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Students in New Zealand are loving their study
of the Maori language

Image 1. People walk past Maori language signs in Wellington, New Zealand, on September 13, 2018. Photo by: Marty Melville/AFP/Getty
Images

Dozens of students gather beneath the carved timber roof of a traditional meeting house. They are

in New Zealand, an island country near Australia. The students are watching a play at a high

school in the country's capital city, Wellington.

The play is performed entirely in te reo Maori, the language of New Zealand's indigenous Maori

people. Indigenous people are the first group of people to live in a particular area.

Many students only understand a few words of the indigenous language. They pick up on the

emotions of the performers, though. Some audience members are close to tears as the play ends.

Attitudes Of New Zealanders Have Changed

Eds Eramiha is an actor in the play. He says it would have been difficult to imagine this scene just

20 years ago. Back then, te reo Maori was widely regarded as a dying language not worth teaching.
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"Attitudes have changed," he said. "When I was at school, te reo Maori wasn't held in high value, it

wasn't spoken."

Te reo was not allowed in schools for much of the

1900s. At the same time, many Maori living in the

countryside were moving into the cities where they

had to speak English. That meant that by the 1980s, te

reo was in trouble. Only 20 percent of indigenous

New Zealanders were fluent in the Maori language.

A government report published in 2010 warned the

language was nearing extinction.

Language Enjoys New Popularity

New Zealand today is very different. The language is enjoying increased popularity among New

Zealanders, Maori or otherwise. More people are taking pride in their nation's indigenous culture.

Te reo courses are booked out at community colleges. Bands, poets and rappers now perform

using the language.

Te reo words have entered people's everyday language. Examples include "kai" meaning food, "ka

pai" meaning congratulations, and "whanau" meaning family.

Even the way New Zealanders define themselves has taken on a te reo feel. An increasing number

prefer to call their country "Aotearoa" rather than New Zealand.

Goal Of 1 Million Speakers

Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern is the leader of New

Zealand. She is a passionate champion of the

language.

Her government has set a goal. It wants to have 1

million fluent te reo Maori speakers by 2040.

The Maori make up only about 15 percent of New

Zealand's 4.5 million people. That means many non-

Maori would need to learn the language.

Charles Royal is a Maori academic and storyteller. He

is excited about having more people speak te reo

Maori.

"We've never had so many te reo speakers as we have now," Royal said.

A Rising Popularity Of Te Reo Maori

Royal said that people had a mistaken idea that European history was more important than New

Zealand history. That's why people stopped speaking te reo, he said.
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Royal said New Zealanders now felt more confident about their place in the world. The rising

popularity of te reo Maori is an expression of this confidence, he said.

As an actor, Eramiha observes that te reo flies off his tongue better than English. "The flow's

different," he said.

Teacher Angela Fieldes helps run a Wellington child care center. She has noticed a similar feeling

among toddlers learning te reo Maori.

"They pick it up really, really quickly, so it just becomes part of their day," she said. In her class,

the children performed a "waiata," or song. The song teaches the Maori words for colors, numbers

and vowels.

Language Is A Treasure And A Gift

Eramiha is excited that so many non-Maori want to learn te reo Maori. He said the love for the

language has been clear as his Taki Rua theater group performs in te reo Maori across the country.

He expressed confidence in the language's future. "People from other cultures come up to me after

our shows and say, 'Can you teach me how to say hello?'" he said. "It's a treasure for us to be able

to pass it on and a great gift to see other people wanting to learn it. It's amazing."
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Quiz

1 Which two choices are MAIN ideas from the article?

1. Many people believed the Maori language was becoming extinct.
2. There is a lot of new interest in learning to speak te reo Maori.
3. Many students see the emotions of actors in plays using te reo Maori.
4. There is a goal by the government for more people to learn Maori.

(A) 1 and 2

(B) 2 and 3

(C) 3 and 4

(D) 1 and 4

2 Read the paragraph from the section "Language Enjoys New Popularity."

Even the way New Zealanders define themselves has taken on a te reo feel. An increasing
number prefer to call their country "Aotearoa" rather than New Zealand.

How does this paragraph support the MAIN idea of the article?

(A) It introduces the idea that New Zealanders are interested in te reo.

(B) It explains the ways that people are being taught to speak te reo Maori.

(C) It shows that te reo has become part of people taking pride in their culture.

(D) It describes the name changes that happened in New Zealand's history.

3 What caused te reo Maori to be a dying language?

(A) It was only taught to people attending college instead of in the countryside.

(B) It was mostly used by performers like rappers and artists.

(C) It was not an easy language for people to learn at a young age.

(D) It was not taught in schools or spoken by people who moved to cities.

4 What is the relationship between Eds Eramiha and Angela Fieldes?

(A) Both think that te reo Maori should only be used in plays.

(B) Both say that te reo Maori is easy to learn and to speak.

(C) Eramiha thinks children should learn Maori, while Fieldes thinks only adults should.

(D) Eramiha says people are interested in New Zealand history, while Fieldes says they are not.


