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COVID-19 is a significant challenge to education and 

learning (Crawford, et al., 2020; Daniel, 2020; Händel et 

al., 2020; Naciri et al., 2020; Toquero, 2020; Usak et al., 

2020). COVID-19 caused face-to-face learning to become 

a threat to health (Murphy, 2020) which has meant that 
learning around the world moved online very rapidly 

(Alawamleh, 2020; Daniel, 2020; Händel et al., 2020; 

Sandars et al., 2020) on an untried and unparalleled 

scale (Burgess & Sievertsen, 2020). Because of the 

extraordinary conditions that education is experiencing 
globally, institutions must document the effects of the 

COVID-19 on the delivery of education (Toquero, 2020) to 

ensure that it is as effective as possible (Sahu, 2020). The 

purpose of this article is to document some of the COVID-

19 challenges and experiences of the 2020 Master of 

Applied Indigenous Knowledge cohort. 
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The Master of Applied Indigenous Knowledge is a two-

year programme that recognises the expertise of 

Indigenous practitioners in particular fields of knowledge 
and guides them through the process of writing a 15,000-

20,000-word exegesis and completing a research-based 

project that significantly contributes to the development 

of their Indigenous communities. In Year 1, lecturers 

guide students through the completion of assessments. 
However, in Year 2, students are supervised by voluntary 

experts that they select themselves. In Year 2, students 

must approach and select a voluntary Indigenous Master 

Practitioner (IMP). This person must be considered an 

expert in a particular field that relates closely to the field 

of knowledge and practice of the student. The IMP 
supervises the project. Students must also select a 

voluntary tuakana or supervisor—a person with a 

doctorate—who supervises the exegesis. The 2020 

master’s cohort is in their first year. 

 
This paper is based on the experiences of the impacts of 

COVID-19 on the lives and learning of our 2020 master’s 

cohort. The 36 students in the 2020 master’s cohort were 

provided with a short questionnaire, which featured four 

questions: 

 

• In what ways has COVID-19 impacted on your 
life? 

• In what ways has COVID-19 impacted on your 

studies? 

• Please describe some of the feelings you have 

experienced concerning COVID-19 and your 

studies 

• What other thoughts would you like to share? 

 

The responses gathered from students were analysed 
using the thematic analysis approach developed by 

Braun et al. (2020) which includes the following 

processes: 
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• Familiarisation 

• Generating codes 

• Constructing themes 

• Revising themes 

• Defining themes 

• Producing the report. 

We read the responses many times, discussed these at 

length, and became very familiar with the dataset. Codes 

were generated from the dataset. The process involved 

attaching concise and clear codes to bits of data so that 

the data could be arranged around emerging patterns of 

meaning (Braun et al., 2019). Themes were constructed 
by grouping similar codes together as ‘building blocks’ 

with which to construct themes that draw upon patterns 

of meaning to tell a story (Braun et al., 2019). We then 

revised and defined the themes to check that they were 

appropriate. What follows reports what we found out 
about how COVID-19 has affected our 2020 master’s 

cohort so far.  

 

From the responses gathered from the 2020 master’s 

cohort, we extrapolated the following themes: 

 

• Work-life balance 

• Finances 

• Health 

• Learning 

• Commitment and quality 

• Staff 

 

Work-life balance 

COVID-19 is disrupting work-life balance around the 
world as the line between work, and home life become 

increasingly blurred (Cobera et al., 2020). As expected, 

our students experienced considerable shifts in work-life 
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balance. Specifically, students talked about increased 

workload, the struggle to achieve balance concerning 

additional responsibilities, and job losses. 
 

Increased workload: 

“I feel that my workload is doubling because of COVID-19. 
I teach online three times a week—it is too much. I am a 
teacher for my children as well.” 
 

“Since COVID, my workload increased due to the alarming 

needs of our communities and the impact that COVID has 
had on them.” 
 
“The impact has been working longer hours without extra 
pay.” 
 
“My workload became too difficult to manage alone, and I 
had to take on several contractors and am still struggling 
to cope.” 
 

Balance: 

“It has put a lot of pressure on all aspects of my life, with 
me trying to balance family, master’s study and finance 
exams coming up mid-September.” 
 
“Since COVID-19, my roles have been: mother, wife, 
teacher to three teenage boys, income earner, budgeter, 
advisor, navigator, student, business developer, advocate 
and so on. In my bubble, there are six of us; even doing 
Zoom sessions from home have been stressful, especially 
for my boys as I will repeatedly ask them to be quiet.” 

 
“In addition to working more hours, I’ve been juggling my 
kids’ learning across four different levels and trying to 
manage a household in a strained situation.” 
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Job losses: 

“My husband lost his job. It was a very traumatic and 
unfair dismissal. Supporting him through this grief process 
has been heavy.” 
 
“My hubby no longer has work. I am now the only income 
earner in the household.” 
 
“We struggle a lot more now on just one income.” 
 

Finances 

Financial vulnerability is one of the many undesirable 

features of the COVID-19 pandemic that has far-reaching 

effects globally (Mogaji, 2020). Our students candidly 
described their financial struggles. 

 

 “The cost of living in Auckland is already high, and 
lockdown sends prices up even further so every little 
increment or change can knock my whole household out of 
whack and sometimes that’s enough to send it all crashing 

down”. 
 
“My parents are ill, and I look after them. During 
lockdowns, I am the only carer due to restrictions. I had to 
quit my job to look after my parents fulltime. I do not have 
an income, and I do not qualify to be paid as a caregiver 
because I study fulltime. I survive only because I am 
borrowing student loan living costs through Studylink.” 
 
“My clients pay me incredibly late. I have contractors to 
pay before I am even being paid myself and it makes it 

financially difficult but I do it to serve vulnerable people 
who need help.” 
 
“I work in finance, helping families. My finance workload 
has tripled since COVID-19.” 
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Health 

Psychological issues such as depression and anxiety are 

common in a pandemic, and specifically COVID-19, 
context (Cao et al., 2020; Hiremath et al., 2020; Kapasia 

et al., 2020; Marelli et al., 2020; Odriozola-González et 

al., 2020; Sahu, 2020; Tang et al., 2020; Wang et al., 

2020). Students spoke openly about feeling sad, 

depressed, anxious, and stressed about COVID-19 
generally and more specifically about the impacts of the 

virus on their master’s studies. One respondent, who 

tragically lost her son this year, spoke explicitly about 

grief. Other students talked about not coping or not 

feeling good enough. 

 
Feelings of anxiety, depression, stress and loneliness 

“During lockdowns, I have had anxiety and meltdowns, 
where I have resorted to eating for comfort. As a person 
with type 2 diabetes, this has not been too good for my 
hauora.” 
 

“The pressure of COVID-19 study caused me to experience 
anxiety and slump into a semi-depressant mode—I was on 
auto-pilot.” 
 
“It has restricted me from seeing my partner and daughter 
who are in lockdown in Auckland as I live in Hamilton. 
Feelings of anxiety and loneliness through separation have 
emerged.” 
 
“COVID-19 has created anxieties in the community 
because people were pointing the finger at Pasifika 

people—it is a big issue for our people.” 
 
“I suffer from anxiety. So, these uncertain times have 
brought on my anxiety issues. I have spent the past few 
months since our last noho, stuck at home due to my health 
conditions.” 
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“I have felt nervous and anxious at times, especially with 
deadlines.  I am worried that I can't keep up or up to the 
required standard.” 
 
“My anxiety has had the better of me lately because I am 
worried about coming to South Auckland for the next noho. 
I do trust that the Wānanga has all of the safety measures 
in place to keep us safe while we are at the campus. But, 
my concern is more around where I would be staying in 
South Auckland.” 

 
“I have experienced a lot of anxiety with COVID-19, even 
more so with this second wave which originated from 
South Auckland. As much as I would love for us to be able 
to have a face-to-face wānanga in September where we 
don’t stay overnight, I am still concerned about going to 
South Auckland—this makes me very anxious.” 
 
“Anxiety is the word I would use to describe my ongoing 
thoughts of COVID-19.  The extra stress it has created for 

myself as an individual to be ‘on my game’, be 
conscientious, practice better hygiene measures, is extra 
work. I naturally do this, but some people do not, and a lot 
of fear is created from their ignorance and laziness with 
regard to hygiene practices.” 
 
“Not being able to tangihanga and fulfil cultural obligations 
has been distressing.” 
 
“It has been saddening to not see my mokopuna during 
lockdowns.” 

 
“I can’t see my family as I am socially isolated.” 
 
“I try to research but struggle to focus because I am 
stressed, I can’t say more than that right now.” 
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“As a result of COVID-19, I have suffered emotionally. The 
loneliness and sadness that I have experienced and 
continue to experience may surface in my writing.” 
 

Grief 

“COVID-19 has made me more fearful about going places; 
even going to our local supermarket is tough for me now. I 
have high blood pressure, and I fear that I might easily 
contract the virus. I am still recovering from the very recent 
and great loss of my son. My grief adds to my feelings of 

uncertainty and fear about COVID-19.” 
 

Other feelings 

I’m struggling mentally.” 
 
“I feel like a failure.”  
 
“The COVID-19 situation brings back triggered memories 
of when my kids were critically ill with meningitis a few 
years ago—they were both in a critical condition. I worry 

that my family will go through more trauma.” 
 

Learning 

One student said: “COVID-19 has delayed my progress in 

the master’s programme; it has, at times, depleted the 
passion for completing my studies.” There is no doubt 

that COVID-19 has negatively impacted on education 

around the world (Daniel, 2020; Jacob et al., 2020; Usak 

et al., 2020). Kapasia et al. (2020) note that some 

students experience problems relating to depression and 
anxiety, poor internet connectivity, and less than 

desirable learning environment in the home. Indeed, 

when access to the internet is severely restricted or 

absent, it can limit student success in an online learning 

environment (Adnan & Anwar, 2020).  Our students 

talked specifically about a lack of resources and support, 
not being able to study at home, and needing face-to-face 

teaching/learning. 
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Resources/support 

“The financial impact of my studies has also been 
problematic as I had to buy office equipment, stationery 
and textbooks to support my studies from home. The costs 
were high at a time of uncertain food and income security 
and also in addition to my children’s study needs.” 
 
“I don’t have any support so I can’t get help with 
childcare.” 
 

“Our noho changes, and the uncertainty makes it hard to 
plan. I can’t justify paying for childcare if I don’t know if it 
will happen.” 
 
 “COVID-19 affected my studies in terms of restrictions to 
go to the library and/or to access the campus to get books, 
resources, and support, to help with my assignments.” 
 
Study space 
“I can’t do any studies at home; I can’t focus because 

everyone is at home and also all the libraries are closed as 
well.” 
 
“I am disappointed because there are no libraries open 
during COVID-19. The only way that I can write is to 
remove myself completely from home, but now I can’t do 
that.” 
 
“Not able to find a quiet place to complete all assignment, 
such as the library due to my noisy and busy household.” 
 

Face-to-face learning 

“what COVID-19 has taught me is that for me to be COVID-
19 free, I need to move with the times. Which also means 
moving from a kanohi ki te kanohi style of learning to an 
online space—a space that can be daunting at times.”  
 
“COVID-19 and lockdown have caused immense 
frustration for me because I am someone who needs the 
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wānanga, kanohi-kitea, style of learning—this is how 
Māori learn”. 
 
“I loved the first noho, so not being able to meet together 
for the second noho made me feel disengage.” 
 
“Although we have our weekly class on Zoom, which is 
helpful, I miss the face-to-face contact with fellow students 
and our lecturers, Dr Benita and Dr Byron. I miss being 
able to bounce ideas off my classmates and the 

inspirational kōrero that have when we are together”. 
 
“I have found it difficult working so remotely from everyone 
else in the class—this makes me feel isolated.” 
 
“I have felt disengaged as a result of not being able to be 
with my classmates and to talk with one another and 
share ideas. Although we have Zoom, it is often not the 
same level of engagement experienced face-to-face.” 
 

One very encouraging result of the COVID-19 experience 

for our students has been that some of them have bonded 

in new ways and banded together to support one another. 

One student said “I think that COVID-19 has allowed 
some of us to bond together every week, and sometimes 
more than once a week, as master’s colleagues. We have 
a tight-knit group who are willing to share and be honest 
in our appraisals of each other’s mahi. We may not have 
had this without COVID-19.” 
 

Commitment and quality 
Students reported that COVID-19 has caused them to 

have re-prioritise their lives in ways that they had not 

anticipated which have had negative consequences on 

their studies and the quality of master’s work being 

submitted. Unfortunately, this has led to some students 
feeling as though they should give up on their master’s 

studies. 
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“I feel horrible and embarrassed about the poor quality of 
work I have handed in for my assessments. I feel like I will 
need to resubmit. I feel overwhelmed  because I am so far 
behind that it feels as though I won’t be able to finish mu 
assessments.” 
 
“I feel depressed because I don’t know if I can complete my 
studies. I am thinking about giving up.” 
 

“In regards to my studies, I know that I can produce better 

quality work and so I feel huge whakamā about submitting 
work I’m not happy with in order to meet deadlines. Even 
though our lecturers are super supportive, it requires a lot 
of processing time to shift/move through that—the 
experience can be exhausting.” 
 
I feel depressed about fears that I won’t be able to 
complete my studies, and I feel like giving up.” 
 
“I have thought of quitting the master’s programme 

because I’m drowning and not coping with things in life on 
my own.” 
 
 “My priority is to help families who are financially 
struggling to keep their homes, which has meant putting 
my master’s to the side.” 
 
“The time I would normally spend each day on my studies 
has been absorbed by work and whānau.” 
 
“The constant worry about the virus makes it difficult to 

commit, at times, to completing my assessments and 
studies.” 
 
“My children are unsettled; their education has fallen 
behind; my education has fallen behind.” 
“I have no time to write, and when I do, it is in the middle 
of the night. So I don’t get enough sleep, and my writing 
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doesn’t make sense, then I have no time to recover and 
struggle to get a sense of where I am in my assignments.” 
 
Staff 

As a result of the impacts of COVID-19 on the master’s 

2020 cohort, the master’s team (the authors) have 

developed a range of resources to support students. 

These resources include two models which were 
published in a peer-reviewed online journal.  The first 

model is the He Waka Hiringa Map (Rangiwai et al., 2020) 

(below) which was created to guide students through their 

two-year master’s journey. 

 
Figure 1: He Waka Hiringa Map (Rangiwai et al., 2020, p. 6)1 

 

The second model that was developed was the Online 

Learning Plan (Simati-Kumar & Rangiwai, 2020) (below). 
This was developed as an online teaching and learning 

 
1 Dr Benita Simati-Kumar Chand created this model. 
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planning mechanism in the first instance, but also served 

to reassure students that their lecturers were secure in 

their online teaching practice. 
 

 
Figure 2: Online Learning Plan (Simati-Kumar & Rangiwai, 

2020, p. 8). 
 

 

The master’s team have also developed the following 

academic support resources. 
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Figure 3: Dr Benita and Dr Byron’s Academic Support 

Resources 
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Our approach to teaching and learning during COVID-19 

has been informed by research and has been centred 

entirely on the learning and academic development of our 
students. The 2020 master’s cohort has commented 

about feeling supported by staff, which has been 

encouraging. 

 

“I have felt well supported by my kaiako, the online 
learning plan developed, tutorials and workshops and 
one–on–ones have ensured that I have been able to 

complete my assignments.” 
 
“I have felt supported by my kaiako and Rosie as they 
have continued to be available to us when we have 
needed.” 
 
“I am so grateful for all the support from Dr Benita, Dr 
Byron and Rosie, thank you for all your support.” 
 
“My feeling is that we as tauira have been provided by our 

kaiako with the best resources and tools during COVID-19 
to complete our assignments and stay on track during 
these unprecedented times.” 
 
“I am so grateful for the aroha from our kaiako and Rosie. 
They have gone above and beyond, and that is why I am 
still here today.” 
 
“Thank you for ‘over-communicating’ with us—it keeps us 
virtually connected and engaged with each other. I have 
personally enjoyed how you have encouraged us in 

knowing that many of us have doubts and distractions, but 
your belief that we can do this and that we are capable 
has motivated us to keep going.” 
 
“To be honest, I appreciate this opportunity from Dr Byron, 
Dr Benita and Rosie.  I count my blessings, and I will not 
back down despite any obstacles, I will try my best 
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because I will never get this great opportunity anywhere 
else.  I truly feel a sense of belonging.” 
 
“This has been the most important work I have done in my 
lifetime (MAIK), a privilege I know that will transform my 
practice, my wairua and my whānau. The benefits are 
intergenerational for my own and my community. The light 
at the end of the tunnel alongside the manaaki from our 
lecturers and Rosie will get me through to the finish line.” 
 

“Though I have felt overwhelmed, anxious, and have 
struggled with uncertainty, I am extremely happy with the 
support I received from Rosie, Dr Benita Simati-Kumar and 
Dr Byron Rangiwai.” 
 
“I'm very grateful to have patient, persistent and 
compassionate kaiako who have been very supportive 
during this pandemic. These are unprecedented times, and 
I feel that our kaiako have provided a safe space to learn 
but also given me the push when I've needed it. Ngā 

tauwhirotanga a te runga rawa ki runga i a tātou katoa.” 
 

Next steps 

The master’s team are continually reassessing best 

practice, researching for new developments concerning 
teaching and learning, and are engaged in further studies 

and professional development. Sir John Daniel (2020) 

argues that the COVID-19 emergency is not the time for 

institutions to implement complicated distance learning 

plans but instead that educators should be encouraged 
to “work with what they know” (p. 3). Our approach has 

been and continues to be aligned with Sir John’s advice. 

We will work with what we know and develop our teaching 

and learning practice as we keep students at the centre 

of what we do. We assure our students, almost daily, that 

we are here for them, that we are flexible, and that we will 
support them to achieve their master’s degree for 

themselves, and more importantly, for the families and 

communities they serve. 
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