I got compassionate 
consideration and still passed all my papers with good grades. I 
guess sacrifices do come with great rewards at the end.

 Grandma is much better in Samoa. The warm weather makes her 
strong. I didn’t end up staying there though. She wanted me to go 
back to New Zealand for my education and made me promise that I’d 
do well at university, pursue my dream and let nothing stop me!

Reflections

After I got used to the uni life I really enjoyed my first semester.  
When I first started, university seemed really “big”, but now it’s like: 
“Yep, it’s just uni.”  I’ve become much more focused on my studies. 
I’m still the same person; I’ve just finally matured my brain. I should 
have been like this when I was at school!  Back then I was more into 
going out and hanging with my friends rather than face my family. 
And I’d never tell my family anything.  Sometimes I was embarrassed 
of them too. That’s all changed now. With all the stuff that happened 
at home I started to spend more time there and I realised what I had 
missed out on when I was out with my friends. Now I’m a home 
person big time. My parents accepted that I was growing up too. I 
talk to my family more so they see where I’m coming from. I have 
more respect for the little ones too and I see that I’m an example for 
them to follow. I don’t regret anything about the way I used to be. 
My mistakes only made me stronger. I think of them as lessons. I 
used to think you always had to show people you were smart.  Now 
I know that prizes are nothing. What matters is where you’re going  
to be in the future, and having the people who love you support and 
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be by your side all the way through. What stands out most about 
my first semester is the hard work, but I also think of all the friends 
I made, but especially the good grades that I have achieved so far 
due to all the trials that were in the way of my studies. Church and 
family kept me going but the most important thing was me pushing 
myself to get there.   

Jameelah has taken a break from her studies to help with her father’s 
consultancy business. She hopes to complete her studies, gain a 
qualification and return to Samoa one day to realise her dream of 
running an airport there. She also hopes to have a family and continue 
studying.  
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CHAPTER 8 

My last journal entry 

Jonas Lazaro

“To exist is to change. To change is to mature. To mature is to go on 
creating oneself endlessly.”  Henri-Louis Bergson, philosopher

If I had seen myself years ago I never would have thought that I 
would be here, listening to quiet and mellow acoustic, sitting at 
this computer at university, attempting to summarise the changes 
I’ve seen through my transition from high school to my second year 
of tertiary study. Too much has happened, to be honest! I really 
don’t know where to begin. But I’ll do my best. Hope you like the 
quote—that’s Henri-Louis Bergson, a French philosopher. I believe 
that quote is what summarises my outlook regarding an ever-present 
force in everyone’s life—the force of change. I’ll do my best to not 
only document my transition, but also relay my personal views and 
philosophy regarding change, doing it the way I’d want to do it with 
a way that can be respected—straightforward, no b***s***ing. So 
please relax, just for me, take a breath, take a second and enjoy.

Looking back

By the end of seventh form and my high school life, I had no idea 
where I was going. Looking back, I was very much out of it all! Right 
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up until the Year 13 dinner that took place after graduation that same 
day, it was my impression that I would be among those sharing a lot 
of sentiment. Yet despite the soft word or two, I was nowhere near 
as sentimental about leaving school as I thought I would be. Just 
as walking into the school for the first time was different, the final 
waltz out of the school was different. I was not only saying goodbye 
to the people, I was saying goodbye to the secondary school life. It 
was at that moment that I realised that I had no real plan, no real 
idea of where I was going.

My “plan” (and I use the term quite loosely here) was to follow 
in the footsteps of both my dad and older brother and enter the 
School of Engineering. But would that really be the life for me? All 
of a sudden, this “plan” needed a do-over. My subject choices (i.e., 
physics, calculus) definitely reflected the appropriate path towards a 
BE. But further introspection revealed that my personal feeling about 
the BE path wasn’t there. I knew that a life of tertiary study is what 
I wanted. What I hadn’t properly figured out was how I wanted to 
spend that life of tertiary study.

At this point, I can’t stress enough how important it is to find a 
balance between a realistic choice (in this case, a choice that would 
be financially lucrative) and a dream choice (in this case, a choice that 
would see me doing something I enjoy). When I had my “plan”, I 
was too heavily influenced by others to the point that I was thinking 
too realistically. I had to stop being real, take a step back and dream 
a little and find what I wanted for myself. 

What about psychology? Since Year 7, I had taken an active 
interest in acting as amateur counsellor to my friends and their 
relationships (nothing like a lil’ Filipino and drama, trust me!). To this 
day, I maintain an interest in how people think and the mechanics 
of romantic relationships. Psychology began to look like a good 
choice, but I didn’t want to do solely psychology. That’s when my 
brother pointed out that they offered sport and exercise science—this 
would allow me to link my interest in powerlifting and Olympic 
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weightlifting with what I study. Then came the clincher—psychology 
could be done through a Bachelor of Science, a BSc! And that was that! 
BSc, double major in Sport and Exercise Science and Psychology—a 
choice made by me, my ideal between a dream and a reality.

Dealing with change

Once I moved on to uni life, the greatest sources of both challenge 
and change were social and academic. The social change was the 
more fun for sure! I was moving on from the “big fish—little pond” 
seventh form status of high school to the “little fish—big pond” first 
year status of university. Being the big fish in the little pond meant 
that you knew all the fish, but it didn’t leave much room to move. This 
was quickly remedied by swimming in the big pond. Now of course 
you wouldn’t get that sense of communal familiarity, but then again 
is that such a bad thing ya’ll? I couldn’t wait to meet a wide variety 
of people. So that’s what I did when I could—I walked up to people 
and just got at them, said “hi”. After all, the approach couldn’t hurt. 
If you get rebuffed, then there’s plenty more fish in the pond, not 
everyone’s going to respond well. If you get a conversation going, 
you just may have made a new friend. If you’re single, well let’s just 
say that getting the odd number doesn’t hurt, does it?

The academic change was a monster—I barely survived! I 
struggled to keep my eye on the proverbial ball. I had never been 
one for solid independent study back at high school. I was a baby; I 
had more than taken for granted the benefits of being spoon-fed. This 
was definitely evident in my academic performance. I would look to 
those around me and everywhere I would find myself surrounded 
by fellow first years who had hit the ground running, whereas I had 
feet which had never truly touched the ground—I hadn’t got going at 
all. How could I get going? From my perspective, I didn’t know how 
to get going! All of this culminated in a truly sobering mid-semester 
result—there was no beating around the bush, I had f***ed up.
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Luckily for me, I found my feet one Thursday afternoon in the 
Business computer labs studying for the semester finals (BIOSCI 107). 
I had just had a lecture on neurons and I had no idea what I was 
supposed to know before the lecture or afterward. Walking through 
the Business building underground, I found myself in a dome of self-
reflection. What was I doing at uni in the first place? How could I do 
better? How could I avoid the “mid-semester” experience? I looked 
back on all that was covered and remembered one particular concept 
that was repeated so often and yet I understood so little. Something 
just clicked—I wanna know everything I could on that concept, and 
if the lectures weren’t going to teach me anything, I would have to 
do it myself! I sat at an empty computer and furiously studied the 
lecture. During the entire first semester, I had never felt so sure about 
myself. Sure enough, I found both the means and motivation to bust 
my once diapered arse and I managed to salvage all four papers I 
was sitting (the grades were the bees knees—*wink wink*).

Reflecting forward

My final reflection? The key to a successful transition is firstly, 
recognising the important components of the environment which 
you are to adapt to, realising how they will affect you then finally 
changing accordingly. Recognition. Realisation. Change. So what is 
change, and what have I learnt about it? 

To me it is any sea that lies before us, ultimately separating us from 
what we know, where we reside, and who we are, from what we 
don’t know, where we can be and who we can be. It can be avoided 
surely, but that would mean not crossing the sea. That would leave 
us standing at the shore of familiarity looking over its vastness, 
capable only of contemplating what lies beyond. Some day we may 
choose to make the journey across, very much like my choice or your 
choice to move on from high school to university. Some can be cool, 
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calm and collected, but most will be apprehensive. But the ocean we 
cross need not be the large body that swallows you up whole before 
crushing you under its merciless might. Make the ocean small. Make 
it the small waters at its ocean’s edge. That way, you can stand firm 
and walk through it encompassing it to your being as it encompasses 
you to itself. If we voluntarily take part in its embrace it will be 
uncomfortable, a little cold, but only for as long as we perceive it to 
be so. As our participation in change is voluntary, we have control 
over how we adapt to it and how it adapts to us.

To be honest, I don’t know what the next changes for me are. 
Socially, I’ve made a whole new network of friends completely 
separate from my high school past. With my girlfriend next to me as 
I type this, I’m not single anymore—we are going nearly 10 months 
strong. So my social status? I’m all “geezie in the heezie” as it can 
be so aptly put.

Academically, it is high time to start figuring out what I’m going 
to do with my degree. The Sport and Exercise Science degree is not 
a professional one, which means there is no set career path (this can 
drive stereotypical Asian parents crazy). As a result, I’m constantly 
looking for opportunities (paid or unpaid) to get experience with 
research and the appropriate equipment so my CV looks prettier. 
At the same time, I’m constantly trying to meet new people, athletes 
and academics within the field to network so I can get better job 
opportunities domestically or even overseas. On top of that, I 
continue to read about the latest opinions and theories on “strength” 
and “conditioning”, which is my preferred line of work for the future. 
Why do I do it all? Two reasons really. First, Snoop Dogg had it right 
when he said, “You gotta pay tha cost to be tha boss.” Secondly, it 
comes back to how I chose my BSc. I enjoy what I study because it’s 
what I wanted to do, and my experiences have made sure that I’ll do 
what I have to do to live the life I wanna live. In short, I have found 
my ideal between a dream and a reality.
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“… Life can change ya directions, even when ya’ll ain’t planned it. 
All you can do is manage, worst thing you could do is panic. Use it 
to your advantage avoid insanity manage to conquer – every obstacle 
make impossible possible, even when winning’s illogical losing’s still 
far from optional …”

-T.I. – “No Matter What”.

So with that, please relax, just for me, take a breath, take a second, 
and enjoy. Peace and Love Ya’ll.

Jonas is continuing with his Bachelor of Science degree, with a double 
major in Sport and Exercise Science and Physiology, and hopes to 
pursue his interest in strength and conditioning professionally, working 
with top athletes as well as writing related literature.
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CHAPTER 9

His mistakez

Poloma Iosefa

In my first year at university I bombed out and didn’t pass many 
papers. I’m doing better now, and I just got my first A+ in a paper 
about Pacific art.  This story is about my first year at university and 
the mistakes I made.

My family

I was born in Samoa but we came to New Zealand in 1989 when I was 
eight months old.  My dad is a taxi driver and my mum stays home 
to look after us.  I have two sisters.  My older sister is at university 
doing Honours in commerce and my younger sister is at Auckland 
Girls.  I’m the only boy so my family relies on me to be someone 
my sisters can turn to for help in the future. My cousin came over 
from Samoa to live with us in 1997 and we have become really tight. 
He helps out around the house and works at Davis Trading.  We 
visit my nana in Samoa and sometimes she comes to stay with us 
in New Zealand.  At home I speak English to my mum and sisters 
and Samoan to my dad and cousin, who is more like a brother. God 
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plays a big part in all our lives. We go to church every Sunday and I 
also have choir practices on Mondays, Wednesdays and Thursdays. 
Our performances celebrate our beliefs and our culture. I often play 
key roles because I’m not as shy as the other guys.  

I’m close to my mum and she is the main reason that I’m at 
university. When I look at mum I remember the sacrifices my parents 
have made for us kids. They left their homeland so that we could 
have a better future and they have always given us the best that 
they could.  At Christmas and on every special occasion they make 
such an effort to make us happy, even if they have to work overtime 
to do it. I have a photo of mum on my desk to keep me motivated 
to study. When I find it hard to concentrate or I’m just about to fall 
asleep I look at her picture and start writing again. I know she’s 
telling me to hang in there.  

Lesson one: school 

I was a boarder at Wesley College. We had church every morning 
and night and they taught us the basics of life, like how to look after 
ourselves and behave with proper manners. What we practised at 
Wesley has stayed with me. I was in the Samoan group and I played 
rugby. Unfortunately, I wasted opportunities to get credits.  At the 
end of Year 13 I had the credits I needed to pass Level 3, but I didn’t 
have enough literacy credits for University Entrance. I said that I 
would never go back and repeat the year but mum said, “It’s never 
too late.”  I didn’t want to let her down so I decided to repeat. I went 
to Southern Cross and went more hard-out than I had in all my years 
at Wesley. I worked hard because I really wanted the credits to get 
into university. I was only meant to repeat some of the year but I 
missed the enrolment date for the second semester at university so I 
ended up doing the whole year again. I took English, media studies, 
history, physical education and drama. Drama was my favourite 
subject because it was practical and I enjoy acting and singing. My 
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drama teacher wanted me to do drama at university, she thought that 
it would be a waste if I didn’t, but mum thought that training in acting 
wouldn’t lead to a good future. I still get to act and sing at church. I 
chose to do a Bachelor of Arts at Auckland University, majoring in 
history and Pacific studies.  I liked finding out about the past at school, 
especially in my last year when we studied New Zealand history. I 
chose Pacific studies to understand and enjoy Pacific culture more.

My sister was at university and I could see it was hard work. 
Sometimes I would wake up at three or four in the morning and 
her light will still be on. She didn’t have time to kick back but she 
enjoyed it. I went to her classes once or twice to see what university 
would be like. I expected university to be challenging and stressful, 
but I was also looking forward to meeting lots of new people, and 
learning and seeing new things.  

Lesson two: university

I was proud to start university even though I was sick of reading, 
writing and studying. I was glad that I was doing what my parents 
wanted me to do and that they were proud of me. They reminded 
me what it had been like to fail and told me, “God’s giving you 
this chance, remember that not everyone gets the opportunity to 
do this.” My sister helped me to adjust to university. In the first 
week she showed me where my classes were and introduced me to 
everything that I needed to do. I would have been lost without her. 
In lectures the lecturers just went off and talked for an hour. I took 
notes but I didn’t know what I was writing down. I wrote whole 
books of notes without understanding any of it. It was more helpful 
to talk about ideas with my peers in tutorials.  Sometimes the tutors 
would summarise what we had been through in lectures and break 
it down, then I understood.  

I expected that it would be easy to lose focus at university and 
that is what happened to me.  At the beginning I thought that all my 



86

classes were compulsory but I soon realised that it was my choice 
to attend or not. When we performed in the quad I would think, 
“I’ll just stay here for ten minutes” but I would sit there talking for 
hours. As I met new people we all became friends and decided to 
meet up every day. I went to my classes for the first few weeks but 
then the jokes started, “Shall we miss this class and go to the next 
one?”  Eventually I went to uni just to see my friends. I would wake 
up in the morning and think, “Oh man, what time do I have to meet 
the boys?”  I left with pens, books and good intentions but we would 
all meet up and start laughing and then say, “Aren’t you going to 
class?” “Nah, I’ll miss this one and go tomorrow.”  One missed class 
turned into quite a few and that was it. When I went back to lecture 
I thought, “What are they on about?” I didn’t understand the course 
any more and I lost interest. After that happens you don’t go back.  

The highlights of my first year were making new friends and 
performing for heaps of people in the quad on Samoan day. The 
worst bit was waking up for eight o’clock classes. 

Pacific studies is the best subject because if you are Samoan learning 
about Samoan life, like Samoans’ respect for their family and God, 
makes sense to you. I learnt things quickly because we practise 
them at home and at church. Pacific studies adds another level of 
understanding to your life. There is a lot that people don’t know 
about their own culture. I thought that I spoke Samoan, but there were 
words I didn’t know because there is a chiefly language as well as our 
everyday one. I enjoyed Pacific studies, which meant that I passed. 

Lesson three: assessments 

I hated essays. I kind of like writing essays now because I know 
how to do them, but in my first year I struggled. I didn’t know how 
many main points to make or how to reference correctly.  I used to 
just sit down and just write, with no structure or direction. Once I 
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figured out the right method I could apply it to each assignment. 
Now I write them more slowly and use the comments on my previous 
assignments to improve.  

When you get bad marks everyone says, “It’s your first semester, 
it’s alright” but that is just an excuse. Most people bounce back in the 
second semester but not me, I was still too slack. It is so important 
to go to class and to leave enough time to study properly. I would 
always think, “I’ll do it tomorrow, I’ll do it tomorrow” until it was the 
night before a due date.  Then I couldn’t force myself to stay awake.  
I studied for exams at the last moment too.  I just read over my notes 
because I didn’t have time to try and understand them.  

I still study quite last minute because I work better under pressure, 
but I put in more effort.  I go through everything and memorise 
important points.  Also, I don’t hang around with people as much 
now.  I still see my friends but I just say “hi” and “bye” then go and 
do my own thing. I use the computers to check my emails and to read, 
and I watch DVDs about the Pacific in the Audio Visual Library. I 
enjoy watching the DVDs and I discover things at the same time, I 
remember more when I watch something.  

In my second year of university, I went on a trip to Samoa with my 
whole family after Semester One. It was so good to be back home. I 
had so much fun, although I constantly had my results at the back 
of my head. I didn’t know what to expect. I checked my results at 
an internet café two days before we came back to New Zealand. I 
had passed all my papers and I was buzzing. It was a great end to 
my trip to Samoa and my parents were very pleased when I told 
them the results.  

My advice to you

If you are at university you are on the right track, but you have to do 
the work to pass. Remember why you are at university and who you 
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are doing it for. You are studying not only for yourself but also for 
your family and especially for your parents, who have gone all out 
to put you there. Friends come and go. They have their own paths. 
Your family will always be there, on the same path as you.  

Poloma is continuing with his BA studies at The University of 
Auckland.
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Many students approach their move to university with excitement 
and optimism: a chance to seize the opportunities the university 
environment can offer them. Like many other students they look 
forward to meeting new people and learning new subjects. Often 
they are also pragmatic about assessing their learning needs and 
finding ways to enhance their individual effort by finding mentors, 
joining study groups or making the most of the various support 
services. In reading the following three stories you get a sense that 
these students are seizing every new opportunity and enjoying the 
challenge of new situations.

The new and the different is what Rochelle Braithwaite (in Chapter 
10) takes in her stride. From moving from Kaitaia to Palmerston 
North (and having to acquire a winter wardrobe), to finding a quieter 
corner of the hostel where she could study more easily, joining study 
and discussion groups and deciding to curtail her social activities, 
Rochelle seems to be in control of her life and eager to make the 
most of it. 

Varoon (in Chapter 11) recognises the challenges of moving from 
being the “big kid” at school to becoming a “big kid” at university—a 
completely new and different environment. Every new experience 
is an opportunity to learn, including the fact that in university 
assignments “waffle” is no substitute for clearly expressed ideas and 
arguments. His strong personal goals, hard work and willingness 
to make the most of the resources available to him have seen him 
doing well and enjoying university. 

Anne-Marie (Chapter 12) came to university with clear goals 
and a strong determination to succeed—whatever the challenges 
and diversions on the way. Her pragmatism comes through as she 
surrounds herself with students similarly determined to succeed 
and makes sure that her studies always come first. Whatever the 
challenges so far, Anne-Marie shows us that hard work and a clear 
focus are the keys to academic success. 
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CHAPTER 10

Something different, something new 

Rochelle Braithwaite

First impressions

On my first day at Massey University my parents and I arrived at 
the hall and were greeted by a guy with a Tui box on his head. He 
opened the door for us and I caught the look on my parents’ faces. 
They looked like they wanted to drive me straight back to Kaitaia. 
I thought that university would be full of really smart people but 
initially it seemed like everyone was just loud and crazy. In Kaitaia 
there’s not much to do during the weekends other than drink, so 
I was already a bit over that. I thought, “I’m starting university, 
and I’m supposed to study. How can I work when everyone is this 
rowdy?”  I was put in the largest hall (with the worst reputation!).  
There aren’t buildings that big in Kaitaia, except for the hospital. 
A girl showed us to my room. I opened the door on this tiny little 
box and thought, “How can I live here for the rest of the year?” The 
university seemed flash though, the campus was clean and all the 
trees were neatly trimmed.  
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I had never been to Palmerston North before. I’d only been to 
Wellington once, and that was at the airport. I was ready to move out 
of home but then it suddenly hit me that my parents were actually 
leaving me here and I was all by myself. I didn’t know anyone. The 
first couple of days were hard, but my family helped me through 
it. I called them all the time. Also, some friends were going through 
the exact same thing as they tried to become independent and look 
after themselves at home and at university, so I talked to them a lot.  
Luckily, I was already quite an independent person and I knew how 
to cook and clean for myself. Some students lived off two-minute 
noodles whereas I got to cook nice food when I could afford it. I 
found lectures a bit boring but I enjoyed tutorials, which are more 
interactive. I kept up with the readings by shutting myself in my 
room, away from distractions, to get them all done. The highlight 
was going out with lots of people from my hall and getting to know 
everybody. I had the time of my life.  

My home in Kaitaia

I come from a half European, half Måori family. I have a younger 
sister and two younger brothers who are twins. We are really tight 
knit. I’m also close to my cousins and extended family, even though 
there are age gaps between us. Mum and dad left school after fifth 
form. My mum is a cleaner and dad works in forestry. They have 
strongly supported my family in our studies because they want us 
to have successful careers and good lives.  I loved school and all 
my friends there. My final year was busy because I was involved 
with organising school events, like the ball, and fundraising to help 
students from our year pay for university. I also played badminton 
and achieved the grades I needed. Our teachers pushed all seventh 
formers to do further study. Most of the teachers had degrees so 
they could also tell us a bit about what university would be like. My 
friends and family also helped me to get there by finding information 
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they learnt about university at the same time as I did. My cousin did 
an Engineering degree so he was able to give me advice and help 
me to get organised.  

I chose to go to university to meet new people, have a great 
experience, further my education and get a good career. I knew that 
I would miss Kaitaia’s open spaces, fresh air and the friendly people 
who all know me. On the other hand, I hate the lack of things to do 
in town here, and the small selection of jobs available. Half of me 
really wanted to go and the other half didn’t want to leave Kaitaia.  

I applied for a Bachelor of Planning. I really loved geography 
at school and my teacher encouraged me to look into Planning. I 
researched the degree and liked everything I read about it. Then my 
boss at our local dairy discovered a scholarship which is awarded 
to one student to study planning by our local council. He wrote to 
our mayor and the council invited me in for an interview. I was 
asked to bring in my CV and a recommendation from my seventh 
form dean, but my principal wrote a reference for me instead. Later 
I discovered there was one other person going for the scholarship: 
my seventh form dean! I worked a two-week trial at the council over 
the summer.  Luckily, the council liked both of us and decided to 
give out two scholarships.

Auckland was my first choice of university and I also applied 
for Massey. I got into Massey early on but I had to wait to find out 
about Auckland because they only offer 40 places in the Planning 
degree. In the end there were two places left for three people with 
similar marks. Unfortunately I missed out.  I found that out two 
weeks before the Auckland semester began, and one week before 
Massey started. I was pretty gutted but my parents encouraged me 
to get organised for Massey.  I had intended to go to Auckland so 
it was a spur of the moment switch.  At the time I felt unorganised 
and like I needed more time to say goodbye to everyone. Looking 
back, I was as sorted as I could have been. It was my nerves that 
made me feel unprepared.  
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Now, I’m so glad that I came to Massey, even though it is further 
away from home.  I’m doing resource and environmental planning 
which you can’t do at Auckland. I really like my sustainability 
paper. It’s related to what I want to do and it has opened my eyes 
to some of the issues that New Zealand and the world are facing. 
Also, I would be so poor in Auckland because I would go shopping 
all the time, and rent is more expensive.  Plus, I would spend my 
time with friends and family that I already know so I wouldn’t have 
so many new friends.  

My first semester at Massey

I love this university and my course. It takes two minutes to walk 
from my hall to class. I get along with the people in my course and 
I’ve made many good friends. Most weekends we all go out together. 
There are always people you know out around town. It’s been great 
meeting people from different areas and cultures too.  I’ve loved 
them sharing their experiences with me and telling me how they 
live, some of that stuff is mind blowing.  I recommend going into 
a hall because that’s where you meet a lot of people and first year 
is all about meeting people, socialising and having fun. The only 
bad thing about living in a hall is the lack of privacy. You can’t do 
anything without everyone knowing about it!  Of course, you have 
to concentrate on course work too. Everyone has to find their own 
balance. For example, I moved rooms into a quieter corridor so that 
I can study more, but I’m still good friends with the people I met 
while I was in my first room.  

All my core papers are small so it’s a lot like being in a classroom: 
you can chat to people and we don’t take notes constantly. Our 
lecturers are very approachable. You can basically ask them anything. 
They’re really good people and they relate to the students well. I 
usually chat to my microeconomics lecturer after class to clarify how 
the concepts he talked about relate to macroeconomics, and vice 
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versa. I attended a planning ball with other undergraduates, as well 
as graduate students and lecturers. It was cool to see our teachers 
dressed up and relaxed. Mixing with the past students was useful 
because I found out about their work and how much they earn. 
I’ve become good friends with a third-year student who gives me 
advice and is a bit like a mentor for me. I’m also friends with a really 
intelligent guy in my class. I sit next to him and if I don’t understand 
anything he explains it to me. Some friends and I formed a study 
group to learn the material for our tests. There is also a discussion 
group for my sustainability paper. It was formed by two American 
guys who are really interested in sustainability and the environment. 
It is great listening to their ideas and we even had Nandor Tanczos 
along once. My plan for Semester Two is to go out only once a week, 
and to set myself new study goals all the time.  If I stick to that I 
will get good results.  I want to get a strong degree and some work 
experience, and then live overseas for a while, perhaps in Canada.    

For me, the most challenging thing has been moving into a new 
environment and a different lifestyle, whether that means different 
eating habits or a cooler temperature. I’m living on money I’ve saved 
up over the years and my scholarship covers my fees. I probably 
shouldn’t be spending as much as I have been. Down here you need 
a winter wardrobe and I’ve never had one before. My wardrobe is 
looking very full: it’s packed with winter coats, knits and shoes, 
but my bank balance is emptier. I will earn more money over my 
breaks. One financial bonus is the discounts you can get as a student: 
like the free bus, free haircuts and colours, plus discounts on food, 
movies and clothes.

Since I started university I’ve become more independent and 
outgoing. Apparently I look like a city girl now, but I haven’t changed 
my basic personality. My family treat me like an adult and I’m like 
a parent figure for my siblings. My brothers always call me to tell 
me about their lives and their girlfriends, and to ask for advice. My 
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sister emails me just about every day. It’s her final year at school so 
I’m trying to give her guidance about what might come next.  

My school tried to coach us for university but nothing can really 
prepare you until you are actually there. It’s a different experience 
for everyone so you just have to go for it and figure things out along 
the way. You will make mistakes and do things wrong, but you 
will learn from it and meet so many new friends. It’s such a great 
experience.  

Rochelle is continuing with her degree in Resource and Environmental 
Planning at Massey University. She is enjoying flatting life and helping 
to organise social events with other students. She hopes to finish her 
degree in 2011, work for a couple of years with her local council in 
Northland and then travel overseas to gain new experiences.
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CHAPTER 11

Becoming a big kid 

Varoon Kumar

My roots lie in Fiji, with my dad arriving in New Zealand on a 
cadetship when he was twenty-one and my mum coming two 
years later. Born and bred in West Auckland I call Massey home, 
having lived here my entire life. Apart from my parents I also live 
with my younger sister who is in sixth form and our boarder who is 
disabled and has been with us since I was seven years old. At home 
I speak English and Fiji-Hindi, mixing them up as I go along. Mum 
works with disabled people and dad is a technology teacher at a 
local intermediate. Being the oldest sibling I feel quite glad that my 
younger sister has me to rely on, something I wish I had. Nonetheless, 
high school was an experience in itself that I thoroughly enjoyed. 
I’m the first in my immediate family to go to university and both my 
parents and extended family are very supportive of what I want to 
do and tell me to “go for it”.
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My last year of school

I’m sort of academic and like to take challenging subjects and get 
good marks. In my last year of school I took art history, classical 
studies, English, economics and geography. Before law became open 
entry I remember looking at the list of compulsory subjects and took 
those options. Though it’s open entry now, I still decided to take those 
subjects believing they would help me out in a law degree anyway. 
My last year at school was fun. We were the big kids in the school 
and we were given some great opportunities, one of which was a 
chance to go to Australia on an art history trip.  

From a young age I wanted to go to university but I hadn’t fully 
decided until I was in high school. I liked the idea of being a lawyer 
because I enjoy arguing with people and stirring things up, the 
chance to earn some decent money just happened to be a bonus. 
I’m also quite keen on economics, so I decided to pursue both my 
passions by combining law and commerce in a conjoint degree. I 
had friends who wanted to study similar things, and despite what 
“they” say about not doing something just because your friends are, 
in all honesty this drove me to accomplish my goals.    

I planned to do first year law and commerce and work my butt 
off trying to get into second-year law. I knew that they only ever 
accepted a limited number of people, but this only made me more 
determined. I expected university to be very different to high school 
and much more fun coming by way of a new-found freedom. High 
school was very structured and you always had teachers breathing 
down your neck. But this was all I knew for the past five years and 
although somewhat anxious, I was more excited than anything to 
embark on this new journey.  

My first semester

Two days after my last NCEA exam I started working full time.  I 
worked 60 hours a week all summer: in a factory and in the commerce 
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computer labs at uni, which allowed me to become accustomed to 
the Business School (where I spent most of my time throughout the 
year). I passed all the NCEA papers that I sat and got quite a few 
merits, a couple of excellences and a scholarship in geography.  I 
was happy with that.  I took the last week off work to get organised 
for university, to buy course books, and go to Orientation.

I had no idea how to enrol in my courses.  Luckily one of my 
friends had been to university for a year and showed me what to 
do. Overcoming this hurdle, I helped all my friends to enrol, most of 
them feeling a bit lost as well. I found organising a conjoint degree 
confusing.  I knew which papers were compulsory but I wasn’t sure 
how to lay out my year. The Student Information Centre helped 
with that. Plus some friends and people I worked with had been to 
university before, so they helped me set up my timetable and told 
me what to expect in each subject. It all made sense once I knew 
what to do.   

I went to the Pacific Orientation. They had speakers and gave us 
a free lunch, and it was a chance to make some new friends. I signed 
up for the Fiji Club and the Managing Consulting Club. Walking 
around the campus felt good, looking at what uni life had to offer, 
figuring things out for myself. The first lecture was awesome, having 
around 600 people in the lecture theatre. Despite what I had heard 
I was quickly realising that lectures weren’t as I had heard them to 
be. Lecturers, well mine at least, didn’t just stand up and talk at the 
class, they interacted with us, even cracking the odd joke, giving us 
a laugh. 

In my first semester I took microeconomics, management, 
statistics, and law and society. Economics was relatively easy because 
it was similar to work we had done at school. I found management 
and law interesting but law was by far the most challenging. There 
was a lot to read and it was all written in very academic English.  
I had to read with a dictionary to make sure that I understood it 
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all. I needed to maintain between a B+ and A- average to get in to 
second-year law. However I knew I had to be realistic about my 
chances, because a thousand people try to get in and only about 
300 make it. I thought that I had the ability to do it if I worked hard, 
stayed focused on my studies and didn’t get too distracted (which 
was difficult at times).  I usually arrived at uni at about 9.30 in the 
morning because my first lectures were at ten o’clock. On Tuesdays 
I started work at 8.30 so I had to get up at 5.30 to catch the 6.30 bus!  
On most days I carpooled with friends to share the costs, or caught 
the train. Sometimes I studied at work, if I wasn’t being distracted 
by the computer. I did about three hours’ study each night and often 
on the weekends too. I spent my free time with mates. We went to 
the gym, played basketball and pool. I also took up playing the bass 
in my church band which occupied some of my time.

At the beginning I found law a little boring but slowly I found it 
more and more interesting until I reached the point where I was more 
motivated than ever to get in. I didn’t get to know any of my lecturers 
but my tutors were good. If I wasn’t clear about what I should do 
for assignments I would go and see them. There were only three of 
us in my economics tutorial, so we talked to the tutor a lot. The law 
tutorials however were very different. We would arrive and as soon 
as the roll was called we would begin discussing what we had been 
reading. Management was by far the most unusual in comparison to 
the others. The tutor would get us to stretch and then talk in groups.  
Those classes were much less formal and probably more fun. I messed 
up my first management essay though, because I filled up the word 
count with waffle. Apparently waffle doesn’t work at university!  
Luckily in that paper we had a second attempt and in my next essay 
I wrote more succinctly providing a more detailed analysis of the 
question. Thankfully this managed to land me a better mark.

Some of the people I worked with were further through their 
degrees than I was and could answer any questions I had.  They 
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taught me how to organise my notes and would even look over 
essays for me to make sure that I was on the right track. Some of my 
friends who started university at the same time as me were doing 
the same papers, so we could often help each other when needed.  
When tests came up study groups seemed to form on their own. 
One instance was before our law test. Two mates and I got together 
to do some work for it, then we met some other people, and in the 
end there were seven of us studying together. I also went to Tuakana 
workshops for statistics and one for economics, they were extremely 
helpful. I wasn’t shy and when I needed help I wasn’t scared to ask. 
Slowly I learnt to give people more credit, for most of them were 
more than willing to give a hand if they could.

There was quite a bit of pressure on me during exams because all 
of them happened to be close together and I had to study for three at 
once. I had two exams on the Friday of the first week of study leave, 
and one the following morning. I studied a lot for law which meant 
I didn’t do enough for statistics.  I was a little disappointed with the 
mark I got for stats and realised that I needed to start studying earlier. 
I should have organised and summarised my law notes throughout 
the semester, because leaving it till the end took up a lot of my time 
during study leave. 

I feel happy and confident about the future. I like what I’ve chosen 
to do and I will give it my best shot.  Coming to university was such 
a big change, but the whole experience has been great.  I still have 
the same personality, with the same set of values and beliefs that 
I had before, but I’ve realised how easy we had it in high school. 
Now I’m responsible for myself and I know that I am accountable for 
my own actions. My parents see that I’m more responsible because 
I am doing well in my papers and also because I’ve become more 
organised.  At university, you’ve always got two or three assignments 
going at once so you have to be on top of everything at all times. My 
biggest achievement in Semester Two was getting all my finals done 
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and handing in all my assignments on time, without having to rush 
anything. I drew on the control within me to stay focused on my 
goal of getting into second-year law but I also drew strength from 
my friends and family, who are so supportive of what I do.   

Future plans

I made it! I’m now in second-year law with an economics major 
in my Commerce degree. I am very excited about what the future 
holds for me. My next goal is to maintain a B+ average and get into 
Honours, and hopefully in my final year go on exchange to England. 
I eventually see myself living and working overseas, but for now I’m 
focused on doing the best I can do and being the best I can be. All I 
can say is, be thankful for your family and friends and if you have 
a dream, stay focused and don’t let anything get in your way.

Varoon is continuing with his studies in law and commerce at  
The University of Auckland and dreams of working overseas. 
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CHAPTER 12

Moving on with life 

Anne-Marie Tuala

The last days of school

My last days of school went by so fast. I was playing a lot of sport, 
attending church, and organising the school ball, as well as focusing 
hard on my studies and trying to decide what career path I wanted 
to follow. At the age of 18 I had some idea of the career I wanted to 
pursue. I wanted to improve the health of Pacific people; my people. 
So I applied at The University of Auckland for a Bachelor in Health 
Sciences, hoping to move into the field of population health. Arriving 
at the end of my school days I was really excited about going to 
university. Most people I knew were scared or nervous but I felt 
confident and ready for the change. It helped that my sister was 
already at university and told me a lot about it. I applied for many 
university scholarships but I didn’t get any. I didn’t give up though; 
I also applied for other scholarships in the community. 

Even though I was a scholar in school I still had doubts about 
whether I would be accepted into university, so I studied and did 
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my best in the end-of-year exams. I had been attending my school 
for 13 years and was more than ready to move on with my life. Our 
prizegiving took place and I was awarded “The best all round Year 
13 student” as well as a few scholarships to help with university 
study. As my school days came to an end I started to realise how 
much I was going to miss school, my friends and teachers. Luckily, 
the thought of going to Samoa for my summer holidays made 
everything seem okay.

Waiting and preparation time 

School, exams and 2007 were over. It was the beginning of a new 
year and I had just arrived back in New Zealand from my awesome 
holiday in the Islands. One of the biggest challenges at this time was 
finding a job. I had no work experience and no idea how to get a job. 
I didn’t get work all those holidays. That was quite a disappointment 
but life goes on and I started preparation for university. I went for 
interviews for a Mangere East Family Services scholarship, a Heart 
Foundation scholarship and a Manukau District Health Board 
scholarship, and I was successful. All together I was awarded three 
scholarships, which was enough to pay my fees for the year and then 
have some money left over too! 

I decided to change from a Bachelor in Health Sciences to a 
Certificate in Health Sciences. I wanted to get into medicine but I 
also wanted to be well prepared with a certificate under my name. 
I couldn’t go straight into a Bachelors degree because I hadn’t taken 
physics at school. As I prepared for university I had many ups, like 
being awarded scholarships, and many downs, like breaking up 
with boyfriends and applying for a student allowance. Overall I was 
excited for my first day at university and eager to see what clothes 
to wear and what to expect.
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Early days at university 

The first thing I noticed about university was that a lot of things were 
confusing. I had to figure out how to find classes over three different 
campuses, print documents, pay train and bus fares, use computer 
programmes, open bank accounts, and join clubs, including the 
dessert club, meat club, and drinking club.  Luckily I had some 
help sorting all of that out. In the first week I knew my way around 
much better than everyone else in my course because of MATES  
(a mentoring programme). It was so great to see the familiar face of 
my MATES mentor among the crowds during my first week. We 
connect really well and we are still always texting or shouting each 
other lunch. She talks to me about the ups and downs of the course 
I’m doing and gives me good advice. I also went to a Måori and 
Pacific Admissions Scheme (MAPAS) camp, to the Pacific Orientation 
in the city, and to my course’s orientation on the Tamaki campus.  

It didn’t take long for me to settle in and soon I felt that school 
had been a tad more fun than university. However, that was before 
I was introduced to the party life that came with being at university. 
I participated in so many events and fun activities.  Going out to 
town and having late nights became a regular occurrence. I did 
balance this with study though. I followed a good study technique 
and never missed a lecture or tutorial. I soon got used to late nights 
in the library and arriving home late at times like 7 or 8pm.  It was 
helpful to work at university away from the distractions of home.   

Classes at university are all over the place and walking up and 
down steps and for long distances tires you out. I spent some time 
figuring out short cuts and ways to get to class faster. I also joined the 
university gym. I had to get used to managing my finances. I spent 
my first student allowance payment on clothes and things I didn’t 
really need but then I got used to paying rent, travelling expenses, 
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food expenses and saving for text books and course fees. As time 
went on university became a regular part of life. I felt that I was in 
the right place and on the right track

Being a university student

I had so many new experiences in health science, like dissecting rats 
and organs in labs and visiting the University’s organ library. Biology 
was difficult, especially learning the different parts and functions 
of the human body. It wasn’t like being spoon-fed at school; we 
were given all the information straight up and had to organise and 
understand it ourselves. However, the biggest challenge was taking 
subjects that I hadn’t done before. My school didn’t offer physics so 
I didn’t feel prepared for that paper at all, but I stayed confident and 
surprisingly that was my highest grade at the end of Semester One. 
It feels natural for me to focus on my work and be disciplined about 
study so I got through everything with good marks. My grades varied 
though, I got top of the class for some assignments and didn’t do as 
well in others. All forty of us completing the Certificate in Health 
Sciences spent a lot of time together and became really tight.  We 
had our own study groups and checked over drafts of each other’s 
essays. Our course was small so we saw our lecturers all the time 
and could ask questions whenever we needed to. My groups of girls 
kept each other in line. We made sure that nobody was slacking and 
would always help each other out.   

As the semester progressed the workload increased.  I found 
myself drenched in assignments which were being issued from left, 
right and centre. The most challenging aspect of university is that you 
have to complete so many assignments and tests in a short space of 
time. I soon realised that the trick to handling the workload was time 
management. I also found out that I needed better time management 
to pass my exams. Because of the large workload I decided to give 
up sport, which I miss a lot, but those are the sacrifices you have to 
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make in order to succeed at university. I also made sure that I didn’t 
go out too much when all my assignments were due. The holidays 
were the best time for partying and relaxing.

Being at university gives you the freedom to become independent. 
I have matured since leaving school and have experienced a whole lot 
more; it’s like I’m part of the real world now. One of the highlights of 
my first year of university was meeting so many great new friends. 
These are friends that you keep for a lifetime and study with, party 
with and practically do everything with.  The semester would have 
been a whole lot more difficult without the friends I made. They 
are true, supportive and always there. I adapted to university life 
pretty fast, and I think that as soon as you get used to university then 
everything else flows naturally and your confidence grows.

I have learned that it is important to get good marks in your last 
year at school to make sure you get your spot in the course you want 
to take. You also need to do the right subjects, so that you are well 
prepared for what you want to study. If you can do that and come 
to university with a positive attitude, then you can succeed there. I 
was ambitious at school but now I can see the steps I need to take 
to get where I want to go. I can see that it’s going to be hard work 
but I am confident that I will get there. I plan to be at university for 
the next six years, studying medicine so that I can work in neonatal 
care in the future.  

Anne-Marie Tuala is currently completing a Bachelor in Health 
Sciences degree, working part time, and enjoying casual sport. She 
hopes to apply for medicine, and continue studying to become a 
doctor working with newborn babies.
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SECTION

FOUR
BEING IN THE RIGHT PLACE
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Many students find the transition from school to university 
challenging, but there are also those who seem to take to their new 
learning environment like the proverbial duck to water. They are in 
the right place for this stage of their life, and there is nowhere else 
they would rather be. They are ready for the demands of academic 
study and approach their work with passion and commitment.

In Chapter 13 David shows the benefits of being well prepared 
for the demands of university study. He excelled in both science and 
arts at school, completed two university papers while still in Year 13 
and was accustomed to the demands of academic study. Even so, he 
had to learn that it was easier to do well in topics he chose because 
they interested him, and that it was essential to prepare well for 
the end-of-semester exams. His advice to new students is not to get 
overly anxious and to enjoy the experience.

In Chapter 14 Rochelle Leef shares a rather different story. After 
carefully considering various university options she chose to attend 
a private tertiary college that could give her both the theory and the 
hands-on experience she wanted in film and TV production. Her 
passion for the subject resonates throughout her story, as does her 
energy and commitment. Despite challenges such as her reluctance 
to move to Auckland, the lack of a promised scholarship and her 
father’s heart attack and major surgery, there is never any doubt 
that she is where she wants to be and loving every minute of it. 
Even though Rochelle considered but in the end did not attend a 
university, we think her story is worth sharing because she shows the 
importance of having clear personal goals, and the extent to which 
her passion for what she was studying helped her to cope with the 
many challenges she encountered in her first year. 

Finally, in Chapter 15 Harry reflects back on his first year as he 
tries to find somewhere to live in the second year of his university 
studies. Even though he grumbles about the frustrations of timetable 
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clashes and the work demands of a conjoint degree, it is evident that 
this (science and philosophy) is exactly what he wants to be doing. 
But he is also realistic: conjoint degrees demand work and dedication, 
and Harry recognises that the jump from first to second year could 
prove challenging. His confidence that he can do it is based on the 
successful transition experience in his first year.
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CHAPTER 13

Change is what you make of it

David Green

So, I have exams soon. This morning I woke up at 2pm, watched 
Outrageous Fortune online and then felt compelled to clean the 
whole house (just ... because) and when I finally sat down to study 
it was pretty much dinner time. I’m a slight procrastinator. Or to 
rephrase that, I’m a typical university student. That doesn’t mean I go 
about my studies in a begrudging way; in fact, I rather like university. 
But then, I suppose I always thought I would. However, moving 
from high school to university hasn’t been the easiest of trips by any 
means. I have ended up gaining good grades although at times I’ve 
both failed and exceeded my own expectations. But, there’s more 
to university than doing “well” academically. Changing from high 
school to university is a huge transition and mine has been less text 
book than I thought it would be.

I come from quite a typical New Zealand family. Although I 
spent the first six years of my life in England, both my parents are 
New Zealanders and all of my extended family lives here. My first 
memory is of my grandparent’s house in New Zealand (pretty 
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shocking since I was six ...) and I don’t really have any connection to 
the “mother country”. I had a quintessential New Zealand primary 
school education. I used to refuse to wear shoes (even in winter) and 
was proud of the fact that gorse didn’t affect me. Such is the life of 
a primary school student. After primary and intermediate I went to 
Massey High School in West Auckland. 

I started Year 9 with an anticipation of five years of ordinary 
education but Massey far exceeded my expectations. I always knew 
I wanted to go to university, to me that was my next natural step, and 
Massey facilitated that transition. My years at Massey taught me a 
lot about what it meant to be a member of a community. I developed 
strong friendships and really enjoyed my time there. A lot of people 
see education as a chore, at Massey several students left as soon as they 
could, but I saw my high school education as an experience and as a 
stepping stone to university. Throughout my final year of high school 
I was intensely focused on going to university. While I still took time 
to enjoy Year 13, part of me had already taken that next step forward 
and wanted to leave the familiar behind. At times I spent more time 
planning for university than I did studying for my final year.

I spent the duration of my years at high school trying to decide 
what I wanted to study at university. My focus during my first four 
years at Massey was on science and maths; biology being my main 
interest. I never considered enrolling in just a science degree though 
as I still had an interest in the arts, specifically English and Spanish, 
so a BA/BSc was my main goal. However, in my final year I took 
English, classical studies, music studies, and Spanish as well as doing 
a couple of university papers (philosophy and sociology) which 
introduced me to new ways of thinking. During Years 12 and 13 I 
had a range of career goals ranging from psychologist to diplomat 
and up until three-quarters of the way through Year 13 I remained 
largely undecided about what I wanted to study. Although I still 
found science interesting, I found focusing on the humanities taught 
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me more about the way society works. So I left behind my interest 
in science and decided to enrol in a Law and Arts conjoint.

I finished high school with a reasonable degree of success; top in 
all my subjects, a prefect leader and proxime accessit. I worked hard, 
but I don’t feel that I stretched myself. I didn’t stay up late, I didn’t 
lose sleep over anything and I didn’t really do more than what was 
required. I have always had a confidence in my own ability that 
comes from my supportive family background and competition with 
my peers. This helped me to get good grades and develop strong 
study skills. However, my main focus in my final year of high school 
was to get involved in a range of different things. The mantra-like 
“get involved” which I heard throughout my high school and again 
at university shouldn’t be ignored. It is the only way to get the most 
out of any experience and ease any transition.

The summer between high school and university was one of 
worry and excitement. I thought about where my degree was going 
to take me a lot. I was pretty much decided on doing law and arts 
but I wasn’t sure what kind of arts I wanted to do. Spanish was 
a given for me, but I didn’t think it was enough and was set on a 
double major (just not sure what in). Politics? Employment relations? 
English? Looking back, I didn’t really have to spend so much time 
stressing about what I was going to study. After taking a range of 
courses in the first year I found politics held my interest the most, 
along with Spanish. I remember being very worried about what 
kind of shape my degree would take but the preconceived structure 
of the arts degree belies the variety within the majors themselves. I 
never completely realised that a degree in Spanish would encompass 
literature, art, music, language, film, politics and history. Within my 
first year I was using the skills I had gained in NCEA Level 3 English 
text analysis to help me analyse a Spanish novel.  

My move from high school to university was full of changes. 
Firstly, it was my first time living away from home which was an 
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interesting experience. Living in a hostel is kind of like suddenly 
having a whole group of people instantly become family and friends. 
I lived with people who I had meals, went to classes, watched 
television and went to town with which has enormous benefits but 
can also be kind of tiring at the same time. While I lived in the hostel 
I didn’t really spend a night alone like I can at home. It was difficult 
to get used to balancing a constant group of friends with studying 
and other commitments. One thing I noticed was it was difficult to 
stay in contact with friends who didn’t live in the hostel. Since there 
were so many new people to meet, I didn’t have to make an effort; 
to the detriment of my high school friendships. 

For me, the most difficult thing was working out this balance 
between old and new. Most of my high school friends were not 
doing the same course as I was (I’m pretty sure I was the only person 
taking Spanish and politics) so it was difficult to stay connected in 
terms of a shared university experience. This was even truer of my 
friends who didn’t go to university. The structure of a high school 
education creates an environment of shared experience whereas at 
university the wide range of choices precludes this common ground. 
I never really realised that I wouldn’t be seeing all my friends every 
day and that caught me a bit by surprise. 

What was really easy about starting university was the workload. 
I didn’t find it hard. Not having a teacher pestering me for work 
seemed a bit strange but I found it enjoyable to learn because I 
wanted to, rather than as part of an achievement standard I didn’t 
like. In my first year I took a range of papers which ended up working 
really well together. My favourite part of the arts courses I studied 
in my first year was that I could choose what specific subjects within 
the courses I could learn about comprehensively. While a general 
knowledge of the whole course was important, I found it really fun 
to learn about a specific area in depth. One thing I noticed was that I 
did better in course-work assessment than my final semester exams. 
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I found that when I didn’t have a specific assignment to complete I 
lost track of things and didn’t focus as much on the end result. The 
anticipation of finishing, before I had actually completed the course, 
distracted me. Every single one of my exam results was worse than 
my average grade from coursework.  

Now that I’m fully entrenched in the university way of life, I find 
it surprising that I ever had any worries about what university was 
going to be like. Looking back, what I gained most from my change 
from high school to university was the knowledge that no matter 
how much you plan ahead it is impossible to predict what is going to 
happen in the future. I think I spent so much time planning what was 
going to happen that I never took a step back to appreciate what was 
actually going on. That’s not to say I think I should have taken a less 
proactive role in planning my education, just that there is little point in 
stressing over things that won’t matter in the long run. If I could give 
just one piece of advice to a student transitioning from high school to 
university it would be to take the time to enjoy the experience. 

David is continuing with a conjoint degree in law and arts at The 
University of Auckland. He also tutors first-year law to M āori students 
and Spanish to a group of high school students. At this stage, David 
plans to combine his interests in international relations, foreign 
languages and the law for a future in diplomacy.  
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CHAPTER 14:

Rochelle’s story 

Rochelle Leef

I’m co-ordinating an onscreen acting students’ drama called Hit 
for Six as well as our News shoots.  It’s pretty crazy.  I have to place 
one hundred and twenty-eight people in positions.  I have to be on 
locations around Auckland for Hit for Six as well as in the South 
Seas studio to shoot the News.  If anyone can’t make a shoot I have to 
deal with the problem to make sure both crews have everyone and 
everything they need.  It is a challenge, but I’m dealing with it.  So, 
how did an eighteen-year-old girl from the Hokianga get into this?  

Me in November 2007

I was born in Auckland.  My dad’s Måori and my mum’s Påkehå.  We 
moved to Kaitaia when I was five and down to Rawene a few years 
later because my dad bought the butcher shop there.  Now we live 
on a small farm and mum’s a secretary at Rawene School and dad 
works in the quarry. My younger brother and I have to go out and 
chase the cows and feed the pigs, chooks and lambs every day.  I like 
riding our motorbikes and watching my brother play rugby.  I work 
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in the chemist in Rawene for an hour every day after school and then 
about twelve hours in the Four Square over the weekend.  I’m saving 
for next year.  So far I have bought myself a laptop and a camera.  

I’m in my final year of school at Northland College. I’m taking 
English, photography, media studies and statistics.  I like photography 
and I really enjoy media studies, which I hope to carry on next year.  
This year I ran the “Noscars”, Northland College’s first ever awards 
ceremony for film, and organised the promotional campaign for the 
Hokianga film festival.  We seventh formers are a really close group 
and it’s going to be hard for us to leave each other.  But it is also 
exciting that we are each going out into the big world on our own.  

I plan to do a Diploma in Film and TV Production at South Seas 
College. I hope to become a producer one day. My parents always 
told me to find something that I love and follow that path. They said, 
“If you don’t like what you do you won’t stick with it.”  So they have 
always supported me in whatever I have done. I looked into quite a 
few universities but nothing was an exact fit for me until I found out 
about South Seas. Representatives from the course came up for the 
film festival and the Noscars and I liked what their course offered 
me. Also, they were impressed with the events we organised and 
told us they would like us to come down, which was cool.

We’ve just returned from a media studies trip to Auckland.  Six 
of us had interviews at South Seas and we visited a range of tertiary 
institutions. One highlight of the trip was controlling the camera 
at Måori TV during the interview with an old kaumatua. It was 
awesome to see their sets, control room, and editing and recording 
suites. We read from the autocue on Te Kåea, the news programme, 
and saw how they used the green screen to show virtual imagery 
behind the presenter. However, the biggest buzz of all was meeting 
P Money’s producer at Kog Studios. 

Next year is going to be a big year for me.  I’ll have to cope with 
paying the bills, trying to study and having a social life as well. Also, 
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I don’t really like the city. It’s so noisy! Living in Auckland could be 
a bit of a struggle until I get used to it.  

My summer: one disappointment and many steps forward 

I achieved NCEA Level 3 and University Entrance. I am stoked with 
those results. My parents are very pleased and dad is so proud that 
he took my results into work to show all his work mates. I heard 
that I was accepted to South Seas while I was at my friend’s 21st in 
Kaikohe. Every Northland College student who applied there was 
accepted. It is awesome to think that six of us from such a small place 
were accepted into a high-profile film and media school. To top it 
all off, I was also told I had a scholarship that paid all my fees. That 
made me even happier. Unfortunately when I arrived at South Seas 
I discovered that there had been a mistake: two of us had been told 
that we had scholarships when we actually did not.    

Navigating the South Seas

What a huge experience.  It was a massive step for me to leave 
home, move to the city and start a new course. I had to adjust to the 
traffic, noise and fast pace of the city, the number of people here, and 
Auckland’s mix of different cultures. I live in a University House 
flat with five of my friends from Northland College. There are three 
other Måori flats with six people living in each one. We have become 
one big whånau. We study together and sometimes we take turns 
cooking dinner for everyone. When our projects are due we all run 
and do them together to help each other out. 

Tu Meke
Koutau Ma…
Pai Koutau.

This year’s intake has the largest enrolment of Måori at South Seas 
yet. There are about 38 of us on the course. Every fortnight we have a 
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Måori rongo meeting at lunch time just to catch up with each other. 
We can also go to our kaumatua for any advice we need. He holds 
basic te reo Måori classes for international and Påkehå students. 
People are really enjoying that because they can pick up on some of 
the words we use. We have some good social get-togethers too, like 
for Waitangi Day and Anzac Day. For the first few weeks we were 
partying a lot, just making the most of our new freedom, but when I 
realised it wasn’t the greatest and I got over it real fast. I made a bet 
with a friend and cut my drinking and partying right back.

South Seas is a small school with half a dozen lecturers, who are all 
very nice. We also work with guest tutors from the industry which is 
great because they know what we will encounter out there. There is 
a lot of theory in the first term but the rest of the year will be totally 
practical and hands on. In the first term we rotate through directing, 
producing, editing, camera, audio, lighting and acting roles and then 
choose an area to specialise in.   

The course moves a lot faster than I had anticipated, even though I 
always knew that it was three years of work condensed into a single 
year. We work from eight to five every day, and later on in the year 
we will do even longer hours. I have to manage my time to keep 
up. Our tutors keep saying to us, “It’s only nine months out of your 
lives, so just do it.  You can socialise when you’re finished.” Despite 
being intensely busy, we manage to have a lot of fun. I’m learning 
heaps and I have made loads of new friends. Some of my mates are 
feeling homesick but I just love the whole experience. Although I 
admit that I am looking forward to going home this weekend for 
some relaxing time at the beach. 

July 2008

It’s the second term and we are shooting something every week. It 
is very practical and really intense. It’s awesome!  We did the “48-
hour film challenge”, which was wicked.  We filmed a full horror 
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film over one Saturday night, from 6pm until 6am. The judges gave 
us great comments and we got to meet Scotty from Shortland Street 
at our heat. Next term I’m co-ordinating one of South Seas’ biggest 
projects of the year, Short Cuts. It will be shot on film as well as in 
digital format. We will take big rigging trucks out to Takapuna 
and shoot about 24 short films. As the coordinator I will make up 
the schedule, organise the crew, make sure everyone can get to the 
location, ensure that we have contracts and permits for our locations, 
order food for everyone, and deal with our budgets.  

Midway through the term dad had a heart attack on the farm.  
He went to the local hospital and they rushed him to Whangarei, 
stabilised him and brought him down to Auckland. He had a “six 
bypass” operation, which was the biggest the nurses had ever 
heard of. He’s alright now.  It was weird being down here when it 
happened but I could visit once he was in Auckland Hospital. For 
the first half of the year I didn’t have a student allowance because 
my parents earned too much money and they could help out a bit 
financially.  After his heart attack dad had to be off work for a while 
which meant they could not support me much anymore, however I 
was able to reapply and get an allowance. 

I am currently getting work experience as a production assistant 
on Cool Kids Cooking, which is a cooking show for kids. I work all day 
every Saturday assisting in the studio or out the back preparing food 
and looking after the presenters. I’ve had awesome comments from the 
people there and I’m hoping that it will lead to a job in the future.  

End of 2008

I always planned to be a producer but now I enjoy lighting too. I’m 
able to learn about lighting because I sit in on as many lectures as 
I can, even if I’m not enrolled in them. The majority of my friends 
are in camera, lighting and audio class and I picked up a lot from 
them. As a producer, you don’t have a lot to do while the film is in 
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editing, so at times I tag along on other people’s shoots to help out 
with whatever I can. I went up north and cooked for a week on the 
shoot up there, and then I went to Omaha for a week and cooked 
and helped out on that shoot too. I am determined to make the most 
of my course, especially as I don’t have a scholarship and I have to 
pay all those fees. 

To prepare for my course I would recommend getting as much 
experience with the camera as possible—in front of it and behind 
it—because as soon as you get here you are chucked into doing 
everything. I definitely want to work in television at first and then 
move into film. I’m hoping to get an internship or similar role at 
somewhere like Top Shelf who produced Cool Kids Cooking. I’ve had 
loads of positive comments about my work from tutors and fellow 
students so I have become more confident. I’m also involved in more 
things, and more outspoken, and I know that I can do whatever I 
put my mind to.  

Rochelle is currently working full time in Auckland as a production 
assistant at Top Shelf Productions, a company that produces television 
programmes.  She hopes to get into drama production in the future.  
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CHAPTER 15

Harry’s story 

Harry Aitken

I’m sitting on my bed with my laptop that I got last year for the 
start of university in front of me. I needed the laptop because I was 
leaving home for the first time and it was the only computer access 
I’d have to complete assignments and study on. While I’d like to 
think that I’m focusing completely on writing this story it sadly isn’t 
the case. My real focus has been trying to find somewhere to live for 
the rest of the year. At the moment it seems as if I’ve made a home 
on TradeMe Property and at various real estate agents around the 
city. Unfortunately, finding somewhere a bit more permanent to 
live before the start of the second year of university has proved to 
be much more difficult than I’d anticipated. For some reason, (just 
plain bad luck maybe?) everything seems to have gone wrong this 
year that went so seamlessly last year as I prepared for my first year 
of university. 

When I first applied to study a BA/BSc I knew I’d be getting myself 
into a logistical nightmare. I knew there’d be some timetable clashes 
as the Arts and Science faculties organised their separate timetables 
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without considering my relatively niche course selections. However, 
it seemed as if someone was looking out for me in my first year 
as the exact combinations of papers I wanted were still available. 
This was particularly lucky because I foolishly waited until there 
was just a week before the start of the semester to sort out all my 
enrolments for the year ahead. It was a miracle that I could study 
the papers I wanted on two accounts: first that any of the papers 
were even still open, and second, that none of them clashed. Despite 
this lucky escape I vowed to be much more organised the next 
year so I wouldn’t have to rely on such luck again. Too bad things 
never work out the way you hope, even though I was much more 
organised and began enrolling in my papers as soon as they went 
up on nDeva (the Auckland University online enrolment system). 
Unfortunately this approach backfired a little, as I went online to 
get everything sorted well before Christmas and discovered that I 
had 3 compulsory papers timetabled together, with no restreaming 
opportunities. So I was left with the dilemma of either completely 
changing my course, or attempting to juggle at least 2 of the papers 
and doing the 3rd a year later. 

After spending most of the weekend considering the permutations 
I eventually opted to persevere with the course I had, in spite of 
the extra workload. As it turned out, making that decision was the 
easy part, because as soon as I made it one of those core papers 
filled up. This meant that I then had to go into campus on a hot 
day in January and attempt to persuade the Arts Department to 
not only enrol me in it, with the timetable clashes, but also allow 
an extra person in the tutorials. It was a day of panic as I trudged 
backwards and forwards collecting signatures from all the course 
co-ordinators. Even though I got more worried that I was going to 
have to completely restructure my degree (as the timetable clash 
remained unresolved), everyone belonging to the signatures I needed 
was very understanding and helpful. So by the very end of the day 
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I had all the relevant paperwork sorted and was able to hand it in 
to the Arts Department for processing.

Although my enrolment dilemma had a happy ending, after a lot 
of perseverance, my flat crisis remains unresolved. Even as I type this 
sentence I’m also scouring the internet for houses in Eden Terrace 
and discussing terms and conditions with my high school chums who 
are also my future flatmates. All the planning that we’re putting in to 
finding a flat reminds me of the time when we decided to road trip 
to Wellington at almost exactly the same time last year. There was 
virtually no organisation; we just hopped in the car and cranked up 
Jimi Hendrix’s “Driving South”. I tell you, the last summer holiday of 
high school was a lot more carefree for all of us than the break after our 
first year of university. Our biggest worry then was making sure we 
didn’t run out of gas, halfway between Taupo and Waiouru. Now we 
had to try and figure out where we would be living for the next 3 years 
or so.  When we got to Wellington, because Victoria University had its 
orientation a week before Auckland, we walked around the city and 
joined in all the drunken festivities of our Wellington counterparts, 
before they began their tertiary education. Actually, the best thing 
about the trip was getting back to Auckland. Rather than returning 
home to west Auckland I was dropped off at O’Rorke Hall, my new 
home for the year. Now that was an easy home to find! After choosing 
O’Rorke as my preferred student accommodation and sending off the 
application forms, all I needed to do was to turn up after the holiday 
in the capital. And it was great accommodation too. 

After the ease of moving in, O’Rorke just got easier. Even though it 
was a large building with lots of students, it was still easy to navigate 
around. And even though there were well over three hundred 
students in residence they were all relaxed and easy-going. Nobody 
seemed to mind that I arrived with no resources and had to borrow 
everything from toothpaste and towels to pens and pencils until 
the rest of my belongings were moved in the following weekend. 
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Better still, at O’Rorke the food was catered, so I didn’t have to do 
any cooking, and didn’t clean a dish all year. And best of all, it was 
a 2-minute walk to campus, so it was an easy stroll to my morning 
lectures. In terms of the university and actually studying, I found 
that navigating around campus was much easier than I’d expected, 
with well marked buildings and a central student commons where 
there was always someone to ask for directions. Even the workload 
seemed smaller than it had been at school, as I only had to worry 
about 4 papers a semester, rather than try and balance the 6 subjects 
that I’d studied at school.

As with all good things though, the novelty of living in O’Rorke 
eventually wore thin. I had a great year living there, but by the end 
of it I was more than ready to move out. The tiny room and bad food 
(even if I didn’t have to make it myself ) eventually broke me. And 
O’Rorke did probably make everything too easy, and you need a little 
bit of challenge in your life. Otherwise, I’d be keen to go back into 
O’Rorke again. Moving to university and into O’Rorke Hall seemed 
like a natural progression from 7th form. In the same way as I felt 
ready for high school after leaving intermediate, I spent most of my 
last year of high school craving the freedom and independence that I 
hoped I would find at university. Perhaps I’m just the sort of person 
that gets complacent after spending too long in the same environment 
and is always looking forward to change. I’m not sure. What I do know 
was that I felt the same way about leaving O’Rorke and moving away 
from the shelter of catered student accommodation. As it is, all this 
flat hunting is turning into more of a challenge than I’d bargained for, 
and even if we do manage to find one, balancing bills and battling the 
oven will also make for an interesting year. It all makes me reminisce 
about last year. Despite the fact that I was spectacularly disorganised 
moving into O’Rorke and getting my timetable sorted, and even, on 
occasion, failing to wake up for morning lectures, my first semester 
and first year flew by without any serious difficulties. 



129

While I started the first year enthusiastically, my general lecture 
attendance slipped over the course of the first semester. Initially, I 
made sure I went to both the morning and afternoon streams for each 
of my papers, in order to make sure that I didn’t miss any important 
points. I quickly realised that this wasn’t completely necessary, and 
discovered that socialising and meeting people were much more 
productive ways to spend my time. This meant that by the time my 
first mid-semester test (on molecular and cellular biology) came along 
I had become so relaxed about studying that I did virtually no work 
for it and subsequently got a nasty surprise when the results came 
back. Interestingly though, this didn’t immediately encourage me to 
start studying again, perhaps because I was simply enjoying myself 
too much to spoil it with work. Luckily though, I’ve always been 
fairly pragmatic, and so when exam time came around I was back 
to studying as hard as I was at the start of the year, if not harder. 
I was also lucky that the lecturers I had were excited about what 
they were teaching, and I found it quite infectious. This is especially 
true of one of my biology lecturers who was teaching immunology 
and inspired me to study far beyond the scope of the course. I was 
also lucky that several of the papers I was taking were part of the 
biomedical programme for those hoping to make it into medical 
school. This meant that there were a lot of diligent and intelligent 
people studying the same subjects at the same time. The study group 
that I was part of was probably the most important reason I managed 
to salvage my grades from that early test. In the end, I managed to 
get pretty good results overall in that first year.  

Ironically enough, although I’ve thus far been more organised, 
and the term hasn’t even started, I’ve already run into more serious 
problems than I did at any time last year. 

Perhaps I’m doing things backwards, but it seems to me that the 
step up between first and second year is going to be much greater 
than that between high school and the first year of university. While 
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I might surprise myself, the increased workload after the first year 
might be the biggest jump of all. Having made it through my first 
year, I feel confident that I can make it through another. Now, 
though, I’ve got a large group of new friends from O’Rorke, and we 
have a strong network to support each other. I’m glad that I haven’t 
forgotten my friends from high school either, it would have been 
far too easy to lose track of them in the whirlwind of university. So 
I’m really glad that even though I might not have a flat yet, I’ve got 
my all my old friends from school looking with me, and all my new 
friends from university looking out for me.

Harry is currently studying towards a Bachelor of Arts/Bachelor 
of Science conjoint degree, majoring in chemistry, biology and 
philosophy. He plans to go on to postgraduate study in both ethics 
and medicinal chemistry, with the hope of eventually specialising in 
early-stage drug-development research. Of particular interest to him 
is the development of inhibitors to reverse transcriptase, a crucial 
replicating protein in retroviruses such as HIV, and the development of 
new antiviral drugs.



131

Conclusion: Tips for a  
successful transition 

Elizabeth McKinley and Irena Madjar

As the stories in this book show, transition from school to university 
is a time of excitement, anxious anticipation, planning, preparation 
and the eventual encounter with the reality of university study and 
student life. The freedom of not having either parents or teachers 
breathing down your neck is offset by the responsibilities involved 
in living away from home or having to commute to campus on a 
daily basis, budgeting, making new friends and producing work 
that will lead to academic success. 

Ultimately, going to university and getting a degree are about 
work and taking responsibility for your own learning. The one 
message that comes through all the students’ stories is that it takes 
regular, serious work to succeed in the university environment. 
Being academically bright helps, but it is not enough. Regular class 
attendance and study are critical. But your time at university is also 
a time for developing wider interests, maintaining family links, 
meeting new people and having fun! The secret is to find a balance so 
that social life enhances rather than detracts from academic work. 
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Although each student will find the transition to university a 
little different, there are also some things that affect most students. 
Planning ahead, knowing what to expect and being prepared can 
reduce unnecessary worrying and ease the transition process. So 
if you are a secondary school student thinking about university 
study, here are some practical tips gleaned from other students’ 
experiences. Most will sound familiar; some might be new; all are 
worth considering and discussing with mentors (parents, teachers, 
older siblings or friends) who can help you plan and prepare for 
your own transition to university. Some points you might be able 
to tick off as “done this” or “got that”, but others might need more 
thought and action. 

The tips are organised under seven headings, in more-or-less 
chronological order:
• It helps to know where you are going
• Nothing beats solid academic preparation 
• Summer is not only about holidays
• Get engaged (with the university and other bureaucratic 

institutions)
• Hit the ground running
• Experience is a great teacher—learn from it
• It’s about living as well as learning

It helps to know where you are going

To set off on a journey it’s important to know where you are, and 
where you want to go. Having a goal (to become a teacher or 
accountant, or to study science and find a special area of interest) can 
keep you motivated and focused on the work needed to get there. 
Students who leave school with clear personal goals tend to adjust 
more easily to the demands of university study. 
• Be clear about your reasons for going to university and what 

you hope to achieve.
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• Be aware of others’ expectations and goals for you (family, 
teachers, friends). It’s great if they fit in with your own goals. If 
not, discuss, negotiate, review and be clear what you want to do 
and why.

• Be realistic: becoming a rocket scientist is not a good choice if you 
hate maths and physics.

• Be informed: talk with your teachers, career advisers and 
university students you know who are studying in the field that 
interests you. Make use of university open days and online and 
other information about various degree programmes. 

• Be flexible, and have a plan B, just in case. It’s OK to change your 
mind if you find that psychology or economics is not quite what 
you expected. Limited places and selection procedures might 
mean that you will not get into the course (or university) of your 
choice. Be prepared to adjust your goals or your strategies for 
reaching them. 

• If your goals are not yet clear, keep your subject options open at 
school and use your first year at university to try a range of papers 
(but be clear where each might lead).

Nothing beats solid academic preparation

Moving from school to university is a step up. Even if you have 
studied the subjects before, the familiar will soon be replaced by 
more advanced and challenging material. The more prepared you 
are, the less of a step up it will be in that important first year of 
university. The NCEA system gives you a lot of flexibility, so the 
choice of subjects and specific standards is very important, especially 
if you are aiming to enrol for a degree that has specific prerequisites 
(e.g., maths with calculus for engineering, or chemistry and physics 
for medicine). 
• Begin thinking about your subject choices as early as you can: 

will the Year 11 maths class you are assigned to, and the mix of 
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standards offered, allow you to take the more advanced maths 
standards in Years 12 and 13?

• Focus your choices on academic subjects that are intellectually 
demanding: take other subjects that interest you in addition to 
the four or five academic subjects, not instead of them. This might 
not always be the easiest option at the time, but it will make a 
difference in the long run.

• Do your best to achieve the best possible grades: don’t settle 
for the minimum number of credits needed at each level, or the 
minimum amount of work needed to achieve a “pass”. Aiming 
for merit and excellence will not only lead you to study more 
achievement standards, but will also allow you to study more 
advanced content in each subject and help you to develop stronger 
academic study skills. Getting into highly competitive university 
programmes could well depend on the number of credits you 
have achieved with merit and excellence. External assessments 
will also help you to develop exam skills, which are essential in 
almost all first-year university papers.

• Choose at least some subjects that require independent study, 
and at least some that will help develop your writing and 
presentation skills. These skills will serve you well in writing 
essays and other assignments—the bread and butter of a university 
student’s work.

• Seek advice from your career advisers, teachers and academic 
deans, parents, older siblings or friends already at university to 
make sure you make the best possible choices at school and arrive 
at university with the best possible preparation.  

• Take on extracurricular responsibilities (as a prefect, sports 
captain, leader of a cultural group) and work on developing 
your team and leadership skills. They will help you develop as 
a person and give you confidence as you enter a new learning 
environment. But be careful that you achieve the right balance, 
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and that your academic work does not suffer in the process. If 
in doubt, step down from one or more extracurricular activities 
rather than jeopardising your academic results. 

Summer is not only about holidays 

A smooth transition to university will need planning and organisation. 
Some of it will need to be done while you are still at school (e.g., 
applying for some targeted programmes, some scholarships and 
university-based accommodation). Many other tasks will need to 
be completed during the summer months, so make sure you don’t 
leave them until the last minute. 
• Plan and organise early: get all the necessary information from 

the university (or universities) you plan to attend, such as degree 
prospectuses or university calendars and enrolment information. 
Check the university website, call their student information 
free-call number, and ask to be sent information if you cannot 
download it from a website. 

• Get all the necessary information about financial assistance from 
StudyLink. You might be entitled to a weekly living allowance 
(which you do not have to repay) as well as a student loan (which 
is currently interest-free but does have to be repaid). Make sure 
you know what you are entitled to, how your parents’ income 
might affect you, and how any financial assistance you receive 
might affect your family (e.g., if they are receiving an allowance 
for you). 

• Make a “to do” list of all the things you will need to do, and the 
date by which each should be done. 

• Prepare the originals or copies of documents you will need to 
include with your enrolment or other applications (e.g., birth 
certificate, proof of residency status or parental income). Copies 
usually have to be certified—signed as a true copy by a justice of 
the peace (JP) or a lawyer. JPs are listed in the telephone directories 
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or can be contacted via a local Citizens’ Advice Bureau, and 
their services are usually free. Alternatively, if you take copies 
and original documents with you to the university or StudyLink 
offices, their staff will be able to sign them for you. 

• Complete all applications early and make sure you provide all 
the information and all supporting documents. (Late application 
might mean missing out on a course of your choice, being 
charged additional late fees, or, in the case of StudyLink, delays in 
processing an application, which in turn might mean not having 
access to library or internet services if your enrolment fees have 
not been paid on time.)

• Apply for scholarships: seek the help of your teachers during your 
last year at school to identify all possible sources of scholarships 
and the deadlines for applications. As well as universities, many 
community and iwi organisations, service clubs (such as Lions, 
Rotary and Zonta), private and public companies (including local 
district health boards) and charitable trusts provide scholarships. 
Make sure your application is clearly written and presented in a 
way that shows off your skills, abilities and academic potential.  

• Don’t be put off by the complex or impersonal nature of online 
enrolment systems: ask a student already at university to lead you 
through the system, or call the contact number usually provided 
for “Prospective undergraduate students” (that’s you!) and ask 
them to help you. If you have problems enrolling in specific 
courses or a conjoint degree, or you have a timetable clash, contact 
the relevant faculty or department and ask to speak to a relevant 
person (e.g., the assistant dean or course co-ordinator). 

• As well as enrolling in a particular degree programme you will 
need to enrol in specific papers (subjects) for each of the two 
semesters of the first year. This needs to happen as soon as you 
(and the university) have received your NCEA results and you 
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have been accepted into a particular degree programme. Make 
sure you enrol in all compulsory papers, that you do not have 
lecture or exam clashes, and that the subjects you want to do 
are offered in that semester. Late enrolments in specific papers 
can mean that a class is already full, and having to wait until 
next semester, or next year, or having to attend classes at an 
inconvenient time (e.g., early morning or evening, making for 
long days on campus). If you are in doubt or having problems, 
seek help. Student information centres are there to help you, or 
direct you to the person who can. 

• Give some thought to your study programme, which papers 
you should choose from the optional list, and which papers you 
should do in the first or the second semester. As far as possible, 
mix the familiar (e.g., history) with the new (e.g., sociology), and 
laboratory-based papers (which usually include long laboratory 
sessions) with papers that rely on more flexible, independent 
study. It’s also helpful to try to avoid taking too many papers that 
rely heavily on end-of-semester exams (or large assignments), 
at least until you have found your feet and can make more 
informed choices. If in doubt, talk to a lecturer or tutor (or dean for 
undergraduate students). Academic staff are in the best position to 
advise about workloads, study demands and how best to manage 
your study programme. 

• If possible, find a job for at least part of the summer: it will 
help you earn (and hopefully save) money towards the cost of 
university. It might also help you to meet new people, reflect on 
your medium- and long-term goals, and appreciate the value of 
delayed gratification. (Even if the job is physically demanding and 
the hours lousy, it’s worth it if it helps pay for your text books or 
save enough so that you don’t need to look for part-time work 
during the academic year.) 
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Get engaged (with the university and other 
bureaucratic institutions)

Even if you are enrolled, have your timetable sorted and all the 
paperwork in place, you are still the one who will have to make 
the first move to start interacting with the university, a particular 
faculty, school or department, the student association, bank or 
transport company. 
• Get the information and attend university orientation programmes. 

Don’t use the time to just hang out with friends or make the best 
of the available free food and entertainment. At the very least you 
will collect a lot of information that could prove useful later, you 
will be able to put faces to names (e.g., academic staff ) and you 
can find out about student learning support services, health and 
counselling services (you never know when you might need them), 
as well as various clubs and student-sponsored services. 

• Go on a guided tour of the campus, a tour of the library (they 
are a lot bigger and more complicated than your school library) 
and on introductory IT courses (such as how to access course 
information or submit assignments online, or how to search 
academic databases and which ones are relevant for particular 
subjects). Sometimes these courses are included as part of the 
introduction to a specific degree or subject, but usually orientation 
week is the best time to get yourself sorted and ready for the 
serious work of academic study.

• Get a campus map and identify all buildings (and rooms) you 
will need to get to in your first week: use the orientation week to 
test how long it will take you to walk from the hostel, bus stop or 
parking lot to your first lecture; how long it will take you to get 
from a lecture to a tutorial if you have only 10 minutes between 
them; or where you can find quiet space to read or study before 
the next lecture or tutorial. University campuses are big places and 
it’s stressful to be lost or running late for your first lot of classes.
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• Sort out your transport options if you will be commuting to 
university. Even if you have travelled the route before, it might 
not have been at peak hour or in time for 8.00 am lectures. Check 
out the costs (it might be cheaper to travel by train than bus, or to 
car pool if you have friends who live in the same area and share 
similar timetables at university). Get a ride with a family member 
or neighbour who works near or at the university. If that means 
coming in earlier than you need to, don’t waste the spare time. 
The library is likely to be open and you can always use the time 
to catch up on your reading or draft that next assignment.  

• Take a close look at your bank account (or open an account if 
you don’t have one already) and your costs. There will be some 
one-off  items (tuition fees, text books, course materials), as well 
as ongoing costs (printing and photocopying, transport and/or 
accommodation, and food). There will also be discretionary items 
(coffee, snacks, new clothes, alcohol, movies, concerts, sporting 
and social activities). Learning to live within your budget is 
important, especially if your parents can’t come to the rescue. 
Even though your bank might not charge interest on overdrawn 
student accounts (check to make sure), getting into debt is not 
a good idea. You don’t need the worry of being in overdraft, or 
having to work through the summer holidays just to try to clear 
the previous year’s debts. 

Hit the ground running

Don’t treat your first semester or first year as a trial run. The majority 
of other students won’t be! University courses are more intensive 
and at a more advanced level than anything you would have done at 
school. You will need to step up to the challenge and take academic 
work seriously. Treat your study as a full-time job: 40-plus hours 
per week, or about 10 hours for each paper. So, in addition to 2 to 4 
hours of lectures, tutorials or lab sessions, you are expected to put 
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in another 6 to 8 hours of independent study, for each subject, each 
week. If you don’t put in the work in one week, you will have the 
extra 10 or 20 or 30 hours to add to the work in the following week. 
Some students will manage to do well with less, but the majority of 
students will not. So come ready to start working from day one!

• Get into the habit of attending all classes (lectures, tutorials, 
laboratory sessions, studio work). Don’t be intimidated by 
large classes or huge lecture theatres. If you are late, and the 
only available seats are in the front row, walk right in and don’t 
worry about anyone else. Lecturers’ PowerPoint slides or another 
student’s notes are no substitute for first-hand experience. Get to 
know your tutors. They will usually be the ones marking your 
assignments, so it helps if they know who you are and you feel 
comfortable asking them for guidance and feedback.

• Learn what works best for you when it comes to taking notes in 
lectures, preparing for tutorials and studying. Generally, reading 
ahead will help you understand the lecture more easily and decide 
what notes to take. Reading for tutorials is essential if you want to 
get most out of class discussions and know what questions to ask. 
Keep up with the readings (highlighting important points, making 
notes in the margins or a notebook and writing down questions 
to ask in the next tutorial), so that you don’t find yourself having 
to do new readings just before a test or exam when you should 
be revising material you are already familiar with. 

• Don’t procrastinate: it might be very tempting, and all students 
do it at some point, but putting things off will not help you reach 
your goal. First-year students often underestimate the time 
needed to prepare for and write an essay. So start planning your 
assignments early (several weeks ahead), make sure you have 
the necessary articles or books from which to draw evidence and 
supporting arguments and seek advice if you are not sure about 
the referencing style required for a particular subject (student 
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learning support services will have the necessary guidelines and 
answers). Be prepared to write more than one draft—to make it 
fit the word requirements, to make the key points and conclusion 
clearer, or to ensure you have paid due attention to basic rules of 
grammar and syntax. Starting even a 1,000-word essay the night 
before is not a recipe for success! Have a wall-planner and allocate 
plenty of reading and writing time for each assignment. 

• Check with your lecturers or tutors before buying expensive 
textbooks: you might be able to buy them second hand, or borrow 
them from the library. On the other hand, if students are expected 
to have their own copies and use them throughout the course, 
buying your own copy is essential. 

• Try to make a friend or a buddy in each class: don’t be too shy to 
introduce yourself and find out what other students are studying 
and how they are approaching their study and assignments. 
Having a buddy will help if either of you has to miss a class: 
you can share notes, discuss what was covered and relay any 
information given in class. 

• Be aware of people who can help you: lecturers and tutors can 
clarify assignment topics and key sources of information; library 
staff can point you to a database or a reference you have not been 
able to find; learning support staff can help you structure an essay 
or clarify the referencing requirements; and there are Pacific and 
Måori support staff and advisers who can help with academic 
advice as well as just being there to listen to students who might 
feel unsure or homesick. All these people are knowledgeable, 
and helping students adjust to university and succeed in their 
studies is their job, but you might need to take the first step and 
ask for help.

• If things don’t run smoothly, make sure you let the appropriate 
people know as soon as you can. If you become ill or injured, if 
there is a family illness or crisis, if you are unable to attend classes 
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or submit your work on time, whatever the reason, follow the 
process for getting extensions for assignments, or compassionate 
consideration for being late, not having enough time to prepare, 
or being unable to sit a test or exam. It helps if you do it before 
the deadline for a particular piece of assessment. If you are unsure 
how the system works, seek the help of student support services, 
or the student counselling service if the problems are serious or 
likely to continue. 

Experience is a great teacher—learn from it

Sometimes the best advice comes from those who have been through 
the experience you are about to embark on. Older students can 
tell you about their experiences, the mysteries of online enrolment 
systems and how to solve them, mistakes they have made and how 
they have adjusted to the demands of university life or worked out 
how to balance the academic and social sides of being a student. But 
new students can also learn from each other.
• Talk to other students and find out how they are coping with 

commuting, living in a hostel or flat and finding time to study, 
or how they are approaching their assignments. Sharing your 
experiences will probably reassure you that others are dealing 
with similar challenges (you are not the only one), and you can 
always learn something from other people. 

• Join a study group or have a buddy you can discuss interesting 
(as well as difficult) study topics with, rehearse how you might 
answer an exam question, or share useful resources (a particularly 
helpful article, or an explanation provided during a tutorial). 

• Make use of feedback to improve your performance: if the 
feedback is limited to a mark and a general comment such as 
“a reasonably well written essay”, don’t be afraid to seek an 
appointment (or go to see a lecturer or tutor during their set 
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office hours—times when they are available to students without 
appointment), and ask for clarification and guidance. It is critical 
that you understand what you can do to make your next essay 
the best it can be. 

• Choose your friends carefully: those who are motivated to work 
and do well in their studies will probably help you do the same. 
Those who are spending far too much time hanging out and not 
attending classes or putting time into their studies will tempt 
you to follow their example. Experience shows that negative peer 
influences can derail the best intentions of new students who have 
not yet established firm study habits. 

It’s about living as well as learning

Even if you enjoy study and want to excel in your academic work, 
you will do better in the long run if you take care of yourself and 
have a healthy social life. 
• Your family is still  important, so stay in touch with them 

and tell them about your studies, your concerns and your 
achievements. Their emotional and practical support can make 
all the difference.

• Make new friends, join a club and get to know other students in 
your hostel or those you see regularly at the bus or train station, or 
in classes. Many lifelong friendships, partnerships and marriages 
have had their beginnings during the university years, sometimes 
between people from very different cultural backgrounds. Enjoy 
shared interests or things that are different; they will broaden your 
experience and your knowledge of the world.

• Keep physically active, get plenty of sleep and eat a balanced diet. 
It will help you feel fit, healthy, alert and positive. Join a university 
club or a gym, and continue with sporting, cultural or church 
activities that keep you involved with the wider community.  
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• Recognise signs of stress: first-year students run the risk of not 
getting enough sleep, eating too much junk food, and having 
frequent or lingering coughs, colds or other viral illnesses. 
Last-minute panic about late assignments or cramming before 
exams can lead to sleepless nights, difficulties concentrating and 
ineffective use of time. Don’t be tempted to resort to alcohol or 
other drugs to see you through. If anything, they are likely to make 
things worse. Talk to your friends, family, student counsellors or 
the staff in the student health centre. Work through the immediate 
situation and learn how to manage things so that you avoid similar 
situations in the future. 

• Set aside time to have fun! Have occasional study-free days. 
Go to the beach or have a barbecue in the park with friends or 
family. Fun does not have to be expensive. Reserve some money 
in your budget for special treats—a concert or a sports match 
you really want to see, or the newest electronic “toy” you really 
must have. But remember why you are at university and what 
your goals are.

So where to from here?

It’s over to you! We hope the stories and the tips will speak to you, 
and you will recognise more easily what you need to do to make 
your transition to university a success. If you can approach your first 
year at university with realistic expectations and confidence, then 
perhaps the book has done its job. 

Enjoy your last year of school. Plan and prepare for the next step. 
Come to university ready to work and learn. And don’t forget to 
have fun along the way!


