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Kia ora, ngā mihi nui ki a koutou. Welcome 
to the Inaugural Annual Report of the Child 
Well-being Research Institute. The focus 
of our institute is to advance high quality 
interdisciplinary research that will lead to 
positive outcomes for the well-being of our 
children and youth. We aim for our research 
outcomes to inform policy and professional 
practice nationally and internationally. We 
value research that is critical, empowering 
and that honours Te Ao Māori and Pasifika 
Talanoa. 

Director’s report

Since the launch of our Institute in March, 2018 we 
have made great strides in advancing the mission 
of the Institute. Having attracted over $5Millon in 
external research income in the last year, we have 
established a fantastic team of talented researchers 
and doctoral students and are working closely 
with community partners and practitioners across 
education and health sectors. We take a strengths 
based approach to our research, focusing on 
facilitators of success and Well-being and ensuring 
the mana of our research partners and participants is 
enhanced through their engagement in the research 
process.

Our Institute leaders have advanced our Institute’s 
vision from many perspectives. However, one 
honour deserves special recognition, Professor 
Angus Macfarlane (Ngāti Whakaue), our Institute’s 
Co Director, was bestowed the honour of Fellow 
of the Academy of the Royal Society Te Apārangi. 
This accomplishment reflects his outstanding 
contributions and dedication to young peoples’ 
well-being. His leadership and guidance as we have 
established our Institute and culturally responsive 
research practices has been invaluable.

Many significant research projects are well under way 
within our Institute. This report serves to highlight 
some of our research activities over the last year. The 
report also highlights the translational impact of our 
work to positively influence necessary change and 
improvements to achieve our country’s vision for 
our young people. The Better Start Literacy Approach, 
tested through a controlled pilot intervention trial as 
part of the Better Start National Science Challenge 
programme of research, is one example of how our 
Institute’s researchers are helping to advance more 
successful early literacy development for children 
who enter school with low levels of oral language 
ability.

 With the Prime Minister’s launch of Aotearoa New 
Zealand’s first Child Well-being Strategy last month, 
our Institute is well placed to contribute research 
evidence to inform the advancement of this strategy. 
Our Institute research themes related to children’s 
successful learning, social, emotional, nutritional and 
physical well-being as well as child development are 
aligned to the priority areas within the Government’s 
new strategy. We look forward to contributing to 
research informed knowledge, critique and debate 
as we focus together as a country on improving the 
well-being of all our tamariki.

Professor Gail Gillon (Ngāi Tahu) 
Director, Te Kāhui Pā Harakeke | Child Well-being Research Institute

https://www.canterbury.ac.nz/education/research/a-better-start-literacy-and-learning-theme/
https://childyouthwellbeing.govt.nz/
https://childyouthwellbeing.govt.nz/
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The UC Child Well-being Research Institute (CWRI) is an inter-disciplinary centre 
focused on the well-being of children and young people. Our kaupapa|vision 
is to advance high quality research that informs practice and policy. We are 
committed to being a leader in developing a strengths-based discourse 
around child development, health and well-being that speaks to the context 
of Aotearoa, New Zealand. The way we achieve this is through our varied and 
innovative research projects that focus on maternal health, infants, children, 
and adolescents within the context of their whānau, family and community. 
Whilst our title says ‘child’, our understanding aligns with the New Zealand 
Government – that child and youth development spans 0-25 years. 

Our research crosses disciplines, and our projects collect data that better 
informs us how children learn and grow in safe and nurturing environments. 
We have four guiding themes: Nutrition and physical well-being, Child 
population health and well-being, Social and emotional well-being, and 
Learning success. Within the institute, from day one, we were astutely aware 
that ‘child well-being’ was a wicked problem. Not a singular task to solve, but 
an opportunity for groups of researchers to work together on interconnected 
exciting challenges across professions and disciplines. We rise to the challenge 
of engaging in inter-disciplinary and inter-organisational research projects that 
seek to produce evidence-based concepts that can help those working with 
children and youth directly, or those who are leading policy development. 

Whilst we would love to showcase every talented member or supporter of our 
Institute, this annual report is a celebration of some of this work.

Whiriwhiria, kia ora ai te tamaiti  
Braiding knowledge, so the child will flourish.

Te Kāhui Pā Harakeke  
Child Well-being Research Institute

Our name Te Kāhui Pā Harakeke 
is representative of our kaupapa. 
‘Kāhui’ is a common word across 
research institutes, and represents 
our community or group. ‘Pā 
Harakeke’ is representative of the 
whānau, and the interdependence 
between generations for sustained 
well-being. There are many 
historical references to harakeke 
connecting it to whānau. One of the 
well-known ones is when harvesting 
harakeke, you must protect the rito, 
and the leaves either side of it – the 
parents, to ensure the well-being of 
the plant into the future. Harakeke 
is such a fundamentally precious 
taonga for Māori, used every day to 
facilitate, and enhance, and enable a 
range of activity.

Thank you to Te Ohu Reo for this translation.

https://www.canterbury.ac.nz/childwellbeing/
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It was fabulous to have our director, Professor Gail Gillon, 
there to support this ambitious policy, which works for the 
needs and rights of all children and youth. The strategy 
addresses both short and long-term government policy 
and action in the form of vision, principles and six key 
well-being outcomes. The similarities between our institute 
strategy and the framework of the national well-being 
strategy are intentional. Our research projects connect in 
various ways to make sure that young people feel loved 
and safe, have what they need, are happy and healthy, and 
are respected and empowered. It comes as no surprise that 
these also make up the six key well-being outcomes in the 
strategy document. The new strategy focuses on reducing 
inequalities with specific actions, and the government have 
recognised that all whānau, agencies and organisations 
have a shared responsibility to achieve this. The Child 
Well-being Research Institute is dedicated to do what we 
can to support this strategy, by providing evidence-based 
evaluations and innovative solutions that are necessary for 
systemic positive change.

Photo: Professor Gail Gillon celebrates the launch of the  
New Zealand Child and Youth Well-being Strategy with 
Children’s Commissioner, Judge Andrew Becroft.

Child and Youth Well-being Strategy 
Launch at Kaitao School, Rototua 

Our Vision: New Zealand is the best place 
in the world for children and young people. 

Essence: Whakatōngia te kākano aroha i roto i ā tātou 
taitamariki kia puāwai i roto i tō rātou tupuranga aranui oranga. 
Plant the seed of love in our children and they will blossom, 
grow and journey towards the greatest pathway of life. 

This means: 
– they feel loved and supported 
– they have family, whānau and homes that 

are loving, safe and nurturing 
– they are safe from unintentional harm 
– they are safe from intentional harm 

(including neglect, and emotional, 
physical and sexual abuse) 

– they are able to spend quality time with 
their parents, family and whānau 

Indicators: 
– Feeling loved 
– Feeling safe 
– Family/whānau wellbeing 
– Injury prevalence 
– Harm against children 
– Quality time with parents 

This means: 
– they and their parents or caregivers have a 

good standard of material wellbeing 
– they have regular access to 

nutritious food 
– they live in stable housing that is 

afordable, warm and dry 
– their parents or caregivers have the 

skills and support they need to access 
quality employment 

Indicators: 
– Material wellbeing 
– Child Poverty: Material Hardship 
– Child Poverty: Low income BHC50 
– Child Poverty: Low income AHC50 
– Food insecurity 
– Housing quality 
– Housing afordability 

This means: 
– they have the best possible health, 

starting before birth 
– they build self esteem and resilience 
– they have good mental wellbeing and 

recover from trauma 
– they have spaces and opportunities to 

play and express themselves creatively 
– they live in healthy, sustainable 

environments 

Indicators: 
– Prenatal care 
– Prenatal exposure to toxins 
– Subjective health status 
– Preventable admissions to hospital 
– Mental wellbeing 
– Self-harm and suicide 

This means: 
– they are positively engaged with, and 

progressing and achieving in education 
– they develop the social, emotional and 

communication skills they need as they 
progress through life 

– they have the knowledge, skills and 
encouragement to achieve their potential 
and enable choices around further 
education, volunteering, employment, 
and entrepreneurship 

– they can successfully navigate life’s 
transitions 

Indicators: 
– Early learning participation 
– Regular school attendance 
– Literacy, numeracy and science skills 
– Social skills 
– Self-management skills 
– Youth in employment, education 

or training 

This means: 
– they feel accepted, respected and 

valued at home, school, in the 
community and online 

– they feel manaakitanga: kindness, 
respect and care for others 

– they live free from racism and 
discrimination 

– they have stable and healthy relationships 
– they are connected to their culture, 

language, beliefs and identity including 
whakapapa and tūrangawaewae 

Indicators: 
– Ability to be themselves 
– Sense of belonging 
– Experience of discrimination 
– Experience of bullying 
– Social support 
– Support for cultural identity 
– Languages 

This means: 
– they contribute positively at home, at 

school and in their communities 
– they exercise kaitiakitanga: care of the 

land and connection to nature 
– they have their voices, perspectives, 

and opinions listened to and taken into 
account 

– they are supported to exercise increasing 
autonomy as they age, and to be 
responsible citizens 

– they and their families are supported 
to make healthy choices around 
relationships, sexual health, alcohol, 
tobacco, and other drugs 

Indicators: 
– Involvement in community 
– Representation of youth voice 
– Making positive choices 
– Criminal ofending 

The following principles refect the values 
New Zealanders have said are important. 
They guide the development and 
implementation of the Strategy. 

1. Children and young people are taonga. 

2. Māori are tangata whenua and the Māori-Crown 
relationship is foundational. 

3. Children and young people’s rights need to 
be respected and upheld. 

4. All children and young people deserve to 
live a good life. 

5. Wellbeing needs holistic and comprehensive 
approaches. 

6. Children and young people’s wellbeing is 
interwoven with family and whānau wellbeing. 

7. Change requires action by all of us. 

8. Actions must deliver better life outcomes. 

9. Early support is needed. 

Aotearoa|New Zealand’s first comprehensive 
strategy on child and youth well-being was 
launched on the 30th of August, 2019 at 
Kaitao School in Rotorua.

Retrieved from https://childyouthwellbeing.govt.nz/

https://childyouthwellbeing.govt.nz/
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Inaugural Child Well-being  
Research Symposium
On the 6th – 7th of June 2019, the inaugural UC Child Well-being 
Research Symposium brought together a multidisciplinary line-
up of experts across areas of children’s health and well-being. 
This 2-day event involved over 200 researchers, educators, 
practitioners and students, and was warmly received by all. 

Presentation topics included positive ways 
to enhance literacy success; a research-based 
insight into diet and nutrition for children 
with developmental disabilities; benefits of 
sleep treatments; internet addiction and child 
development; a bigger picture look at child 
health; a neurological insight into early brain 
development and experience, and more.

We were delighted to have Professor Laura 
Justice from The Ohio State University 
to open the event, as part of her Erskine 
Fellowship stay with us. Her witty, engaging 
and informative keynote presentation took 
the audience on a virtual tour of a university 
campus, stopping at four key departments 
related to wiring children’s brains for success. 
Her expertise and research experience affirmed 
that experiences and sustained interactions 

in early childhood were foundational for 
emotional, social and academic development. 
In addition to the exciting presentations, an 
interactive poster session on the first day 
allowed researchers and students to present 
related findings and participate in discussions 
with conference participants. Two expert panel 
sessions over the two days provided additional 
insights into facilitating children’s literacy 
success, their well-being and their learning. It 
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Erskine Fellow Distinguished Professor Laura Justice talks about wiring children’s brains for success.

was great to host an inter-disciplinary group 
of presenters connecting unique topics across 
the university with the common theme of 
child and youth well-being.

On the final day, conference attendees 
were treated to an opening address by Vice-
Chancellor Professor Cheryl de la Rey and a 
cultural kapa haka performance from local 
school Te Kura Kaupapa Māori o Te Whānau 
Tahi. Sustainability measures were supported 
by attendees, who praised the use of paperless 
programmes and low-waste catering, in a bid 
to reduce the environmental impact of the 
event. 

“This topic of 
collaborative 
leadership is a 
cross-cutting 
theme for the 
CWRI.” 

Associate Professor Annelies Kamp 
(Head of School Educational Studies 
and Leadership) provides expertise and 
support to the Institute. 
She does this by helping us connect, look 
for innovative and mutually beneficial 
solutions, and work together in our 
dynamic inter-professorial environments. 
Her invited presentation, on collaborative 
leadership, provoked thought on 
contemporary ways to lead and empower 
others. Moreover, she spoke of the 
importance of modeling that leadership 
when we have children and youth at the 
heart of our research or practice.

Distinguished Professor of e-learning 
Niki Davis spoke about Internet-related 
Addictions and Child Development, 
connecting prior work of Dr Olatz López 
Fernández (Monash University) on 

gaming, and Professor Dieter Wolke (Warwick 
University) on bullying. This presentation was timely 
and highly valued by our conference participants  
who comprised educators, health professionals  
and parents. 

Thank you to our presenters and panellists:

Professor Laura Justice, Professor Gail Gillon,  
Professor Angus Macfarlane, Professor Letitia 
Fickle, Associate Professor Brigid McNeill, 
Professor Philip Schluter, Dr Mairin Taylor, 
Senior Lecturer Yvonne Crichton-Hill, Associate 
Professor Laurie McLay, Professor Annelies 
Kamp, Distinguished Professor Niki Davis, 
Associate Professor Sonja Macfarlane (MoE), 
Professor John Everatt, Professor Lianne 
Woodward, Professor Misty Sato, Distinguished 
Professor William (Bill) Tunmer (Massey 
University), Professor James Chapman (Massey 
University), and Vice-Chancellor Professor 
Cheryl de la Rey.
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“The best thing about this project is the seamless 
integration with other complimentary local 
projects, and the chance for significant positive 
change in our community. The funding of these two 
interlinked projects by Rātā Foundation presents a 
great opportunity to further support young 
children in Canterbury. We know strong oral 
language and self-regulation abilities are key to 
children’s well-being and successful transition to 
school. We think the most value will come from 
working with teachers and whānau in the early 
childhood period to ensure children get the best 
start to their education.”
Associate Professor Brigid McNeill and Dr Amy Scott

This project is funded by Rātā Foundation.

The Child Well-being 
Research Institute 
was humbled this year 
when Rātā Foundation 
offered to support a 
team of our researchers 
under the leadership 
and guidance of 
Associate Professor 
Brigid McNeill. 
The project, funded at $734, 165, will provide 
research-informed professional development 
to early childhood teachers across 30 early 
childhood centres in Canterbury. It connects to 
a CoRE Education project also funded by Rātā, 
to develop practice of new entrant teachers. 

The approach focuses on strategies that 
teachers and whānau can use, around that 
3-4 year old age, to help develop children’s 
language and self-regulation ability. Moreover, 
this project targets inequality and supports 
children from lower socio-economic areas. 
Many researchers have learned over time that 
the best ways to ensure funding and research 
is sustainable is to embed the practices; 
therefore, this project follows children through 
to their first year of schooling to identify the 
impact of the approach on children’s early 
schooling. To support this, the researchers will 
be building an online professional learning 
and development resource, as well as, an 
interactive site for parents. We believe this 
will significantly strengthen the longevity and 
value of the research, long after the period of 
funding. With support from the Ministry of 
Education and local networks, we are excited 
to see to positive impact this work will have.

Rātā Foundation supports  
early childhood development
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A collaborative 
university-school project 
is bringing together 
teachers, whānau, 
hapū and iwi to enable 
a holistic approach to 
education. Professor 
Letitia Fickel, who is 
part of the Institute’s 
leadership team is 
leading the research, but 
the design and kaupapa 
centres on the team. 
The partnership brings together University of 
Canterbury, Hornby High School, Hornby Primary 
School, and Te Taumutu Rūnanga in Christchurch, 
with the purpose of creating a framework for 
well-being in education. Awarded $300, 000 
in competitive funding from the Teaching 
and Learning Research Initiative, this project 
focuses on socio-emotional strategies. It aims to 
support teachers to enhance and sustain student 
well-being in the classroom, through socio-
emotional learning (SEL) education. Teachers 
develop, and integrate, these SEL strategies 
within their programmes to enhance support for 
the identities, languages and cultures of their 
students.

There is international research to suggest a high 
correlation between SEL and student well-being 
outcomes and academic achievement, and this is 
a chance to get some data from a uniquely New 
Zealand|Aotearoa context. The team are excited 
about being involved in research that centres 
on a Te Tiriti-based Ako framework, and embeds 
Kaupapa Māori research principles.

A local example:  
Well-being, learning and community 
Working together to create a Te Tiriti-based Ako framework for socio-emotional well-being in education

Pictured (left to right) are: Hornby Primary School Principal Gary Roberts, 
Professor Letitia Fickel and Hornby High School Principal Robin Sutton

This project is funded by Rātā Foundation.

“The TLRI project focusing on socio-
emotional learning (SEL) is well 
underway, and the collaboration among 
the academic researchers and teacher 
researchers is going from strength to 

strength. Our wānanga (research meetings) have 
been a site of shared learning and co-construction of 
a culturally and linguistically responsive and 
sustaining framework for SEL, and we appreciated 
the opportunity to share our initial steps in this work 
at the CWRI Research Symposium in June this year. 
The team has also submitted proposals for NZARE 
and AERA to enable dissemination of our findings to 
wider national and international audiences.” 
Professor Letitia Fickel

This project is funded by Teaching and Learning Research Initiative (TLRI)  
Nāu I Whatu Te Kākahu, He Tāniko Taku.



Are genes 
important 
when it comes 
to child sleep? 
Associate Professor Laurie McLay has begun 
work investigating the sleep behaviours of 
children with rare genetic neurodevelopmental 
disorders (RGND), such as Rett, Williams, and 
Prader-Willi syndromes.

The prevalence of sleep problems far exceeds 
that observed in typically developing children, 
and affect children’s daytime functioning, 
parent and child well-being. Without 
treatment, these sleep problems are unlikely 
to resolve on their own. The big questions are 
whether the environment and learning-based 
therapies can play a part in treating children 
with sleep problems, who also have RGND. 

This Fast-Start grant is funded by Royal Society 
of New Zealand Marsden Fund | Te Pūtea 
Rangahau a Marsden

Pacific 
protective 
factors that 
prevent family 
violence
Diversity champion, social worker and a 
member of our leadership team, Dr Yvonne 
Crichton-Hill, has received funding to complete 
a project that develops a set of protective 
factors that exist in relation to family violence.  

This project will build on knowledge from 
previous work, including the Ministry of 
Social Development’s Nga Vaka o Kāiga Tapu. 
A large part of the project will be consulting 
with communities and professional groups 
in Auckland, Wellington, Christchurch and 
Dunedin. The development of an initial set of 
protective factors will serve as the foundation 
for further work on Pacific resilience and 
influence policy on protective factors in the 
family violence field.

Nutrition and 
mental health
Professor Julia Rucklidge continues to find 
connections between nutrition and mental 
health. Recently, she has been presenting 
her research on the beneficial role that 
micronutrients can play in children with ADHD. 

In the last decade, Professor Rucklidge and 
her lab have been running clinical trials 
investigating the role of broad-spectrum 
micronutrients in the expression of mental 
illness, specifically ADHD, mood disorders, 
anxiety and stress. Her team is now looking at 
ways to extend this work and help emotionally 
dysregulated adolescents. 
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A new ambitious research project has recently commenced, 
charged with influencing the inequities that exist in children’s 
foundational learning. This project, funded by the Ministry of 
Education, is led by a multidisciplinary team of internationally 
acclaimed researchers and leaders with expertise in kaupapa 
Māori, teacher education, teaching pedagogy, education studies, 
speech-language therapy, inclusive education, psychology, and 
e-Learning. 

Ministry of Education supports 
innovative foundational learning

The project itself seeks to improve both 
educational outcomes and healthy well-being 
for children who are at risk for persistent 
educational challenges and those currently 
experiencing learning difficulties; and 
will be implemented across Kāhui Ako in 
Christchurch and in Auckland. Involving over 
500 children, their teachers, their whānau 
and their communities, this new approach 
to foundational learning seeks to make 
sustained changes to current practice. The 
team, led by Professor Gail Gillon, will work 
in close collaboration with teachers, school 
communities and other professionals and 
will be supported by Kaiārahi Māori and 
Pasifika. Focusing on two specific stages 
of development, the first year of schooling 
and the final year of primary schooling, this 
project is targeting the vital transition stages 
where the foundations are laid for children or 
young people to continue successful learning. 
The project seeks to accelerate progress in 
children’s targeted foundational learning  
skills, including oral language and early 
literacy; support teachers with the necessary 
resources to make this happen; and develop 
plans to manage any identified health or 
behavioural issues that may interfere with 
foundational learning. 

“Literacy success is critical to children’s  
well-being from many perspectives,” says 
Professor Gail Gillon, “Early reading ability is  
a strong predictor of later reading and 
education outcomes, which in turn is linked  
to children’s overall healthy well-being. “We 
don’t want to wait for children to fall behind 
their peers in reading before we provide 
targeted support. We need a systems change 
to ensure all children experience success in 
their early reading and writing  attempts 
through developing strong foundational 
learning skills.”

By acknowledging that education and health 
go hand-in-hand, and cannot be separated 
from the context in which they exist this 
project does not shy away from the challenge 
of bringing together disciplines. Whānau 
knowledge and engagement is vital; alongside 
community–based health expertise to ensure 
that the child and family are well supported 
in culturally relevant and sustainable ways. 
The team are determined that this approach 
will see a long term change with students’ 
improved foundational learning skills to 
curriculum learning. 

This grant is funded by the Ministry of 
Education (MoE) | Te Tāhuhu o Te Mātauranga

Long term outcomes of this 
research project include:
• Sustained student academic achievement 

and positive engagement in learning as 
measured by progress across curriculum 
areas.

• Greater engagement of whānau in children’s 
learning as measured by participation in 
parent teacher interviews and school events. 

• Systematic processes in place to foster 
across agency and inter-professional 
collaboration to meet the needs of all 
learners and to support teacher-led 
interventions.

• Improved school attendance rates where 
this may have been an issue for struggling 
learners.

• Improved sense of overall well-being for 
older children who had been struggling in 
their learner as evidenced by on-line  
survey data.

• Reduction in inequities in educational 
outcomes. 
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A significant outcome in 2019 for our Institute was the 
Ministry of Business Innovation and Employment’s 
announcement of the continuation of funding for the 
Better Start National Science Challenge, E Tipu E Rea. 
This Challenge, hosted by the University of Auckland is 
driving innovative research into improving healthy weight, 
successful early learning, and mental wellbeing in our 
tamariki and rangatahi.  

Professor Gillon has been appointed to the role of Challenge Deputy Director (working closely with Director Wayne 
Cutfield, University of Auckland and Deputy Director, Barry Taylor University of Otago). A research team within our 
UC Child Well-being Institute, headed by Associate Professor Brigid McNeill (School of Teacher Education) leads 
the Successful Learning Theme within this Challenge. During the next five years the Challenge, we will focus on 
interdisciplinary intervention research, involving whānau, community and practitioners to improve the well-being 
of our tamariki during their first 6 years of life.

The Better Start National Science Challenge commenced in 2016, and is one of the government’s 11 National 
Science Challenges. The Institute has a number of leading researchers and doctoral students involved with the 
Challenge, and together with their research collaborators from the University of Otago, University of Auckland, 
Auckland University of Technology, Massey University, and their community partners in New Zealand, as well 
as their Australian research collaborators, they have successfully completed a series of interrelated projects to 
advance our knowledge of children’s learning success and healthy well-being. 

Our Institute researchers have contributed to over 40 quality assured research outputs related to Better Start’s 
Successful Learning theme in the last 3 years. These publications and outputs can be accessed from our website.

A Better Start for our children
National Science Challenge 

https://www.canterbury.ac.nz/education/research/a-better-start-literacy-and-learning-theme/
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“Findings from phase 1 stress 
the importance of culturally 
responsive practices including 
engagement and co-construction 
of the intervention approach 
with the child’s family, ensuring 

intervention content is culturally relevant and 
valuing the child’s culture within the therapy 
and school context.”
Project 1 Lead Professor Philip Schluter

“The Better Start Literacy 
Approach accelerated 
phonological awareness, letter 
knowledge and vocabulary 
knowledge in children who 
entered school with lower levels 

of oral language ability. Importantly, the 
results indicated that the approach supported 
children to transfer these newly acquired 
skills to the reading and spelling process, 
helping them build critical foundational 
learning skills for more positive learning 
trajectories and life outcomes.” 
Project 2 Lead Professor Gail Gillon

“The digital world can be 
intentionally deployed to 
strengthen connections between 
education and homes for 
linguistically diverse children, 
including connections focused 

on promoting intergenerational language 
transmission. Teachers, families, stakeholders 
and policy makers appreciate guidelines and 
strategies for an environment that best 
supports young multilingual children.”
Project 3 Lead  
Distinguished Professor Niki Davis

“The similar response of 
children with speech sound 
difficulty and lower levels of 
oral language compared to 
children with lower levels of 
oral language alone adds 

further strength to the robustness of the 
Better Start Literacy Approach for children 
at heightened risk for persistent literacy 
difficulties.”
Project 4 Lead  
Associate Professor Brigid McNeill

This work connected with a series of projects 
funded by Cure Kids, including a UC-based 
project led by Professor John Everatt titled 
‘Facilitating emotional well-being and positive 
behaviours in children with literacy learning 
difficulties’. This project investigated literacy 
interventions that support self-esteem/self-
efficacy, and enhance positive behaviours in 

struggling readers. The greatest feat within this recently completed 
project was being able to reach children identified as needing 
support. Given the teams close links with schools and communities, 
they felt that they had to support as many children as possible 
within the constraints of the project, so they increased the number 
of participants to support the staff and communities most  
in need.

Together, this series of projects 
provided a collaborative, holistic and 
interdisciplinary approach to 
supporting children’s literacy and 
learning success and their healthy 
well-being. A complete final 
summary report of the first three 
years of A Better Start’s Successful 
Learning theme, showcasing the four 
key projects and the range of 
successful outcomes from this large, 
community-based research project 
can be found on our website. 

https://www.canterbury.ac.nz/education/research/a-better-start-literacy-and-learning-theme/
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Supporting our Samoan Children
Developing a Samoan Emergent Phonological Awareness (SEPA) task to support bilingual learners 

Learning two languages 
can provide children with 
long-term advantages. 
However, we have few 
measures to understand 
how children are 
progressing in languages 
other than English. 
Evidence-based teaching 
strategies, including 
phonological awareness, 
can help bilingual 
children learning to 
speak and read more than 
one language. 
In the case of this research, PhD candidate 
Saili Aukuso is exploring these strategies, and 
developing tools that suit a Samoan context. She 
is supported by her lead supervisor Associate 
Professor Brigid McNeill, and has guidance from 
Professor Gail Gillon, Leali’ie’e Tufulasi Taleni 
(Kaiarahi Pasifika), Dr Amanda Denston, Professor 
Angus Macfarlane and Associate Professor Sonja 
Macfarlane (Ministry of Education).

This work is ongoing; however, recently the team 
were able to gift back the first version of the task 
to teachers. The team acknowledge that none of 
this research would be possible without the school 
principals, teachers, children and their families 
from Apia, Samoa, and their willingness to support 
this project. They would also like to thank the 
children who undertook the assessment in the 
data gathering process and the Samoan Ministry 
of Education, Sports and Culture and the National 
University of Samoa for their support of this project 
initiative. You can find a complete first version of 
the Samoan Emergent Phonological Awareness 
(SEPA) Task on our website.

https://www.canterbury.ac.nz/childwellbeing/resources/
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“Growing up in the far north of  
New Zealand I have seen the impact of 
environmental influences on our tamariki at 
family, community and systemic levels. Being 
a Māori researcher, I am particularly 
interested in exploring ways we can improve 
inequitable well-being outcomes for our Māori 
children. I have experience working with 
children who have been subject to relational 
and complex trauma and this work keeps me 
grounded in the realities that face our 
tamariki, especially here in Christchurch.”

Cheyenne Scown 
(Ngāti Whatua, Ngāi te Rangi and Ngāpuhi)
PhD Candidate
CWRI Connected Scholarship Recipient 
Te Kāhui Pā Harakeke | Child Well-being Research Institute

We would like to thank Caralyn Purvis and Clare Shepherd for the 
opportunity to work together, and the Mana Ake team for funding  
this scholarship. 

Mana Ake: Stronger for 
Tomorrow is a Canterbury 
Clinical Network initiative 
bringing together organisations 
to support teachers, families 
and whānau within the school 
setting across Canterbury. 
They provide specific support when children (aged 5 – 12 years) 
are experiencing ongoing issues that affect their well-being 
such as anxiety, social isolation, parental separation, grief and 
loss and managing emotions. Mana Ake workers or Kaimahi, 
as they are called, have a diverse range of skills and include 
psychologists, social workers, counsellors, teachers and youth 
workers. Kaimahi can work with individual children and 
their families at school, in the community, or at home. They 
provide contextual guidance for teachers and family/whānau 
to intervene early, meet children’s need sooner and stop these 
needs escalating.

Mana Ake have generously funded a PhD Scholarship for  
Cheyenne Scown to complete her doctoral studies in an area 
of mutual interest. Cheyenne will be embarking on a journey 
to evaluate a typical play-therapy approach used with primary 
school aged children paying particular attention to its cultural 
relevance for Aotearoa.

A partnership with Mana Ake
CWBI Connected Scholarship: Mana Ake

http://ccn.health.nz/FocusAreas/ManaAke-StrongerforTomorrow.aspx
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Doctoral Programme and 
Seminar Series

We began with weekly sessions, where topics 
included: the PhD journey, PhD student 
well-being, Epistemologies and Ontologies 
– research paradigms, Vision Mātauranga 
and Treaty frameworks, your ‘elevator pitch’, 
the publication process, using librarians, 
developing questionnaires and surveys, 
literature review and systematic literature 
review, engaging whānau in mana-enhancing 
ways, and shaping research questions and 
interventions. We also held our own version 
of ‘Thesis in Three’ where speakers have 3 
minutes to explain their entire thesis. Thank 
you to Dr Amir Sadeghi, Professor John Everatt 
and Dr Amy Scott for guest judging our event.

We responded to student need by welcoming 
doctoral candidates into the cohort who were 
further along in their PhD journey (e.g., into 
the start of their second year). This tuakana–
teina pedagogical approach towards learning, 
situated in Te Ao Māori, is used here for all 
students to great success. The new-to-UC PhD 
students have looked to them for support 
and in return, the students already on their 
doctoral journey have been successfully 

modelling good practice and have greatly 
valued the opportunity to connect on a regular 
basis with other doctoral students focused on 
child and youth well-being. We have decided 
to continue with this approach moving into 
preparation for next year. We have 17 PhD 
students involved in the seminar series with 
10 of these students attending most weeks 
and the other 7 part time students attending 
periodically. The face-to-face seminar series is 
supported with an online PhD Learn website 
that we have established through the Institute. 
Our review of the programme indicated that 
students had an increased motivation to 
complete their doctoral work when engaging 
in the seminar series, specifically commenting 
that the inter-disciplinary cohort approach 
was a factor in this motivation. Students 
particularly enjoyed the balance of the social, 
informal opportunities to form relationships 
alongside the regular 2-hour seminar sessions. 
For further information about this programme, 
or to register interest please see the contact 
information on the back of this report. 

In 2018, we pitched the idea to have a cohort of Doctoral Students, 
studying in different areas but with well-being in common. This 
year, with the help of many supporters we were able to make that 
possible. The seminar series has evolved over the course of the 
year, and continues to grow and change. 

“We really appreciate the 
support which the CWRI 
seminar series provides. The 
sessions build competence 
and confidence across a 
range of areas, which are 
vital for success as a PhD 
student. Importantly, the 
support and guidance 
offered makes the PhD 
experience a positive and 
enjoyable one. I feel very 
grateful to be a part of this 
well organised doctoral 
support programme.”

“It is a privilege 
to be involved 
with, and lead 
this initiative. 
Significant value 
comes from this 

cohort approach to high-level 
learning, and we firmly 
believe the future of creative, 
socially responsive and 
critical research requires the 
cessation of distinct 

categories. We have PhD 
candidates with backgrounds 
in healthcare, law, human 
rights, health and gender, 
literacy, child and family 
psychology, music notation 
and dyslexia, public health, 
and education who come 
together each week with well-
being as a common thread. In 
doing so, we choose to model 
and advocate that 

challenging our assumptions, 
listening to others, and 
building empathy for other 
knowledge’s and disciplines 
is not something to shy from, 
rather something to embrace. 
Moreover, our ever-growing 
whānau has a great time 
doing it.”

Dr Susannah Stevens, CWRI Programme 
Co-ordinator and Institute Manager
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PhD Seminar Series presenters Doctoral Candidates and Seminar Series attendees

Professor Gail Gillon

Professor Angus Macfarlane

Dr John Boereboom – Director University  
of Canterbury Education Plus 

Associate Professor Sonja Macfarlane –  
Ministry of Education

Dr Amy Scott

Associate Professor Brigid McNeill

Anton Angelo – Kairuruku Raraunga Rangahau|Research Data Coordinator 

Professor Philip Schluter

Professor Misty Sato

Dr Susannah Stevens

Margaret Paterson – Kaitiaki Kaupapa | Subject Librarian Health Sciences

Professor John Everett 

Distinguished Professor Laura Justice –  
Erskine Fellow

Alice Hyun Kim

Dr Amanda Denston

Rebecca Robinson 

Dr Amir Sadeghi

Kaihautū Ako Māori | Director Mary Boyce – Māori teaching and learning 

Cheyenne Scown (Ngāti Whatua,  
Ngāi te Rangi and Ngāpuhi)

Nicola Leete

Mike Sleeman

Maryam Sharifkhani

Elle Cradwick

Felicity Morton-Turner

Nanako Sato

Trisha Stubbings 

Nikita Gregory

Leona Harris

Saili Aukuso

Kaiarahi Pasifika Leali’ie’e Tufulasi Taleni 

Jo Borren 

Elise Gagnon

Amrita Namasivayam

Marie-Louise Barry

Hyun Min (Alice) Kim (Submitted, 2019)

Dr Melissa Derby (Ngāti Ranginui) (Awarded, 2019)
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“We really enjoyed the PD session at Manawa where 
doctoral scholars grasped the importance of 
understanding Vision Mātauranga. The workshop 
approach adopted by Sonja helped clarify the degree to 
which researchers can access, respect, and responsibly 
apply mātauranga Māori (Māori knowledge) and its 
associated protocols and systems. The He Awa Whiria 
(Braided Rivers) framework offered researchers from 
diverse backgrounds more confidence in their planned 
research adventures. Together with the students, we 
dispelled some of the myths and debates over research 
agendas, equality, equity, inclusion, exclusion and so forth. 
From there we determined that a new dawn heralds that 
culturally relevant approaches to research need to play a 
major function in today’s global patterns of knowledge 
seeking in the child well-being arena.”
Co-Director CWRI, Professor Angus Macfarlane (on behalf of himself and Sonja Macfarlane)
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Awards
Associate Professor Sonja Macfarlane was elected a Fellow of the New 
Zealand Psychological Society (August, 2019).

Professor Angus Macfarlane was elected a Fellow of the Academy of 
the Royal Society Te Apārangi (November, 2018).

Professor Gail Gillon received Life Membership honours from the New 
Zealand Speech Language Therapy Association (October, 2018).

Annual Child Well-being 
Wine and Cheese Hui
On the 1st of August 2018, the CWRI held our first Wine and  
Cheese Hui.  

The evening was a huge success, and it began with the launch of Toi  
Tū te Mātauranga: A National Science Challenge Approach for 
Culturally-Responsive Research. The position paper is co-authored by 
Associate Professor Sonja Macfarlane and Professor Angus Macfarlane. 
It shares challenging and useful frameworks to help researchers 
to consider multiple knowledge streams when constructing and 
implementing research. This work shapes our kaupapa|vision and we 
have been delighted to have both Sonja and Angus on our leadership 
team to guide us across all of our research projects. 

The inaugural Wine and Cheese Hui also proved to be an excellent 
chance for new researchers to meet our team, collaborations to 
form, and for all of us to conjure new and exciting potential projects. 
Research across disciplines is one of our strengths, and we continue 
to look for ways to celebrate diverse interests, use indigenous 
methodologies and support the unique strengths our researchers hold. 
Just like the cheese itself, this tradition will continue to season with 
age. This year, the invite has gone out to additional departments and 
research centres, with the hopes of connecting inspired researchers 
over the common theme of child and youth well-being. 

Celebrating success
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1. Advance 
high quality, multidisciplinary research 
in child well-being.

• Advocate for the importance and place 
of evidence-based multidisciplinary 
research to support understanding, 
decision-making and policy in child and 
youth well-being.

• Produce creative, innovative and unique 
research that advances knowledge in 
child and youth well-being.

• Strategically disseminate research 
nationally and internationally.

• Actively prepare and submit collaborative, inter-
disciplinary and inter-professional grant applications for 
projects that align to our vision and values.

• Execute high-quality research projects, such as 
publications, creative work and conference presentations 
that align to our vision and values. 

• Support emerging researchers within research teams and 
projects.

• Develop, implement and grow a Doctoral Programme 
that nurtures future researchers within a cohort support 
structure that supports research excellence.

• Establish, maintain, review and refine institute processes 
for the management of an effective budget and 
administration.

2. Support 
local, national and international 
professional practice in areas of child 
well-being.

• Actively value, advocate and model 
Vision Mātauranga. 

• Grow and challenge practice of 
practitioners across disciplines working 
with children and youth.

• Support researchers within the institute 
to achieve success with their research 
plans. 

• Strategically disseminate research 
locally,  nationally and internationally 

• Establish and embed tikanga for the institute.
• Establish and nourish relationships with local iwi, 

kaumatua and kuia in the area of child and youth well-
being.

• Support and promote the strategy for Māori 
development of the University of Canterbury, with 
particular reference to indigenous needs and aspirations.

• Collaborate with others to hold annual evidence-based 
lectures, workshops, symposia or conferences that 
directly align with our institute values.

• Support local inter-disciplinary initiatives in Canterbury 
that align with our vision and values.w 

• Establish social media platforms and grow followers 
through regular posts.

3. Seek 
and continue internal and external 
relationships with others to advance 
inter-professional knowledge in child 
and youth well-being.

• Actively seek opportunities to work in 
inter-professional, inter-organisation 
and inter-disciplinary teams.

• Grow and uphold relationships that 
nourish Te Ao Māori, and Pasifika 
Talanoa.

• Actively seek opportunities and 
partnerships to further our vision and 
values.

• Connect with international organisations; such as the 
Foundation of Global Community Health, UNESCO and 
WHO to grow an international presence.

• Represent on committees or government groups, where 
possible, in the areas of child and youth well-being, 
health and education.

•  Where appropriate, connect with similar institutes or 
child and youth well-being initiative internationally to 
learn from them and collaborate with them.

• Celebrate success of researchers and staff within the 
institute.

• Actively bring in smaller UC research groups and centres 
who align with our kaupapa.

• Establish a research agenda and working relationship 
with the Pukamanu Clinic and the Community 
Engagement Hub and seek funding support through UC 
Foundation for collaborative projects. 

• Actively utilise the Erskine Fellowships and  
adjunct staff.

Strategic Plan
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Social media

Active accounts on Facebook and Twitter

Completed and secured social media handles @UCCWRI @
UCChildwellbeing

Organic reach of Facebook averages 160–173 per post

We are achieving an average of 20.1k ‘impressions’ over a 28 day 
period. This means that during an average month our posts or updates 
feature in news feeds on Twitter this many times

Live-streamed keynote of Erskine Fellow Professor Laura Justice from 
The Ohio State University

Our brand

Brand established and formalised, trademarked and IP secured (May, 
2018)

Launched our Te Reo Māori name: Te Kāhui Pā Harakeke (June, 2019)

Child Well-being Research Symposium

Two-day symposium attended by over 200 researchers, practitioners, 
students and community (6-7th June, 2019)

Co-Edited Special Issue on Child Well-being

The International Journal of Well-being and the Child Well-being 
Research Institute co-edit a special edition dedicated to Child Well-
being 

(September, 2019)

Co-hosted Manawa Health Campus Interactive Research 
Poster Session

Over 20 posters presented from CWRI, UC Health, Geo-health, School 
of Health Sciences SSHS, and STED, with an opening address from Vice-
Chancellor Cheryl de la Rey (24 June 2019)

Tūtohu Paearu Matua 
Key Performance Indicators 
How we are achieving our strategy

CWRI community involvement 

Canterbury Joint Trauma Response Working Group 

Various talks, lectures, workshops offered

Creation of two types of CWRI scholarships

CWRI Doctoral Scholarships: Tuition fees only (two awarded in 2019, 
two available for 2020)

CWRI Connected Scholarships: Tuition fees and stipend in 
conjunction with a partnering organisation/funder

Support to our researchers

Grant-writing workshops

Financial support to PI researchers from grant overhead funds.

Co-hosted the event Bullying and Child Development 
Lifespan, Ecological and Neurosciences perspective with 
the School of Health Sciences

Long Term Consequences of Peer and Sibling Bullying into Adulthood 
Professor Dieter Wolke, Department of Psychology, University of 
Warwick

Defend like no-one is watching: Promoting a community response 
to bullying Professor Vanessa Green, School of Education, Victoria 
University, Wellington

The Social Brain Professor Lianne Woodward, Head of School of 
Health Sciences, University of Canterbury

(3rd May 2019)

Institute representation at pertinent international and 
national well-being conferences

Third International Conference on Wellbeing and Policy, Parliament, 
Wellington, New Zealand 5 – 7 September

The International Union for Health Promotion and Education (IUHPE) 
23rd World Conference on Health Promotion, Rotorua, New Zealand 
7 – 11 April (Co-hosted by Treasury, Victoria University and the 
International Journal of Well-being)
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Strategic Leadership team
Director Professor Gail Gillon (Ngāi Tahu)

Co-Director Professor Angus Macfarlane  
(Ngāti Whakaue)

Manager Dr Susannah Stevens 

Acting Pro-Vice-Chancellor  
Professor Letitia Fickle (College of Education, 
Health & Human Development)

Deputy Head of School Associate Professor 
Brigid McNeill (Teacher Education)

Professor Philip Schluter 

Professor Julia Rucklidge  
(School of Psychology, Speech and Hearing) 

Dr Yvonne Crichton-Hill (School of Social Work)

Associate Professor Laurie McLay

Head of School Associate Professor Annelies 
Kamp (Educational Studies and Leadership)

Distinguished Professor Niki Davis 

Professor John Everatt 

Head of School Professor Lianne Woodward 
(Health Sciences)

Head of School Associate Professor  
Misty Sato (Teacher Education)

Associate Professor Sonja Macfarlane (Ngāi 
Tahu/Ngāti Waewae) (Ministry of Education)

We would like to give a special thanks to the 
College of Education, Health and Human 
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Acting Pro-Vice-Chancellor Professor Letitia 
Fickle for her ongoing support.
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Date Grant Name Value Funder

01/10/2018 – 
30/09/2020

CoRE Ngā Pae o te Māramatanga: Collaborative 
explorations into the contours of wellness: 
Cultural reflections and contentions

$249,147 University of Auckland 
Ngā Pae O Te Māramatanga (NPM) | New 
Zealand’s Māori Centre of Research Excellence

01/01/2019 – 
31/12/2020

Co-constructing a culturally and linguistically 
sustaining, Te Tiriti-based Ako framework for 
socio-emotional wellbeing in education

$300,000 Teaching and Learning Research Initiative (TLRI) 
| Nāu I Whatu Te Kākahu, He Tāniko Taku

01/03/2019 – 
28/02/2022

The role of functional behavioural 
assessment in formulating treatments for 
sleep problems in children with rare genetic 
neurodevelopmental disorders

$300,000 Royal Society of New Zealand
Marsden Fund | Te Pūtea Rangahau A Marsden

01/11/2018 – 
31/10/2019

NSC A Better Start: Sleep project $152,736 University of Auckland

01/05/2019 – 
31/12/2020

Supporting students: Innovative  
foundational learning

$ 2,000,000 Ministry of Education (MoE) | Te Tāhuhu  
o Te Mātauranga

01/07/2017 – 
30/06/2020

Functional behavioural sandman: treating 
sleep disturbance in children with ASD

$160,826 Health Research Council (HRC)

01/06/2019 –
01/06/2021

Professional Learning Development for  
Early Childhood

$734,165 Rātā Foundation

01/07/2016 – 
30/06/2019

NSC A Better Start: Literacy and learning 
programme of research Eke panui, ake tamaiti

$2,120,368 University of Auckland
National Science Challenge
Ministry of Business, Innovation & Employment 
(MBIE) | Hīkina Whakatutuki

01/06/2019 –
01/06/2022

01/06/2022
01/06/2024

NSC A Better Start: Word Learning Across 
Languages and its Impact on Building 
Resilience in our Young Tamariki

$2,133,184

$2,100,000**

University of Auckland
National Science Challenge
Ministry of Business, Innovation & Employment 
(MBIE) | Hīkina Whakatutuki

**Estimate at time of print

Research Grants
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