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Purpose of paper 

This paper provides an update on work to investigate how networks and collaboration can enable a 
more networked, responsive and supported system, with a particular focus on Communities of 
Learning | Kāhui Ako.  

Summary  

1. As part of the Government’s response to the Tomorrow’s Schools Review, Cabinet has asked 
for advice on strengthening networks and collaboration, including potential changes to 
Communities of Learning | Kāhui Ako.  

2. Networks drive the evolution of complex systems and are key to transformation in our 
education system. Understanding the connections and dynamics in our networks enables more 
effective practice and collaboration to occur. 

3. Kāhui Ako are our single biggest investment in supporting networks within the New Zealand 
education system. We have identified that this investment can play a greater role in delivering 
the intent of the Tomorrow’s Schools reform and the 30 year vision. Achieving this will require 
Government, the Ministry of Education, the sector, and our Iwi partners to work deliberately 
and with sustained effort to deepen and share improvements in teaching and leadership 
practice to strengthen outcomes for all learners. 

4. The Ministry has conducted in-depth interviews with 119 people in 13 Kāhui Ako, showing: 

a. where Kāhui Ako are working well, participants reported a variety of positive changes in 
teaching practice;  

b. leadership style is critical for collaboration and the success of the Kāhui Ako;  

c. taking care of ‘how’ the collaborative work happens is critical; and 

d. Kāhui Ako interact with the wider systemic challenges in our education system, particularly 
competition between schools, separation across the system, and workforce issues. 
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5. A survey of the recipients of the Iwi partnering with Kāhui Ako grants has also been conducted. 
This found positive gains in relationships, Iwi involvement in Kāhui Ako governance, extended 
reach and a useful scale for Iwi to engage and reported changes in cultural awareness and 
mindsets of Kāhui Ako members. 

6. From the Ministry’s assessment of the evidence, the key areas to address to ensure 
collaboration through Kāhui Ako creates the best outcomes for learners are; 

a. providing clarity on the longevity and purpose of Kāhui Ako;  

b. sharpening our focus on building and sharing teaching and leadership capability;  

c. enabling better relationships with iwi, early learning, and across the learner pathway; and 

d. removing barriers for mahi tahi in Māori medium education. 

7. The Ministry is working with our Accord partners and with SPANZ to identify improvements to 
Kāhui Ako that will increase their flexibility so they can best support learners and grow teaching 
and leadership practice. This will involve wider engagement in February and March 2021. We 
will report back to you with recommendations for improvement once this work is complete. 

Proactive Release Recommendation 

Agree that this Briefing will not be proactively released at this time because the process and scope 
for the upcoming work is still being discussed with sector representatives and decisions on the 
financial implications identified in this paper have not yet been made. 

Agree / Disagree 
 
 

 
 
 
Dr Andrea Schollmann Hon Chris Hipkins 
Deputy Secretary Minister of Education 
Education System Policy  
 
15/12/2020 __/__/____ 
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Introduction 

1. The Government’s response to the Tomorrow’s Schools Review focuses on building a more 
networked, responsive and supported education system. As part of this commitment, Cabinet 
invited the Minister of Education to report to Cabinet in December 2020 on reform options to 
strengthen collaborative networks across the system, including any recommended changes to 
Communities of Learning | Kāhui Ako [SWC-19-MIN-0153 refers].  

2. This report provides you with advice about how networks in the education system can be used 
to greater focus energy and momentum directly on improvement in the education system. It 
then outlines how Kāhui Ako could be improved to broaden its ability for system transformation. 
Finally, the report provides you with what our next steps will be and when we intend to report 
back to you about this work. 

Networks drive the evolution of all complex systems 

3. Our education system is complex, made up of many actors, entities, and investments. 
Maximising the connections and information flows between these elements is where the 
potential for system transformation lies. 

“Given our interest in whole system change let us be clear where we think we should be 
heading. Our strong belief is that all schools, 100%, should be involved in focused, productive 
networks within which leaders, teachers and students challenge, support, innovate and learn 
from one another in ways that measurably improve outcomes.” 1 

4. Research2 shows that networks can provide six main functions; 

a. community building – promoting and sustaining members’ values; 

b. filtering – organising and managing relevant information; 

c. amplifying – helping make public and widespread new ideas and practice; 

d. facilitating and learning – helping members learn and grow new knowledge; 

e. investing and providing – offering members resources to achieve goals; and 

f. convening – bringing together people or groups and supporting them. 

5. However, the practice within networks matters;  

“the mere adoption and widespread dissemination of networks as a strategy for change is 
likely to produce superficial and even harmful practices if not accompanied with clarity and 
precision about the patterns of interaction that distinguish effective from inconsequential or 
even harmful networks.”3 

6. Successful networks have a clear sense of direction, credibility, scale and impact. They can 
create new knowledge and encourage innovation while creating strong relationships. Networks 
can focus energy and momentum directly on improvement. Unlike other types of organisations, 
they provide a neutral environment where different groups can connect and collaborate on 
equal footing.  

7. Other networks can replicate non-desirable behaviours and distribute misinformation that has 
the potential to impact people and organisations in an adverse manner or reinforce the status 
quo. 

 
1 Munby, S. & Fullan, M. (2016) Inside-out and downside-up How leading from the middle has the power to transform education 

systems. A think/action piece 
2 Mendizabal E. (2006) Understanding networks: the functions of research policy networks, Working Paper 271. London: Overseas 

Development Institute 
3 Rincón-Gallardo, S. & Fullan, M. (2016) Essential features of effective networks in education. 
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8. In either case the need for effective feedback loops in the system that the networks reside in 
are essential.  The ability to be able to see behaviours, knowledge and practice emerging from 
key networks is critical for the Ministry. This way it can provide feedback through these loops 
and amplify or dampen particular emergent behaviour. 

9. Collaboration is a specific type of network behaviour. It differs from co-operation or co-
ordination. It is time and energy intensive, and it is not something that should be done all the 
time. So, from a system perspective, collaboration needs to focus on what makes the most 
difference for learners and their whānau. 

10. Education collaborations are most effective when focused on building teaching and leadership 
capability to improve learner wellbeing and achievement.4  In high performing education 
systems, collaboration grows collective responsibility, provides educators frequent 
opportunities to share what works and enables mahi at new scales to tackle previously 
unmoveable challenges.5 

11. Collaboration also builds collective teacher efficacy6, which is three times more powerful a 
predictor of learner achievement than socio-economic status, concentration / persistence / 
engagement, and parental involvement; and more than double that of prior achievement.7   

 
12. For education collaborations to be effective, specific conditions need to be in place: 

a. a shared moral purpose; 

b. giving priority to whakawhanaungatanga, whanaungatanga and reciprocity; 

c. distributed and enabling leadership; 

d. clear communication, systems and processes to enable the work; 

e. ability to maintain the organisation’s unique identity but see their priorities within the 
collaborative work; 

f. agreed actions, reflective practice, rigorous professional relationships and the ability to 
understand progress / impact – including frequent internal and external feedback; 

g. people with dedicated time and resourcing to drive the work; and  

h. secure sustainable funding.8 

Using Kāhui Ako as a driver for system transformation 

13. Kāhui Ako are a form of deliberate system-wide collaboration that enable educators and 
communities to build shared responsibility for all the learners in their community. Kāhui Ako 
use the new teaching and leadership roles to enable the profession and communities to work 
collaboratively and share expertise to improve practice.  

14. An example of how Kāhui Ako are strengthening the connections between teachers and 
learners and their whānau is seen in Northcote Kāhui Ako. Here, all teachers and leaders are 
conducting annual, year-long in-depth case studies with a learner and their whānau to discover 
‘what success means to them’. This involves meeting whānau in their homes, building 

 
4 McKinsey & Company (2010) How the world’s most improved school systems keep getting better 
5 Armstrong, P. (2015) Effective school partnerships and collaboration for school improvement: a review of the evidence; Bentley, T. & 

Cazaly, C. (2015) The shared work of learning: Lifting educational achievement through collaboration; Chapman, C. & Mujis, D. (2014) 
Does school to school collaboration promote school improvement? A study of the impact of School Federations on student outcomes. 
School Effectiveness and School Improvement, 25 (3), pp 351-393. Mckinsey & Company (2010) How the world’s most improved school 
systems keep getting better 
6 The beliefs teachers hold about their ability to work together to improve learner outcomes.  
7 Donohoo, J. Hattie, J. & Eells, R. (2018) The power of collective efficacy. Educational Leadership 
8 Developed from the Kāhui Ako implememtation and the evidence on effective education collaborations; Armstrong, R. (2105) Effective 

school partnerships and collaboration for school improvement: a review of the evidence; ERO (2017) Collective capacity for 
improvement framework; Ministry of Education (2018) Kāhui Ako Development Maps; Rincón-Gallardo, S. & Fullan, M. (2016) Essential 
features of effective networks in education. 
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meaningful relationships and is translating into improved outcomes for learners and wider 
improvements in teaching practice. 

15. Working at the cluster scale has unlocked broader opportunities for system transformation. An 
example of this is the roll out of Learning Support Co-ordinators (LSC), primarily through Kāhui 
Ako.9 Established relationships, and systems and processes for working collaboratively have 
meant that fully functioning Kāhui Ako have been able to deploy these resources quickly, 
effectively and often in innovative ways. In Palmerston North East, resourcing has been shared 
so each of the ten schools can employ a full-time LSC. One of their Kāhui Ako co-leaders 
reports they are working as a team and are already making a big difference for learners and 
teachers.  

16. However, in less developed Kāhui Ako, it has been challenging to agree how to share and use 
the roles, often resulting in further entrenchment of competitive behaviour and the continued 
erosion of trust between schools and with the Ministry.10 

17. Kāhui Ako have the potential to be an even greater driver of system transformation as;  

a. they are beginning to change the competition created by our 30-year legacy of self-
managing schools, and the divides between early learning, primary, secondary, tertiary, 
iwi and the wider community. They are doing this by embedding deliberate connections 
between educators in different parts of the system and within communities; 

b. they enable the profession to lead improvements in teaching capability; 

c. they provide a relational middle layer11 that dissipates some of the transactional costs for 
individual schools, leaders, early learning providers, and iwi; 

d. as we deliver the intent of the Tomorrow’s Schools reforms, they provide new scale for 
innovation, connections and a platform for delivering more responsive support to the 
sector (through the Education Service Agency (ESA), the Leadership Advisors and centre, 
and the Curriculum Centre and Wellbeing Curriculum Advisors); 

e. they offer the scale needed for meaningful iwi partnerships; and 

f. they present a responsible and potentially high-impact way of driving education system 
transformation during the fiscal constraints of Covid-19. 

18. From all the evidence that has been collected, including feedback on implementation, there 
are compelling reasons why we would want to build on the social and human capital created 

by Kāhui Ako over the last six years.12 Making iterative improvements is also important in our 
context, as historically the New Zealand public sector has struggled to deepen or realise the 
potential from collaborative and partnership efforts, tending to “…generally waste the social 
and collaborative capital projects have generated in favour of starting on a fresh quest for the 
perfect solution.”13 

Insights from the in-depth interviews with Kāhui Ako and the iwi survey 

19. To ensure that stakeholder experience informs our work the Ministry has conducted in-depth 
interviews with 119 people, in a range of roles, in 13 Kāhui Ako across the country (Kāhui Ako 
were chosen from a representative sample). Interviews were conducted between February and 
August this year. 

 
9 LSCs were placed in functioning clusters, of these, Kāhui Ako make up over 90% of the clusters with Tranche One LSCs 
10 These strengths and challenges are reflected more widely in the preliminary findings of the LSC evaluation. 
11 Kāhui Ako are part of the system architecture, but as they are not legal entities and do not have any contractual relationship with the 

Ministry, so the role they play is based on the relationships they form rather than being hardwired entities in the system. 
12 Advice is informed by the evidence developed by NZCER, ERO, the peak bodies organisations, from submission and responses to 

Kōrero Matauranga and the Tomorrow’s Schools Review, advice from the New Appointments National Panel (NANP), and from Ministry 
data, feedback, media scans and research. This also includes the international evidence on complex systems and effective education 
system reform. 
13 Eppel, E; Karacaoglu, G and Provoost, D. (2018) From Complexity to collaboration: Creating the New Zealand we want for ourselves 

and enabling future generations to do the same for themselves, Wellington: School of Government, Victoria University of Wellington. 
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20. High-level findings (attached as Annex One) show that: 

a. where Kāhui Ako are working well, participants reported a variety of positive changes in 
teaching practice;  

b. all participants commented that leadership style was critical for collaboration and the 
success of the Kāhui Ako;  

c. taking care of ‘how’ the collaborative work happens is critical – from the ongoing care of 
relationships, building and sustaining a shared vision, to creating the systems and 
processes that enable the collaboration to flourish; and 

d. Kāhui Ako interact with the wider systemic challenges in our education system, particularly 
competition between schools, the separation across the education sector (ECE, schooling, 
tertiary) and workforce issues (teaching career pathway, supply and remuneration). Many 
are finding ways to counter these challenges, while for others, these issues continue to 
get in the way of collaborative behaviour.  

21. In addition to this work, a survey with the 51 iwi organisations that accessed funding through 
the iwi partnering with Kāhui Ako grants has been completed. Response rate for the survey 
was 63 percent. Findings (attached as Annex 2) show: 

a. broad agreement that Kāhui Ako were partnering with iwi better now than before the 
collaboration grant project began; 

b. many iwi specifically mentioned the ability to have a ‘seat at the table’ as a benefit of the 
collaboration. Iwi also described feeling that their work and insight was respected by Kāhui 
Ako, and valued the opportunity to communicate their priorities and aspirations, which 
were in many cases built into the strategic direction of Kāhui Ako;  

c. iwi felt they now had the ability to reach into the education system and have a wider impact 
than they would have had alone. Curriculum or PLD resources produced enabled them to 
tell the stories of the whenua across the education system, including with schools that may 
not have previously engaged with iwi. Over 80% of iwi respondents reported that the Kāhui 
Ako were now better than before in terms of strengthening culturally responsive practices, 
embedding identity, language and culture in local curriculum, and 60% of iwi reported 
Kāhui Ako were now better than before with supporting whānau engagement in education; 

d. experiences were not universally positive. Common challenges related to the complexities 
of relationships between different Kāhui Ako and different iwi in the same region, the 
turnover of key individuals critical to the collaborative relationship, a lack of resources 
available to effectively enable collaboration, and tensions with the mindsets of some 
education providers, including a lack of cultural competence; and 

e. despite these challenges, without prompting, almost all respondents advocated for the 
collaboration work (and associated resource) to continue, with a dominant theme being 
that initial lessons have been learned by both sides of the collaborative relationship, and 
momentum was building. 

22. Iwi told us any significant change to the Kāhui Ako model would be most unwelcome because 
they feel this is one way they are able to influence the system for the betterment of Māori to 
achieve as Māori. Many Iwi felt that the Kāhui Ako model was moving in the right direction in 
relation to enabling schools to give effect to te Tiriti | the Treaty and the Education and Training 
Act 2020. More time was needed for full success of this model. In future, Iwi want to be involved 
from the design phase of structural change.  

Forward agenda: maximising the potential of Kāhui Ako  

23. Insights from the in-depth interviews, surveys and the wider evidence about Kāhui Ako 
highlight challenges and opportunities for improvement. From the Ministry’s perspective, these 
are the areas that will need to be addressed in our work with the sector and iwi to make 
improvements to the model.  
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We are seeing inertia in the system due to confusion about the longevity of Kāhui Ako 
 
24. The profession leading improvements in quality teaching and learning are core objectives of 

this Government. However, as Kāhui Ako are an initiative introduced by the previous National 
Government, there has been a level of uncertainty about the future of Kāhui Ako over the last 
three years. For some, this combined with the Independent Review of Tomorrow’s Schools 
and the moratorium on the establishment of new Kāhui Ako14 has led to caution about the 
future and whether to invest time and energy in a way of working that may no longer be  
required. 

25. As work on improving Kāhui Ako is advanced, a decision on whether to remove the moratorium 
on the establishment of new Kāhui Ako will need to be made in the future. The moratorium 
means that approximately 24% of state and state-integrated schools cannot access the 
benefits of collaboration through Kāhui Ako.15  

26.  
 

   

Clarifying the purpose of Kāhui Ako 

27. Based on the international evidence about transforming education systems and our experience 
of Kāhui Ako we think their fundamental intention and purpose is sound. At their core Kāhui 
Ako: 

a. are a voluntary grouping of education and community providers/groups;  

b. have a shared focus on learner wellbeing, progress and achievement, and equitable 
outcomes for all learners;  

c. work together to lift teaching and leadership practice and create processes for ongoing 
learning (that include ways of measuring impact); 

d. have access to secure resourcing; primarily through teaching and leadership roles, inquiry 
time, a small amount of operations grant funding, and, as a collaborative, can access other 
resourcing available through the education system and other government and community 
providers; and 

e. enable connections across the learner pathway. 

28. It is necessary to reconfirm that the purpose of Kāhui Ako is to build teaching and leadership 
capability to deliver equitable outcomes for all learners. Clarifying this as the purpose of Kāhui 
Ako is essential, as it shapes the type of improvements that would be made.  

The maturity and context of Kāhui Ako needs to be factored into any proposed improvements 

29. Collaboration is challenging. It requires significant time and capability to realise outcomes. Six 
years’ experience of implementing Kāhui Ako has taught us a lot about the capability and 
capacity of both the Ministry, the sector, and Iwi in this area. 

30. Kāhui Ako are at different stages of development. From our appraisal, the 220 Kāhui Ako in 
our system today fall into one of three categories;  

a. fully functioning – leading innovative practice that is beginning to improve teaching and 
leadership and build educationally powerful connections with learners, whānau and iwi; 

 
14 In 2019, to meet the terms of the Primary and Secondary Collective contract negotiations Government placed a moratorium on the 

establishment of new Kāhui Ako. This capped the number of Kāhui Ako at 221 [CAB-19-MIN-0276 refers] 
15 While no new Kāhui Ako can be formed, schools or kura can join or leave existing Kāhui Ako and the resourcing entitlements for 

Kāhui Ako remain.  
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b. developing and embedding – relationships have been built but additional support is 
required to realise the potential of collaboration; and 

c. stuck in establishing and developing – broader system challenges and behaviours 
mean that progress is difficult or seemingly impossible within the current settings. 

31. The ability of Kāhui Ako to support system transformation will be reliant on as many Kāhui Ako 
as possible being in the fully functioning category. This will require a clear understanding of 
context of Kāhui Ako, and targeted support and connections to accelerate the pace of their 
development. 

There is untapped potential in the new teaching career pathway 

32. Kāhui Ako are primarily enabled by the creation of the new teaching roles and the allowances, 
release time and backfill that enable these.16 This was a deliberate decision to systemically 
address the isolation between teachers and to allow ‘great’ teachers to remain in classrooms 
to share their skills to advance the profession and improve learner outcomes.  

33. Embedding the new teaching pathway has been challenging, but these roles are an important 
mechanism for building teaching capability across the system. Observations from the Ministry 
of Education and the New Appointments National Panel (NANP) show that changes in the 
sharing of teaching practice and how the capability of individual practitioners is grown across 
the system are promising. Especially as we are only in the early stages of a long-term systemic 
change process that looks to influence both mindsets and behaviour across the profession.17 

34. Where it is working well, Kāhui Ako have told us that the Across School Teacher (AST) and 
Within School Teacher (WST) roles are beneficial and are critical for building teaching 
capability and collaboration. Where it isn’t working, it is difficult to fill roles, and once employed 
people experience role confusion, and were sometimes challenged by their peers to justify 
what they did for their remuneration and release time from the classroom. 

35.  
 
 

 

36.  
 
 
 
 

 

37.  
 
 
 
 

 
16 Approximately 63% of the Kāhui Ako budget is spent on backfill for teacher and leader release time. 
17 Embedding collaborative cultures and making changes in teaching practice is a long-term investment, experiences in comparable 

education systems suggest that you would only begin to see changes after three to five years of consistent investment and practice 
Chapman, C. Mujis, D. & MacAllister, J. (2011) A study of the impact of school federation on student outcomes. National College for 
School Leadership, United Kingdom; Earl, L. & Lee, LE (1998) Evaluation of the Manitoba School Improvement Program; Earl, L et. al, 
(2002) Manitoba School Improvement Program: Final Evaluation Report. 
18  
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Kāhui Ako provide an opportunity to strengthen and share leadership capability 

38. Highly skilled collaborative leadership is crucial to the functioning of Kāhui Ako as a whole. 
There are some elements of the leadership model within Kāhui Ako that could benefit from 
further refinement;  

a. the national criteria for the Kāhui Ako leader role; and 

b. making the process of establishing alternative leadership arrangements simpler.  

39. Where it works well, Kāhui Ako leadership teams have created new, more robust relationships 
between education leaders, with a greater focus on pedagogy, curriculum and professional 
challenge. Early appointments to the new Leadership Advisor roles (envisioned as part of the 
Education Service Agency) are likely to work with schools that are struggling the most. Where 
these schools are members of a Kāhui Ako, the Leadership Advisors will have the opportunity 
to use the relationships and share the leadership and teaching practice in the Kāhui Ako to 
support improvement.19 

Enable sustainable partnerships with iwi to change the way the system performs for Māori  

40. From the outset of Kāhui Ako, iwi have told the Ministry that partnering at the cluster level is 
much more beneficial for them than working on a school by school basis. They also tell us that 
they want to sit equally at the governance table of Kāhui Ako and need resourcing to enable 
this. 

41. As we embark on enabling stronger partnerships with Māori across all work programmes in 
the Ministry, strengthening Kāhui Ako provides an opportunity to build on the successes iwi 
have articulated through the survey. In the interim, there is a strong argument for extending 
the current time-limited grants for iwi to partner with Kāhui Ako ($3.2 million over three years, 
concluding this year). While this funding enabled 51 iwi to receive grants, there are 
approximately 140 iwi nationally. 

42. The Ministry can work with iwi representatives and Kāhui Ako on how to best enable iwi 
participation, and what resources might be needed to do this in the future. This could be 
enabled by repurposing existing Vote Education funding that is aligned to this type of initiative 
or this may require additional funding. 

Kāhui Ako need to work better for Māori medium education provision 

43. Uptake of Kāhui Ako by Māori medium education (MME) has been consistently lower than 
English medium. There are a range of complex reasons why overlaying the Kāhui Ako model 
on the MME system has been more challenging for some, these reasons include; 

a. Te Rūnanga Nui o Ngā Kura Kaupapa Māori o Aotearoa (TRN)20, Ngā Kura ā Iwi o 
Aotearoa, and Te Kōhanga Reo already having an established history of mahi tahi 
(collaboration); 

b. teacher supply issues are greater for MME; 

c. the pathway requirement into wharekura is more challenging in MME; 

d. the model can be seen as a Pakeha construct; and 

e. geographic spread and isolation of MME providers heighten the challenges of mahi tahi. 
  

 
19 Peer-led approaches have been successful internationally, ie. through the London Challenge 2003-2011. 
20 TRN have told the Ministry that they would like their clusters to reflect own rohe rather than geographic proximity or the Ministry’s 

regions. 

9(2)(j)
Proa

cti
ve

ly 
Rele

as
ed



10 
 

44. There appear to be two main options to address these challenges. Firstly, working with MME 
organisations to look at how the model can be adjusted to better meet their needs, or if not, 
working together to develop a new model that better supports mahi tahi in MME. There are 
limitations in pursuing the second option within the current fiscal envelope. This is because the 
majority of funding for Kāhui Ako is protected by the terms and conditions in collective 
agreements, which MME teachers are party to. This may mean that unions are not prepared 
to release roles that may be available to their members. 

45. Further challenges for MME are seen in the wider issues in how rumaki education is funded 
and staffed (without guaranteed access to leadership roles and the release time this brings). 
In some cases, this has caused rumaki staff to feel like they cannot participate in Kāhui Ako 
as equal partners under Te Tiriti o Waitangi | the Treaty of Waitangi. 

There are on-going challenges and opportunities in the learner pathway approach 

46. A 0-18 learner pathway is a requirement for forming a Kāhui Ako. The pathway works well in 
towns and some urban areas where there are clear and established learner pathways. In other 
areas, like central Wellington, pathways are quite fragmented, making formation and 
meaningful collaboration more challenging. Some also believe that collaboration to lift teaching 
capability would be easier if primary could collaborate with primary, and secondary with 
secondary.  

47. The learning pathway is also useful for children and young people with disabilities and learning 
support needs as they transition between early learning services and schools in their 
communities. This is supported by the Learning Support Delivery Model (LSDM) where early 
learning services, schools and kura come together to identify and respond to learning support 
needs in a planned, collaborative way. The majority of LSDM clusters are Kāhui Ako. 

48. We think the gains made in addressing the separation across the learner pathway, between 
early learning, primary and secondary are beneficial for all learners and should be retained as 
a core component of the Kāhui Ako model.21  

49. However, if we agree that building teaching and leadership capability to provide equitable 
outcomes for all learners is the key purpose of Kāhui Ako, then we need to address the barriers 
that seem to get in the way of secondary schools collaborating with one another. Particularly 
as most Kāhui Ako only have one secondary school in them. 

Early learning are valuable partners in Kāhui Ako, but the lack of access to roles and 
resources needs to be addressed 

50. Kāhui Ako consistently tell us that early learning is a critical partner, and key to building strong 
outcomes for learners and their whānau. Involvement supports the transition of children to 
primary school, the sharing of pedagogy, participation in PLD and leadership opportunities.  

51. While early learning can be partners in Kāhui Ako, they are not able to access any of the 
ongoing roles or resources available to schools. Time-limited grants for early learning 
participation in Kāhui Ako, totalling $3.12 million over two years, have now ceased. There has 
been no further consideration as to what would be needed to support continued and more 
equitable early learning involvement. 

  

 
21 This is because the power of sharing practice and building relationships to support learner transitions brings a sharp focus on the 

learner themselves, what they bring, their strengths and challenges, and how this can be better supported by teachers working together. 
This extends to data collection and sharing, testing and assessment practice, changing curriculum and pedagogy, what PLD choices are 
made, and so forth. We have also seen how this influences education leaders, changing the nature of their conversations about 
teaching and learning, and providing new peer challenge and support for learner wellbeing, attendance and achievement. 
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52. To increase involvement and address the inequity in the way the model is resourced we can 
work with early learning representatives and Kāhui Ako on how to best enable their 
participation, and what resources might be needed to do this. This is likely to require additional 
funding.22 

The Ministry can work differently to build stronger feedback loops and learn from practice  

53. Ascertaining the progress that Kāhui Ako have been making and the shifts in teaching practice 
is challenging in our system. Where frontline relationships are strong, Kāhui Ako tell us Ministry 
staff have been key enablers of their development. Frontline staff also play a key role in 
connecting and sharing emergent practice across the system. 

54. As we on-ramp a new way of working for the Ministry (as part of the Tomorrow’s Schools 
response and responsibilities under the Education and Training Act 2020) we will need to 
ensure that this frontline capability, sits close and is responsive to, what it takes to grow 
collaboration. This may also include better tailoring and targeting of baseline supports and PLD 
(ie. learning from previous funding for expert partners and change managers), particularly for 
the Kāhui Ako we are looking to strengthen. 

55. ERO could also play a strong role in this frontline capability. Their evaluative expertise can be 
used to guide Kāhui Ako progress. For example, ERO have recently signalled their new 
approach to working more closely with schools to support improvement. Understanding how 
this approach coheres with the goals of Kāhui Ako could strengthen our collective work across 
the system.  

Key Risks and Benefits 

56.  
 
 

  

Managing cost pressures for 2020/21 and outyears 

57.  
 

 
 
 

 

58.             

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
22 It is difficult to know what kind of resource would best enable early learning involvement. Many Kāhui Ako however, are willing to 
share their role resourcing with their early learning partners. However, enabling this would require the agreement from all teacher and 
principal unions (meaning their members may have less access to roles). 
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Next Steps 

59. The Ministry will continue to consider and use networks and collaboration as mechanisms to 
help realise the intent of the Tomorrow’s Schools reform, the 30 year vision, Ka Hikitia, Tau 
Mai te Reo, and give effect to Te Tiriti o Waitangi | the Treaty of Waitangi. 

60. The Ministry is working with our Accord partners (NZEI Te Riu Roa and PPTA Te Wehengarua) 
and Secondary Principals Association New Zealand to explore and agree where greater 
flexibility could be made to improve the Kāhui Ako model. The next stage of work will involve 
a wider engagement process with the sector, likely to occur in February and March 2021. They 
have agreed to use the insights from the Ministry’s in-depth interviews with Kāhui Ako (a 
summary attached as Annex One) to inform this work. The Accord have also agreed to identify 
opportunities to pilot new, locally responsive ways of using the Kāhui Ako resourcing that may 
extend beyond the current terms and conditions of the collective agreements.  

61. We will report back to you with recommendations from the work with the Accord once this 
engagement stage is complete. This report will also provide options to help strengthen 
partnership with iwi, the participation of early learning in Kāhui Ako, and make the Kāhui Ako 
model work better for Māori medium. This engagement process means pushing back the 
December 2020 Cabinet timeframes [SWC-19-MIN-0153 refers], as there are no decisions on 
Kāhui Ako for Cabinet to make this month. 

Annexes 

Annex One: A3 - Insights from the Kāhui Ako in-depth interviews   

Annex Two: Iwi partnering with Kāhui Ako survey findings 
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Annex One: Insights from the Kāhui Ako in-depth interviews 

“the mere adoption and widespread dissemination of networks as a strategy for change is likely to 
produce superficial and even harmful practices if not accompanied with clarity and precision about the 
patterns of interaction that distinguish effective from inconsequential or even harmful networks.”

Rincón-Gallardo and Fullan (2016) 

Kāhui Ako have been part of our education system for six years. They are designed to provide a sustained and system-wide approach to lift the wellbeing and achievement of 
all children and young people through the establishment of voluntary clusters of ECE, schooling and tertiary providers, across the learner pathway. They do this by fostering 
collaboration across the system, which is primarily enabled through the creation of new teaching and leadership roles and release time to enable peer-led improvements in 
teaching and leadership practice. 

Today, 76% of state and state-integrated schools are in a Kāhui Ako

What we did?

• 68 in-depth interviews with 119 participants (producing over 50 hours of recordings)

• in 13 Kāhui Ako selected from a nationally representative sample (across the following criteria;
geography, size, language medium, and maturity) and with a range of participants.

We asked about…

• their experience of being in a Kāhui Ako

• the enablers and barriers to collaboration; and

• their thoughts on the future of Kāhui Ako and collaboration in our education system.

To find out what’s happening we carried out in-depth interviews…

221 approved Kāhui Ako, including:

• 697,000 children and young people

• 1,857 schools, kura and wharekura

• 1,496 Early learning centres

• 11 Tertiary providers

Kāhui Ako roles currently appointed:

• 243 Kāhui Ako leaders (includes shared roles)

• 110 Kāhui Ako leadership support roles

• 621 Across school teachers

• 2,891 Within school teachers

But how we collaborate matters…

1

Kāhui AkoCommunities 

of Learning
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Auckland

242,134 youngpeople

» 55 Communities ofLearning

» 421 Schools and Kura

» 302 Early Learning Services

» 2 Tertiary Providers

Waikato

65,338 youngpeople

» 25 Communities ofLearning

» 229 Schools and Kura

» 140 Early Learning Services

» 2 Tertiary Providers

Taranaki, Manawatu,Whanganui

44,971 youngpeople

» 18 Communities of Learning

» 176 Schools and Kura

» 110 Early Learning Services

» 1 Tertiary Provider

TaiTokerau

26,478 youngpeople

» 12 Communities ofLearning

» 110 Schools and Kura

» 98 Early Learning Services

Bay of Plenty, Waiariki

61,296 youngpeople

» 15 Communities ofLearning

» 144 Schools and Kura

» 193 Early Learning Services

Hawke’s Bay,Tairāwhiti

39,704 youngpeople

» 19 Communities of Learning

» 159 Schools and Kura

» 83 Early Learning Services

Wellington

72,612 youngpeople

» 23 Communities ofLearning

» 214 Schools and Kura

» 114 Early Learning Services

» 1 Tertiary Provider

Nelson,Marlborough,  West

Coast

32,391 youngpeople
» 12 Communities ofLearning

» 114 Schools and Kura

» 102 Early Learning Services

» 1 Tertiary Provider

Canterbury

85,863 youngpeople

» 26 Communities ofLearning

» 220 Schools and Kura

» 254 Early Learning Services

» 2 Tertiary Providers

Otago,Southland

26,315 youngpeople
» 16 Communities of Learning

» 130 Schools and Kura

» 70 Early Learning Services

» 2 Tertiary Providers

Kāhui Ako participation by region
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• Where Kāhui Ako are working well, participants reported a variety of positive changes in teaching practice

• All participants commented that leadership style was critical for collaboration and the success of the Kāhui Ako

• Taking care of ‘how’ the collaborative work happens is critical – from the ongoing care of relationships, building and 
sustaining a shared vision, to creating the systems and processes that enable the collaboration to flourish; 

“It's not ‘what’ in education, there are so many great ideas, there are literally thousands of things that would be really great. The thing that we don't 
generally pay enough attention to is the ‘how’. How are we going to do this? And actually a really good idea and even really great funding isn't enough to 
ensure that you're going to get there. So you actually have to think very carefully about that how, that process that you're going to have.” 

Across School Teacher (AST), Secondary, Urban, 7-10 members

• Kāhui Ako interact with the wider systemic challenges in our education system, particularly competition between schools, 
the separation across the education sector (ECE, schooling, tertiary) and workforce issues (supply and remuneration). Many 
are finding ways to counter these challenges, while for others, these issues continue to get in the way of collaborative 
behaviour.

Initial findings show that:

Kāhui AkoCommunities 

of Learning

• a more detailed discussion of these areas with participant quotes

• a summary of the perspectives of Māori and Pacific participants

• annexes containing case study examples for each area.

This document provides:

Not government policy 
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Teachers are building new formal and informal connections across their communities that focus 
on teaching and learning. Where it’s working these connections enable:

– the moderation of student work between schools, frequently through the use of PACT 

– the sharing of curriculum resources and pedagogy

– classroom visits between similar year levels and between sectors (ECE, primary and secondary) –
many were keen for more of this practice

– teaching inquiry within schools and across the Kāhui Ako

– the identification and sharing of internal expertise (curriculum, pedagogical etc.)

– better transitions (particularly between early learning and primary school, and into secondary)

– the development of local curriculum across Kāhui Ako – in some instances this is being developed 
with Iwi through the “partnering with Kāhui Ako” grants

– stronger relationships, teachers report that increased social connections mean it is easier to 
reach out to peers and where the relationship exists it is easier to have more challenging 
practice-based conversations

– in one instance, social support for new teachers in a small town. 

If a shared vision, enabling leadership, strong communication, and good systems and processes 
are not in place, then other systemic challenges (teaching workload and culture, and staff 
shortages) get in the way of opportunities for teachers to learn together.

Centrally-funded and privately funded PLD is being shared and used at new scales across 
communities

– where shared PLD provision works well, each school/ECE or teacher can choose the PLD that best 
meets their needs or current focus

– greater flexibility in which providers could be funded was often mentioned

– many Kāhui Ako are extending PLD opportunities to ECE

New career pathways are being created. Most Across-school teachers and many Within-school 
teachers reported the roles are providing new opportunities for professional development, 
leadership and growth (workforce issues are explored further on p6).

See Annex One for a case study on: Shifting inequity in educational outcomes by exploring 
teachers mental models

INSIGHTS Teaching practice: profession-led change 

“I think that's the best PD visiting other classes. So we are doing that more I think and there's still a lot of 
room for improvement.” Teacher, Primary, Town, 11-15 members

“Kāhui Ako has connected [town name] teachers like you would not believe. I have worked here for 18 
years, and I would know maybe one or two people at another school… this is a small town... we all live in 
each other's pockets over here, but we never had anything to do with each other. … So it's actually 
having really good outcomes for really vulnerable children because, we're not just working in our own 
little bubble. So it's that connectedness with teachers to me that has been the biggest benefit.” 

Across School Teacher (AST), Intermediate, Town, 20-29 members

“One of the things that has been really good has been the e-asTTle writing. So we moderated across 
right from new entrants up into the high school and sevens and eights and that was really good…Let's 
look at how we're doing it and learn from each other…I know the teachers really like that.”

Principal, Primary, Town, 7-10 members

“We'll say, 'we're not going to do a teaching as inquiry here at our school. You join the community of 
learning one… We've got release time for you so that you can go deeper into this”

Principal, Primary, Rural, 7-10 members

“Getting people out of silos out of their own schools and going and seeing best practice somewhere else 
and bringing it back is really powerful. We've spent some time down at the Early Childhood Center and 
[we] were just blown away.” AST, Primary, Town, 7-10 members

“Just the senior secondary teachers going, 'I never realized that the kids came in with all these 
skills‘…and I'm like, 'you're wasting two terms teaching them stuff that they've been taught through 
primary and intermediate', but they have no idea of that. That's starting to change.” 

AST, Primary, Urban, 11-15 members

“I don't know if the CoL has done anything for me as a teacher. I'm not really sure…I'm not sure what 
they should be doing to support me. Explain to me what is a CoL supposed to do for me?

Teacher, Primary, Urban, 20-29 members

“They feel like they've been forced into doing something that they haven't got time for. It's another on 
top of, sometimes it's an on top of what they're already trying to do in their classroom. So there was a 
lot of negativity. And I … just felt really sad about it because here we are, we're all junior classroom 
teachers... This could be a fabulous opportunity to collaborate and work together.” 

Within School Teacher (WST), Primary, Town, 11-15 members

“They said you just come and tell us what you want but we don't know what we want. You're kind of 
putting us in the middle of a candy shop and saying pick your favourite and we don't know. We've 
operated without PLD for years and years and years.”    Teacher, ECE, Town, 11-15 members

“For me, it's been huge being able to learn from everyone within this Kāhui Ako, being one of the newer 
Rumaki on the block. Being able to collaborate a lot more than I thought would be possible without the 
Kāhui Ako has been huge for me. And even for the kids with other students within the Rumaki as well, 
we've actually gotten together and made those links. Those to me are the real benefits that I've seen 
personally from the Kāhui Ako, the networking and our PLD that we've managed to muster up together.”

Rumaki Leader, Primary, Urban, 11-15 members

I've definitely grown professionally, immensely since starting the role. Because you get quite sheltered in 
your own little school and you get known as just that person and it's your school but having to go outside 
of my comfort zone.”                                 AST, Primary, Urban, 11-15 members

3
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INSIGHTS Leadership: the thread that weaves it all together

A participatory leadership style is crucial for Kāhui Ako to thrive. For some leaders, leading 
collaborative work required a different skillset to what is required to lead a school, part of a 
school, or a classroom. Both leadership by influence and collaboration requires participants to 
give up some control for the greater good. Participants recognised that leaders must be able to 
clearly articulate the potential of collaborative work, demonstrate inclusive ways of working, have 
the difficult conversations and be excellent communicators across all levels. Likewise, if key 
principals or middle leaders don’t see the point of collaborating, they can block or actively stop 
the work from progressing, particularly in their own schools.

Distributed leadership across all levels is also important. Distributed leadership grows people’s 
capability, allows decisions to be made in a timely way (at the right level), and fosters greater 
buy-in. 

A particular challenge for Kāhui Ako has been ensuring middle leaders (DPs, APs, HODs and 
Syndicate Leaders etc.) are involved in decision-making and the work. Most in AST and WST roles 
have had great opportunities for leadership development, but experience has proven that the 
network needs to involve a wide range of people across the community (esp. middle leaders), not 
just those in formal Kāhui Ako roles. They also provide opportunity for new leadership pathways.

Juggling the demands of principalship and Kāhui Ako leadership is challenging. Changes to the 
leadership model, allowing leadership to be shared in dual or tri-leadership arrangements or for 
Deputy Principals to take the position have been seen to be effective. Many participants thought 
there was potential to explore broader leadership models.

Relationships between principals and with ECE Managers have deepened and become more 
focused on teaching and learning. 

See Annex Two for examples of: A range of leadership experiences

4

“I'm really aware that there's several quite experienced principals in their own schools who found it quite 
overwhelming doing the Kāhui role and felt that they've had their eyes taken off the ball in their home 
school and I think their boards have sometimes felt that.” 

Kāhui Ako Leader, Secondary, Urban, 11-15 members

“I think you need to release that principal full-time for a period of time, give them a year or two years on 
principal release so that they can do it properly and not be cluttered with this dual position.”

Kāhui Ako Leader, Secondary, Town, 11-15 members

“I think [the former leader] was involved with building the structure to hold it and then X did things 
differently and I think it opened it up a lot more for everyone else to see... In my eyes, [the DP] was as 
good as any other COL leader that I have come across.”  Kāhui Ako Leader, Primary, Urban, 7-10 members

“It's often the within-school [teachers] who people feel more comfortable saying 'I really don't like this 
idea because...' And then they can come to us and we can address those issues. Without them it would be 
what Vivianne [Robinson] refers to as the bypass model…I think it would be really hard otherwise, we 
would just end up with, 'here's another thing my principal or the COLs making me do this thing' and we 
would sort of stay at that level of thought for a long time, possibly forever. I think that if you want to 
change that, we do need that resourcing at that kind of level.”          AST, Secondary, Urban, 7-10 members

“I think being able to make decisions, like draw a line in the sand if you have to but making people feel like 
you value their contribution is really important. So you've got to have good people skills and be a good 
communicator…I think being able to put yourself in the shoes of the people from a different school, 
different sector and try and understand where they're coming from… At school you can make the decisions 
because you are the top of the tree, but for me, it’s almost like you're more a coordinator… I guess you're 
a conduit.” Kāhui Ako Leader, Primary, Town, 11-15 members

“I think one of the obstacles is lack of leadership in principal roles. So I know that within our Kāhui Ako, at 
least two schools purely jumped in for the financial resourcing and had no interest in collaboration. 
Changing that mindset is not something I've been able to do as Lead… the communication that comes 
from Kāhui Ako through principals to the rest of their schools seems to get interrupted at principal level 
quite commonly.”  Kāhui Ako Leader, Secondary, Town, 11-15 members

“the irony of the situation is we all agreed to make change… but it probably got railroaded somewhat in 
the early days around those personalities.” Principal, Intermediate, Urban, 7-10 members

“That sort of cooperation would never have happened before in a million years. And we're actually sitting 
down for days at a time talking about education and pathways and what we can do better for teachers 
and [doing] professional development better.”                           

Principal, Secondary, Urban, 20-29 members

“[During Covid] I think it was weekly or fortnightly zoom meetings. So the Kāhui Ako leads could all get 
together and support each other. Talk strategies and what was working, what wasn't working for our own 
well-being as well so I think that's a really important aspect for my practice is having a collegial network 
where I can seek support or gain insight into doing things.” 

Teacher/Manager, ECE, Town, 11-15 members

“And I think that is important and I think actually with the across School teachers, I think with all of them 
I've seen their leadership capacity grow and develop whilst remaining the other three days in the 
classroom. And I think that is a positive..” Kāhui Ako Leader, Secondary, Urban, 11-15 members

“ I think the key and critical factor in this one is getting the DPs involved, the people who actually do the 
work rather than the people who talk about the work.”  Kāhui Ako Leader, Primary, Urban, 7-10 members

Kāhui AkoCommunities 

of Learning
Not government policy 
– not for external use 

Proa
cti

ve
ly 

Rele
as

ed
 



Kāhui AkoCommunities 

of Learning

INSIGHTS Experiences of Māori and Pacific

Partnership with iwi is a core component of the development of Kāhui Ako from establishing to 
more mature functioning. Work between iwi, the Ministry and Kāhui Ako identified a number of 
challenges in building effective partnerships. In 2018, time-limited funding was made available to 
better enable these partnerships for some iwi. The first tranche saw the progression or delivery of 
iwitanga curriculum frameworks, learning resources, professional learning and development, iwi 
supporting whānau engagement and iwi involvement in shaping the focus of Kāhui Ako work.

Māori medium (MME) participation in Kāhui Ako remains lower than English medium 
participation, with just 4 solely MME Kāhui Ako. The MME Kāhui Ako we spoke with shared the 
challenges of operating within a pakeha-centric funding and leadership model, especially when 
combined with the wider staffing challenges facing MME. They also identified the complexity of 
juggling multiple iwi relationships, working with both NKAI and TRN, running their own kura and 
committing to Kāhui Ako work. The opportunity to redesign collaboration for MME was identified.

The Kāhui Ako model has highlighted broader challenges for Rumaki education. Running a dual 
medium, or tiriti-based partnership model creates challenges for Rumaki as principalship or DP 
status is required to be a Kāhui Ako leader. This interacts with a wider challenge for Rumaki
leaders, who carry significant responsibility “running schools within schools”, but are not 
recognised with formal leadership roles by the system (as accessing DP or AP roles depends on 
individual Board of Trustee decision-making). Despite the challenges, all Rumaki members spoken 
to acknowledged how the Kāhui Ako has deepened collaboration in a way that supports both 
kaiako and learners.

Some participants commented there was a lack of flexibility in the type of professional learning 
funded by the Ministry, meaning funding had to be found to access iwi or kaupapa Māori 
providers. Other participants commented on the opportunities for sharing practice within and 
across Kāhui Ako.

The learner centred focus that Kāhui Ako enable by joining institutions across the early learning, 
primary, secondary and tertiary pathway seen to be important for learners and whanau.

See Annex Three for a case study on: Pacific experiences in action

“Basically regardless of the name, the concept's the same as a collective front, and it's a lot easier 
working with a collective front… You can go in your individual schools, but then you got to trample that 
path. So we'll say for [Kāhui Ako name] alone, five satellite schools. So you got to trample that path 
five times where you could be trampling it just once. Saves everyone a lot of time. It's more effective.”

“How the marae's run is how the Kāhui Ako is run - it's how everything should be run. You know, it's a 
transparent open policy. This is what it is. This is where we are. This is what we need to do. This is how 
we intend to do it unless someone's got a better idea. It's not you know rocket science. It's just being 
inclusive of everyone - taking in what’s important and coming out with your solution.”

Kaumātua, Town, 11-15 members

“If I look at the expertise within our school, and we're a very small school, to take out one or even two 
of my key teachers and leaders will be absolutely devastating for our kura. I've been totally selfish in 
not putting our members forward, but I know that if that happened it will be to the detriment for our 
children and our kaupapa here.” Kāhui Ako Leader, Mixed, 11-15 members

“Within Maori medium we've got our own groups as well, so we've got Kura a Iwi, Kura Māori and 
Kura Kaupapa and they all have their own way of working they follow too and so that's probably 
another thing, not so much a clash, but something we've become more aware of… It would be kind of 
cool to try and find a way for the three of us, the Kāhui Ako, the Kaupapa and Kura a Iwi to come 
together and do something really big. It would benefit all of us instead of having three different things 
going.” AST, Kura, Mixed, 11-15 members “We really want to know how we can support learners moving from primary to intermediate to

secondary. We know from Ka Hikitia and everything that those are processes of disengagement… 
That's our achievement challenge and that's what we're most passionate about because we all love te
reo Māori and our whānau, that's what they expect from us too, they want us to help their child to 
successfully navigate primary through to the end of secondary. So, I hope the COLs are maintained 
because there's a lot of real body of work we want to do, we've just been hampered a bit on the way.”

Rumaki Leader, Primary, Urban, 11-15 members

“As Kaihautū, really isolated within our own schools. Principals have forums in which they meet, we 
would meet informally outside of school etc. But to sit at a table with principals when there is no 
pathway for a Kaihautū, a Kaihautū is never seen as DP or an AP or anything of that nature, you're a 
classroom teacher.” Kaihautū, Primary, Urban, 11-15 members

“Because Kaihautū really means leader. And us Kaihautū our role is bigger than a DP.”
Kaihautū, Primary, Urban, 11-15 members

“If we look at our numbers and where Māori sit within that, that there's no consideration for us and it 
continues to be a continual slap in the face to us each time that we do this. Don't get me wrong too, 
this has been the most fantastic thing that's ever happened for us in terms of working here. I've been 
here 25 plus years and this is the first time that we have been able to combine our energies and come 
together and work together, and not for looking at us becoming in the homogeneous thing, it's still 
about retaining our own special qualities and identities that each of our separate kura bring to the 
education of taiohi tamariki” Tumuaki, Secondary, Urban, 11-15 members

“We have PLD providers which we found our own funding for, for someone who doesn't fit the criteria 
because they're not registered as a certified provider of training. But this woman provided exactly what 
fitted our achievement challenge so we found the money. So we need that flexibility too.”

Rumaki Leader, Primary, Urban, 11-15 members

“The other thing that happens is teachers and schools don't always have time to get together. Or 
they're a little suspicious. So I find that I do have a place in that PLD role where you're cross pollinating 
a little positivity. I think, you know, making invisible to people. Yeah. You make visible the good things 
that are being said and done.” PLD provider, Wānanga, Town, 20-29 members
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INSIGHTS Focusing on ‘how’ we do it: building systems and processes

Collaboration enables people and organisations to work in new and different ways to solve problems they 
were unable to solve by themselves. The literature confirms that having the systems and processes in place 
to support decision making, using shared resources, taking people along with you, resolving conflicts, and 
understand progress and then refocusing effort is crucial. This was true for the Kāhui Ako we spoke with.

The initial impetus to begin was often driven by one principal or a group of principals who saw the 
potential of working together and were passionate about improving outcomes for learners outside of their 
own school gates. Notably, they brought other schools and ECE’s together in a participatory and non-
hierarchical way.

A clear moral purpose that is agreed, shared and acted upon across all levels of the collaboration 
is required. We often heard of a single uniting idea or heuristic that was shared across the Kāhui Ako – this 
usually focused on the kids and the community identity. These simple ideas served to unite the community 
and explain the purpose of the Kāhui Ako in a way that was easily understood across by people at all levels. 
In other areas we heard of a single shared practice or achievement challenge focus that performed a similar 
function of uniting the Kāhui Ako. For Kāhui Ako that were struggling, there was little discussion of a vision 
or shared purpose, denoting limited understanding and relevance of the Kāhui Ako for members and 
therefore, limited buy-in.

Transparent, regular and clear communication was uniformly acknowledged as essential for 
effective collaboration.  Effective communication was required from leadership outwards, across and 
between all levels of the Kāhui Ako. Information needs to be shared with wider stakeholders (ie parents) 
and their views fed back to Leadership Groups. Many noted the importance of face-to-face communication, 
especially when working with peers (other teachers and school leaders). In busy environments, 
communication needed to be clear, relevant and not overwhelming.  During Covid, a number of Kāhui Ako 
used their leadership groups to manage the large volume of information and required change coming from 

the Ministry, and to co-ordinate provide coherent messages back out to the community. In the early stages

of doing the work of a Kāhui Ako, the importance of building a shared language between the different 
members was also noted. 

Having strong buy-in for the governance and leadership of the Kāhui Ako was key. Effective groups 
seemed to trust one another, have challenging conversations, and be able to make decisions. These 
decisions were at the right level, ensuring things happened but without encroaching on people’s ability to 
make decisions at the micro level, like in the classroom or as WSTs etc. In effective Kāhui Ako, we saw clarity 
about the way they operate as a group, ie. ‘the nuts and bolts’ of when, where, who and how we do things. 

We also heard that the cluster structure, leadership, and agreed systems and processes are 
necessary to roll out the LSCs and/or made this much easier.

Kāhui Ako were frequently pooling resources and using these innovatively to support their goals. 
Examples include funding ECE participation and PLD, funding new programmes, accessing grants.  We also 
heard many examples of role sharing within Kāhui Ako, including sharing WST’s, AST’s, relief or specialist 
staff, LSC roles and set up budgets (for offices) for these positions.

We heard that it was really important for schools to be able to keep their own identity and focus, 
rather than just having to get on board with all the priorities of the Kāhui Ako. Examples of this working well 
was schools choosing to engage Kāhui Ako PLD opportunities that met their current needs and focus. 
Keeping a school’s identity didn’t mean they weren’t committed to the Kāhui Ako, in many of these well-
functioning Kāhui Ako school Boards were writing the Kāhui Ako goals into their charters and requiring 
commitment to the Kāhui Ako in new principal appointment processes.

See Annex Four for a case study on: Using Kāhui Ako to enable the LSCs
5

“We'll just have a meeting here and we'll talk about this idea and whether there's an appetite to 
collaborate…  [we] did that and met a whole lot of people [we] hadn't met before. I wrangled them by 
saying 'just go around the room. Let's see what we've got in common.” 

Former Kāhui Ako Leader, Secondary, Urban, 7-10 members

“We need to develop a whole lot of things prior to even starting around our Kawa and how we would 
work. We spent lots of time on that. So that proved to be really important. I mean there were a lot of 
meetings in that first six months before I was even appointed. The hours I was doing were ridiculous, but I 
was really committed to it because I really wanted it to work.”  

Kāhui Ako Leader, Intermediate, Urban, 11-15 members

“We made the decision right at the beginning that our stewardship group was all of us so that everyone 
was aware of what was going on.” Principal, Intermediate, Urban Central,  11-15 
members

“We still talk about how we're looking for to develop our XX citizen, XX child. So the word citizen is the 
core of everything for us… We're not just focusing on now or next year we're looking at taking our kids 
from five right through to 18.” Principal, Secondary, Town, 11-15 members

“Go into our staff room and ask if they know what the targets or the plan is for the Kāhui Ako.  I would say 
80 to 90% would have no idea.” Deputy Principal, Secondary, Town, 11-15 members

[referring to LSCs] “There's a lot of work to be done. But this is relatively easy, because we have got the 
Kāhui structure.”   Kāhui Ako Leader, Primary, Urban, 20-29 members

[creating a new Te Reo teaching role] “I think the COLs are nimble and it's opened our eyes to the idea. So
I said, ‘…if I can't give her a permanent job and what will you come up with?' So now she's with me three 
days a week and one day a week at xx primary and one day week at xx primary.”

Principal, Secondary, Urban, 7-10 members

“My Kāhui Ako have said, 'you make the changes that you need to make and we'll make sure you get the 
money' and for me that's true collaboration. I'm not about money. But to have that guarantee that I can 
soundproof one of my meeting rooms for my LSC to meet there so that she's got a space, for me to be able 
to put a heat pump in her office, for me to be able to do that and know that my Kāhui Ako are gonna look 
after me makes me feel really, a real part.” Principal, Primary, Urban, 20-29 members
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INSIGHTS How Kāhui Ako interact with wider systemic challenges

Competition between schools 
Competition between schools compounds the challenges of collaboration. Participants observed 
that this was primarily due to the structural arrangements and the resultant behaviours driven by the 
Tomorrow’s School system. Shifting these behaviours is time consuming, but change is starting to happen. 
Many participants commented that what they’d previously thought was collaboration, was more like co-
operation.

Separation between the education sectors – the learner pathway approach
The separation, misunderstanding, and different structural arrangements between ECE, primary 
and secondary schooling have been challenging to negotiate. Some are shifting these patterns and 

building real trust and shared practice across the sectors, while others are struggling to make inroads.  

A learner pathway is required to form a Kāhui Ako. Where geography enables a natural learner 
pathway it makes the work of forming a Kāhui Ako easier. The ease of establishing pathways varies across 
the country, there is tension between the benefits of the pathway and functionality for some Kāhui Ako.

The lack of funding for ECE is a barrier - although ECE, tertiary, iwi and wider community groups can be 
members, outyears resourcing (through roles, release and backfill, and annual collaboration grants) is only 
extended to schools and kura. This has resulted in equity challenges for many Kāhui Ako. We clearly heard of 
the importance of the ECE membership, in terms of pedagogical sharing, providing PLD opportunities for ECE, 
improving children’s transitions, and sharing and supporting leaders across the education workforce. Tertiary 
partnership in Kāhui Ako was not mentioned in the interviews.

Workforce
There is a perceived inequity in allowances, units, release time and workload between the Kāhui Ako
roles and other roles in the system (i.e Specialist Teachers, Specialist Classroom Teachers, Advanced 
Classroom Expertise Teachers and the various middle leadership roles, and between ECE and schooling).
Inequity in the responsibility, remuneration, release time and progression often stymies collaborative 
behaviour across the workforce. Conversations suggested need for clearer career pathways across the 
education workforce. Some Kāhui Ako also struggled with the wider system pressures of finding backfill, 
making appointments, and having the AST or leader out of the classroom or school two days per week.

The ability for Kāhui Ako to make the roles their own was seen as both a necessity and a 
challenge. This tension, combined with the other challenges of collaboration meant that the roles were 
often challenging to begin with, and at times the levels of peer accountability were particularly high. More 
established Kāhui Ako noted the importance of sound induction processes once a Kāhui Ako was established.

Middle leadership (DP, AP, HOD etc.) buy-in and support was a real sticking point across most 
Kāhui Ako. Middle leadership roles in Kāhui Ako were not incorporated into the original design. New roles 
were not available for this level, and Kāhui Ako allowances and release time often equalled or surpassed 
middle leader or small school principal remuneration while the workloads of the management positions 
were perceived as being greater than the Kāhui Ako ones, in many instances. Many interviewees 
acknowledged middle leaders role in getting things done within schools and their close relationships to 
learners. Some had made a real effort to include this group in leadership groups from the beginning, and this 
appeared to mitigate challenges.  While other participants acknowledged that they should or should have 
included them more but have yet to action their involvement.

High levels of staff turnover or churn, especially at the principal level, was also challenging for the 
continuity of work. Kāhui Ako relied on taking the time to build relationships, and a strong shared purpose, 
systems and process and communication. However this could be easily changed by changes in principals who 
did not have the same investment. Many mentioned the Kāhui Ako network provided strong support for new 
principals. 

See Annex Five for a discussion on: What we’ve learnt from the new teaching career pathway

“So Kāhui Ako for me is the first sign of light really where schools are now working collaboratively and 
putting down their fears of competition and not looking as good as the school up the road and therefore 
losing kids and losing jobs and losing their community school, which has a deep seated fear amongst 
many schools… I reckon that what's happening is we are trying to undo Tomorrow's Schools' fracturing of 
relationships. ”   PLD provider, Wānanga, Town, 20-29 members

“But to get consensus takes a hell of a lot of effort and time to get people's minds out of the Tomorrow's 
Schools competitive model mind-set around 'what's in it for me' and to therefore be able to trust that 
we're really trying to be collaborative. That it can work and you're not going to lose out because of it. Yes, 
we're starting to make inroads now. So the mind shift has happened. I'd say that's what's happened.”

Former Kāhui Ako Leader, Primary, Urban, 30+ members

“But in terms of the idea of collaborating, it was an eye opener for me. And first when I first started doing 
it to start working with primary schools and to see how different primary was to secondary” 

Former Kāhui Ako Leader, Secondary, Urban, 20-29 members

“In terms of those beliefs and values, I think there's a tendency for say high school teachers to say, 'this is 
something that should have been fixed earlier'. The intermediate goes, 'should've been fixed earlier'. 
Everyone can kind of say, 'wouldn't it have been great if that wasn't still an issue'. I think that sense of us 
all collectively being responsible for all of the children in this community”

AST, Secondary, Urban , 7-10 members
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“I had issues earlier on because we were getting the money but we didn't feel that we were doing enough 
work to be receiving that money as we had only just started. We were just getting on our way... It felt it 
just a bit awkward, but now that we've had time to reflect I think yeah, I think we were working our butts 
off.” AST, Primary, Mixed, 11-15 members
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“We've had an across school lead [teacher] for a year now in our school, and my perspective is that in a 
big school like ours where I feel at 
a leadership level sometimes we are a little short-handed, it's a big job, it's really being advantageous to 
me and frankly to my workload, to have an across school lead who was extraordinarily capable in the 
professional development arena and relationships arena. It's actually to a certain extent lightened my 
load.” Deputy Principal, Primary, Urban, 7-10 members
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Shifting inequity in educational outcomes by exploring teachers’ mental models

Understanding the problem: One urban Kāhui Ako chose to tackle the inequity in educational outcomes. Wanting to focus on the problem, not just the symptoms, they went to every school and ECE and asked teachers 
‘why they thought this was happening?’ Two central things arose in every staffroom - what mattered was the student's attitude and the lack of, or type of parental involvement. The Kāhui Ako were interested because;  

“it [was] sort of like saying the things that had the biggest effect are beyond the classroom door. Beyond [our] control.”

They knew that to make change you had to focus not just on ‘what’ to do, but on ‘how’ to create change. And to get people’s buy-in and take them along with you;
“I mean it explains why so many good ideas for change don't necessarily work, because if what you're asking me to do goes against what my fundamental beliefs and values...If it goes against them I'm never really 
going to buy into this”

To explore what was happening they knew they needed to talk with students and whānau. Each of their Within-school teachers began a year long conversation with a student and their whānau about ‘what success looks 
like to them?’ By the end of the school year, educational outcomes (achievement and wellbeing) had improved for all students involved. Changes were diverse - one included more Māori language games in class, for 
another it was Grandma’s piano being shifted into the family home which gave them the chance to feel successful, and for another it was Mum sending text messages to the teacher in the morning if the student was in a 
bad space, so strategies could be deployed beforehand to prevent behavioural issues that were bad for the student and scary for the whole class.

Using their evidence to guide changes: Within-school teachers began sharing their case studies with teachers in their schools, feeding back experiences and beginning further discussions. The Kāhui Ako leadership team 
decided this was an approach that they wanted all teachers across all schools and ECEs to trial. They’re now in their second year of all 170+ teachers and leaders (including principals) across the Kāhui Ako doing year-long 
case studies with a student and their whānau each year.

“I think the beauty of this is the communities can identify their own problems, and surface their own theories about why and go after their own changes. But one thing I do think they all should have in common, they 
should all have some kind of robust methodology behind what they're doing and why.”

Enabling shifts in teachers’ mental models and practice: The Kāhui Ako are open to emergence, they don’t know exactly what will come from the case study process but the early feedback looks promising. They’ve found 
that taking the time to really know a student and their whānau has helped change teachers mindsets, and with this, create new ways to support learning;

“I now can't see that student as 'he just misbehaves and he won't engage and the problems are with him'. And now I see him as a really outstanding young man who needs a lot of respect and he's been going 
through something really tough and maybe needs some extra support…through that much closer interaction with him and his mum I can now see what I might do differently and it starts with me seeing him 
differently and I think that's really powerful.”

“My case study was a girl in year 11 and she really wants to be successful… But the really interesting thing she told me was that she never asked a question in class. I said, 'why don't you ask?' She said, 'because if I 
ask a question, I'm really worried that when the teacher comes over they will ask me something I don't know.' Now you think about that as a teacher, you're taught 'don't go over and just give them the answer, try to 
tease it out of them'… Well a teacher knowing that about a kid is so powerful. She is year 11. I'm not proud of the fact that no one knew that. That was news to people. Now that one thing could make a power of 
difference.”

Most teachers have been keen to do the case studies, home visits have pushed some out of their comfort zones, while others were reluctant to begin;

“And then she said ‘I’ve been teaching for 20 years, and that is one of the most worthwhile things I’ve ever done in my career.’ Someone who was really reluctant before and said, 'I only did it because we were all told 
that we had to'.”

“I think teaching practice wise, it's probably shown people that they may very well have sat there and said 'I know all about these children', but I think what it has shown them is there is a another huge part to a kid 
that they didn't really understand… I think they had to experience that to actually figure that out, that's been the biggest change in their practice. We've reinforced that it's not just your case study kids. This is how 
we should be doing stuff with any kid that we've got a concern about.”

“ And what we're also noticing is that once they've learned that about that student, ‘I’ve now actually got some different ways of looking at some new strategies, that I will actually start to transfer elsewhere.’ So 
over time we'll get that chain.”

9
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CASE STUDY TWO: A range of leadership experiences

EXAMPLE ONE: A strong participatory approach to leadership 

One Kāhui Ako, used a shared leadership model from the outset. Initially there were only three non-first time principals in the Kāhui Ako, so those principals shared the responsibility of getting the work underway  “we 
would come together weekly we would share out the workload of writing the achievement challenge, the action plan, the initial setup then getting a memorandum of understanding, getting the communication and things 
like that.” As the Kāhui Ako consolidated and grew the leadership group opened up their members to other principals (who could join when they were ready) and the ASTs.  

Transparency, “constant focus, support and strong communication have been key to this group;, we don't always agree it's a bit like any family really. So we thought there's always the time for a deep and rigorous 
discussion around the issues that might be on at hand on the agenda and we won't always agree, but we stand united out to the wider Kāhui. And in a way we always have to remember the why behind why we’re doing it 
and that's all about the kids and the community.”

What was interesting was the consistency and frequency with which the Kāhui Ako vision, the leadership group and the high trust environment they created was mentioned by all participants interviewed; “we've been 
given a lot of trust. I feel yeah, so okay develop this, play with it, practice it, throw out what's not working and change it, manipulate it however, it works for you within our schools and things like that. So having that time 
and that trust to actually try new things and not be afraid.”

EXAMPLE TWO: Dual leadership can lessen the tension between school and Kāhui Ako responsibilities

For one Kāhui Ako, the first few years of their collaboration were challenging and they acknowledge they learned a lot from what didn’t work.  These experiences, some external support through the change management 
service and the shift to a new dual leadership approach were part of the catalyst to turn their collaboration around. Other principals who have witnessed the dual leadership model also commented that it made the role 
more realistic because the workload could be shared. 
“I actually think [co-leadership] is something that should be encouraged because it does take away some of the barriers, especially if the person is from a primary school. It does take the pressure off you as an individual so if 
things get crazy at one of the schools the other one is there to pick up the slack. It doesn't always end up with one person, so it can really help a lot to make people feel that yes this is manageable.”

“We've gone from having a one person as a leader to having two people. Something that I wholeheartedly believe in. The time out of my school and the energy that it would take if you were the one lead person is huge.“

“Your principals are very much coming from the angle of protecting their patch. But that is changing. So, why I'm saying that is that I think that's one of the things that is holding back a lot of people from taking on leadership 
and clusters because they don't want to be away from their school. So I don't really know what the answers are, all I know is that getting the leadership right is a crucial factor.”

EXAMPLE THREE: Where competition and a lack of trust are seemingly unsurmountable

These three quotes sum up the experiences leaders in some Kāhui Ako:

“I must admit I think I was a wee bit naive as to what I thought I was getting myself into because I thought we had a strong foundation of collaboration and cooperation across our schools. That soon became unstuck. And it 
got itself unstuck surprisingly quickly. Which sort of surprised me and my story can't be too different from many COL leads. I think we have the Tomorrow School's model pitched us against each other. So every school was the 
best little school in New Zealand, doing the absolute best, better than everybody else. We have seen the school down the road as a competitor for children, for staffing and for finance.”

“Soon I found myself isolated and effectively alone. And the expectations that were built or put upon the role, I don't think by itself but by people around it, were quite astronomical. After one or two weeks of being in the 
role, I got pages of questions from one board of trustees as to how we're doing and what we're doing, what we're going to do next… Things only started to change when we got X in as an expert partner. That was a great 
initiative because it gave another voice to come in and speak independently and say, 'well, I've seen this here and I've seen this here. Actually, you're both experiencing the same thing’. And then he could speak quite directly 
to some of the internal tensions that were quite obvious about the funding and the money and that we just have to get past that. It's just what it is. But it improved quite a visual block for people that there's this person 
getting money.”

“The elephant in the room for us is the secondary school. So they want to be a part. They want to be a part of the work streams, but don't want to involve any of their staff or the time or a change in focus because they 
believe NCEA review is their sole focus. However, they feel that they can tell us potentially what the schools aren't doing as contributing schools that could make their job easier. It's been an interesting political journey to this 
point.”

Kāhui Ako
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Focus on Pacific learners and staff

Where Kāhui Ako had concentrations of Pacific learners they would have explicit targets and goals for their progress across their achievement challenges. A number of Kāhui Ako told us that their achievement challenge 
documents became a tool to build greater accountability and consistency by having all schools adopt them into their own plans.  In one of these Kāhui Ako they had made one of the achievement challenges about cultural 
responsiveness and cultural identity.  To get consistency and a better understanding of what that meant to not only the Kāhui Ako but each individual school they held a number of meetings with Across and Within School 
Teachers to develop a Kāhui Ako plan that could work for all learners but be flexible enough so that schools could adapt it to suit their own contexts.

What does this look like in action in a Kāhui Ako?

Kāhui Ako One:

• In this Kāhui Ako they have undertaken a robust and vigorous process for tackling the achievement challenges and using the Across School and Within School resources to implement them in real ways across their 
Kāhui Ako. As one Pacific Deputy Principal told us ... “I was also part of the achievement challenge one, which is about cultural responsiveness and cultural identity. So meeting with across schoolers and getting an 
understanding what they value culturally and what we can marry up together. I'm thinking about what we can do to kind of get on the same page has been important and I think there's a lot more cohesion a lot 
more awareness of what's going in each others schools now…”.  

• This work did take some time however as the same DP explains “So what each school nailed down is what was cultural identity to them and I guess what I see is for sure. This is why its different to what you guys 
think it is. And as I said that's always going to be the challenge - the differences that you have and how you try to target them. So I guess the challenge was more just, it was trying to understand how everyone else 
understood cultural identity and having a sense of unity and sense of what should happen across all schools. [That] was what we were struggling with at the start. It was a real hard achievement challenge to tackle 
and I think at this stage when we started to get to some point now where we're starting to see a bit of unity now with how cultural identity should work across all schools.”

• This work has seemed to have established itself across the Kāhui Ako thanks to the planning and work of the team focused on this achievement challenge as we later interviewed a group of Across School teachers 
from the same Kāhui Ako.  One of them told us that “We're lucky here, because XX and I, so we do AC challenge one and we are based here. So it's easier for us to communicate with our within schooler because we 
see her every day and then they have aligned our Māori and Pacific achievement plan to our operational plan … so it makes it easier for us to challenge [referring to the staff in their own school].”

• One tangible outcome from this work on cultural responsiveness and identity in this Kāhui Ako has been the development of a cultural festival for the community by the Kāhui Ako.  As the DP explains it “And so 
now they work on the challenge by creating a whole cultural festival. So all the schools in our CoL are going to come together on a Saturday and perform for whānau and community. And so that's one way for us to 
collaborate together, which is, I think is also I think an awesome idea. I don't think we've ever done that before which is really cool.  And everybody is on board with that.” 

Kāhui Ako Two:

• In this Kāhui Ako they took an approach of wanting to know more about their learners and what they and their whānau/aiga’s aspirations were on what success would look like for them.  They wanted to know this 
as they surveyed all of their staff about why their schools had groups of struggling learners and the two dominant themes that came through from staff were about the students attitudes and their parents.  They 
decided to test these assumptions by running a pilot programme where some staff chose one student to do a case study on that involved multiple interviews through the year with both the students and their 
families. The initial results were so positive the whole Kāhui Ako has asked every teacher and leader in every school to do a case study.

• While there has been some resistance to the case studies from some staff there has also been strong support for them as people found that their assumptions often hadn’t held up and in fact there was much 
more that they could do to help those learners.  As one principal said “And the other thing was the whole cultural thing. So when we had Māori children or Pacifica children that were our case studies, just that 
whole benefit of them actually being proud of their culture and us doing something about that to help them…”.

Pacific staff

• Some Pacific staff told us they saw the new teaching roles as a career enhancing opportunity.  As one Pacific teacher who was a Within School Teacher and is now a Deputy Principal told us… “Because the role that 
I have is in a sense similar to my CoL role. See I'm looking at the student programs here which is all about our students and I guess their identity at the school. The programs that we run here, the cultural side of 
things, is everything that I'm in charge of at the school and so for me the pathway of being a within school CoL leader has lead me to greater things to what I'm doing now as Deputy Principal and I feel very 
privileged.”

Kāhui AkoKāhui AkoCommunities 
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Using the collaborative structure to enable the Learning Support Co-ordinators

The vast majority of the first tranche of Learning Support Co-ordinators (LSCs) are delivered through schools in Kāhui Ako, the remainder are delivered through other clusters. Participants commented that having the 
collaborative structure of the Kāhui Ako has made rolling the LSCs significantly easier.  In particular having trust in the pre-existing relationships, a shared vision and responsibility for all learners, agreed processes for 
making decisions and working together have contributed to their establishment.

Sharing resources: We heard numerous stories of Kāhui Ako sharing resourcing across their communities to better meet need or to make resourcing ‘fair’. Examples included secondaries sharing the resourcing with 
primaries so all members had a FTTE LSC, roles bring shared with early learning or gifted solely to focus on the needs of early learners, and other examples of LSCs being employed by certain schools in the community but 
co-hosted at another non-employing school; 

“I think the biggest thing where I saw our collaborative ability of our Kāhui Ako is when LSCs came about, so something that I'm so into, but as you will know everybody was given point this or point that for an 
LSC, and as a Kāhui Ako, over breakfast we made a decision to give everybody one LSC. So everybody gave staffing to ever who it was, and it didn't matter who it was because we'd made that commitment.”

“When we got our LSC’s, we created a memorandum about what we do and it goes through all the background of what we did [as a Kāhui Ako] and how we gifted the roles. We needed to have one full-time for 
everyone… That would have never happened if this CoL hadn't been working.”

Deciding how to use the roles: We heard examples of Kāhui Ako working together to understand their needs and decide how to use the roles. Well functioning Kāhui Ako appreciated the flexibility to make the job 
description their own; 

“So we have been into all of our educational settings right now and obviously collecting their voice, what needs they see, and obviously working as well with the Across School teachers and the Within School 
teachers. That kind of collaboration on another side as well, what they're doing and what steps they are taking so that we are being effective and collaborating. Learning from one another but also not stepping 
on one another's toes so that we all have kind of areas that we can work on so that we are making a difference...”

Alternately, some were concerned that the job descriptions were being developed separately by each school, without sufficient consideration of the whole community.

Co-ordinating and leading the LSCs: Although the Kāhui Ako leader role is not meant to lead the LSCs and their establishment in many cases this was a natural consequence of their role in the cluster. 

Creating Learning Support communities of practice: LSCs have been connecting together across their Kāhui Ako to support one another, share expertise and co-ordinate approaches.  They have also been working with 
their SENCO’s, ASTs, and teachers aides to build teams of professionals supporting learners. Some Kāhui Ako and LSC’s plan to share expertise and referral pathways between Kāhui Ako across their region.

“As a SENCO I'm like a voice in the wilderness. There's me and my 10 teacher aides. And now I've got someone standing next to me and we are a team.”

“Three of the LSC roles are coming on a road trip to come and see me just to really sit down and thrash it out and I can show them the work done. And because I'm about a year ahead of the journey that they're 
in. And I don't want them to repeat the mistakes that we made. It is really neat to be kind of collaborating with people around the country as well.”

“Our LSCs are going to formulate documents around accessing services, ie the health profession, and that's not just for Kāhui Ako or us, that's for [region name], because if we're going to do it, we're not just 
keeping it and we've got this agreement with the other three Kāhui near us, if they're going to go and run Oranga Tamariki things then we are going share it. We've already got a collaborative folder we are 
sharing in.”

“So you don't want the paediatrician having 10 different LSCs on their doorstep from the one DHB, right? We're just going to annoy them. Same with every other agency... We have to be careful with our 
resources. You've got to be smart about how you use them. So we need to be able to do that wisely and value our relationships that we've got out of sector and treat those with respect.”

Sharing data:  Kāhui Ako are excited about the Learning Support Register, many have already begun sharing data to better support transitions within their communities.

Emergent practice: With the loosening of achievement challenges the vast majority of Kāhui Ako now have wellbeing focused achievement challenges. Kāhui Ako are developing new learning support activities as part of 
their collaborative work; 

“It [the creation of a parent support group for learning support kids] wouldn't have come about had we not been in the Kāhui.” 

CASE STUDY FOUR: Building systems and processes
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What we’ve learnt from introducing a new teaching career pathway

One of the core aims of the Kāhui Ako policy was to introduce new career pathways that enabled excellent teachers to remain in the classroom and yet have formal leadership opportunities to lead changes in teaching 
practice across the education system. This was primarily done through the introduction of the Across-school (AST) and Within-school (WST) teaching roles. The Kāhui Ako leader role also provides new opportunities for 
principals to lead change on a larger scale, but this will not be covered in this example.

The rationale for introducing the new career pathways was that ‘the largest in-school effects on student learning occur when teachers become learners of their own teaching’ (Hattie, 2015) working with their peers to 
rigorously embed reflective practice to improve teaching and learning. Our devolved system, unlike many other high performing systems, only has one predominant career pathway that leads teachers away from the 
classroom and into school management and principalship roles. The AST and WST roles set out to forge a new pathway that focused on fostering improvements in teaching practice within and across schools throughout the 
system.

We heard that: 
• It often took a long time for Kāhui Ako to build relationships, create systems and processes and to understand how to use the roles. This combined with the politicisation of Kāhui Ako and the unknown nature 

of the new roles meant that some ASTs and WSTs received a high amount of scrutiny from their peers, and a level of resentment for the allowances and release time they received. These was not the 
experience for those in Kāhui Ako or schools that appeared to be high functioning and have positive collaborative cultures.

• Some schools found negotiating the release time for ASTs, who spend the equivalent of 3 days in the classroom and 2 days in their AST role, a challenge. We also heard of many creative ways this was 
enabled, and from schools and teachers who did not find this an issue.

• Participants’ stories suggest that ASTs and WSTs are the driving force behind Kāhui Ako – enabling connections and work across and between different levels in a Kāhui Ako. This works particularly well when 
there is supportive leadership and partnership with those in middle leadership roles.

• The requirement in the collective agreement to make a percentage of the WST roles permanent was also problematic. This was because permanent appointments did not allow Kāhui Ako to flex and acquire 
people with different skill sets when the focus of the collaboration changed.

• Many Kāhui Ako have invested heavily in developing their ASTs, specifically supporting them with opportunities for growth in adult learning, change management and leadership.

• The lack of access to role-based funding for ECE is a large impediment for both ECE and for schools that highly valued their involvement and the potential gains this can create for learners.

Connections with wider systemic issues:
• New Zealand has an history of introducing new roles on an ad hoc basis into the education system (ie. Specialist Teachers, Specialist Classroom Teachers, and Advanced Classroom Expertise Teachers). The 

remuneration, release time and availability of these roles vary across the system. These roles are undersubscribed, are not deliberately connected across the system to lead changes, and the impact of these 
roles is unknown. There are a number of overlaps with these roles and the AST and WST roles. When new roles have been introduced, there appears to have been insufficient consideration of the contexts 
they’ll be going into and how they will interact with other roles already embedded in the system.

• Educators have found it difficult to reconcile how teachers, particularly in primary, can be out of the classroom for 2 days. This seemed to be driven by what people thought was good for kids, and finding 
consistent, quality relievers to support learners through this. This displays how incredibly hard it is to shift some of the strongly held beliefs about what quality teaching practice looks like and how this is 
delivered.

• Embedding connections between educators in various parts of the system to focus on leading practice change seems to be a powerful tool for sharing practice, creating new opportunities to support teaching 
and learning, and for system transformation overall. How does a focus on growing connections between educators and practitioner-led change interact with the other policies and supports we deliver to 
educators or are beginning to implement? Such as externally funded PLD, how the Ministry’s Regional offices change to better support educators, the new Wellbeing Curriculum roles, and the Curriculum 
Centre etc…

CASE STUDY FIVE: Wider systemic challenges
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Annex Two:  Iwi partnering with Kāhui Ako survey findings 

Introduction 

In 2017, the Ministry of Education provided time-limited grants to strengthen and support educationally 

powerful partnerships between Kāhui Ako and their local Iwi. Between 2018 and 2020, a total of $3.2 million 

has been distributed to 51 Iwi1 across all education regions to help;  

• strengthen culturally responsive teaching practice, leadership and governance

• embed identity, language and culture in local curricula; and

• support whānau engagement in learning.

This annex summarises key findings from a survey sent to grant recipients, asking their views about the 

collaboration project; the extent to which it had improved overall Kāhui Ako-Iwi partnerships, and ways in 

which the partnership could be improved in the future. 

The survey gave us a good overview of all Iwi involved in collaboration projects 

Of the 51 Iwi receiving partnership grants, we received responses from 32, translating into a 63% response 

rate. This is very high for this type of survey, indicating strong engagement from Iwi: 

• almost all of those Iwi who responded to the survey had collaboration grant contracts commencing in
2019 which likely had not completed at the time of the survey

• there was a large proportion of responses from Waikato and Bay of Plenty regions, where $1.6 million
funding was disbursed in 2018 and 2019. The remaining $1.6 million was disbursed across the other
eight regions in 2019 and 2020; and

• half of Iwi who responded were working with one Kāhui Ako. A sixth of Iwi were working with two Kāhui
Ako and a third of Iwi were working with four or more Kāhui Ako.

The collaboration grants allowed Iwi to build stronger relationships with Kāhui Ako 

Iwi viewed the progress and achievements of Kāhui Ako to date to be broadly positive, and that the 

relationship between Iwi and Kāhui Ako was strengthened as a result of the collaboration project.  

“Knowledge of who we are, what we care about, and how we can add value is simply indescribably amazing 

now. We have an incredible platform for continued partnership, which is (I think) a test case for the intent of 

the Kāhui Ako strategy and a demonstration of what’s possible.” 

“By working closely with a smaller, well mandated group from the Kāhui Ako, our Iwi has been able to 

establish its Curriculum Framework ready for roll out in the different kura. This is a dream come true for our 

people.” 

One way to measure the health of the relationship between Iwi and Kāhui Ako is through the Kāhui Ako 

development map. These maps are used by Kāhui Ako to self-assess the progress they are making in 

establishing a collaborative network, with 14 different maps across six different domains.2 One of these 

domains relates to Kāhui Ako partnering with Iwi. Figure 1 shows the high-level statements that relates to a 

map in the Partnering domain, relating to Iwi Relationships. 

1 There were 40 individual grants disbursed, but some of these grants were shared across multiple Iwi. 
2 The full set of Kāhui Ako relationship maps are available at https://www.education.govt.nz/assets/Documents/col/Development-map-

Version-3.pdf.  
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Figure 1: Kāhui Ako development progress map statements 

 

  

We modified these statements to place Iwi at the centre of each, and then asked:  

a) Iwi respondents to assess which statement best described their assessment of where the Kāhui Ako 

were when the collaboration project began; and 

b) which statement best describes where the Kāhui Ako is now.  

Results for the 12 respondents who provided both ratings are shown in Figure 2. Of these responses, only 

one reported a decline in the health of the partnership, moving from Embedding to Developing. The 

remaining respondents reported stronger partnerships (according to the development map statements) now 

than before the project began, with two-thirds reporting moving two or more developmental stages, and 

almost half of respondents reporting the Kāhui Ako are now at the Fully Functioning stage. 

Figure 2: Progression of partnership development based on descriptors from Kāhui Ako self-assessment tool 

 

“Views about what is important for the Iwi has become a priority rather than an add-on.” 

“[Kāhui Ako] were open and willing to work with Iwi in whatever space we chose and were receptive to our 

views and input.” 

“The Kāhui Ako format has provided a strong platform for educators to understand Iwi and how to engage 
more effectively with us.” 

The collaboration enabled Iwi to have a ‘seat at the table’ 

Many Iwi described feeling that their work and insight was respected by Kāhui Ako. Iwi valued the 

opportunity to communicate their priorities and aspirations to the Kāhui Ako member schools and early 

learning services. Iwi aspirations were in many cases built into the strategic direction of Kāhui Ako.  

“Iwi are at the table of influence. The voice of Iwi is also used to guide and shape the direction of Kāhui Ako 

and what that looks like for our kura.” 

“[There was a] genuine willingness to understand Iwi aspirations with a willingness both at governance and 

lead principal levels to work together and incorporate Iwi aspirations and better understand us as mana 

whenua.” 

Before Now

1 2 3 4Establishing Developing Embedding Fully Functioning 
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“[The collaboration] has enabled our hītori to be told and for our uri to understand who they are in the world.” 

“It has enabled us to share our aspirations of local curriculum that privileges the history of mana whenua.” 

The collaboration allowed Iwi to build stronger relationships with kura, schools and early learning 

services  

Iwi also reported that the collaboration with Kāhui Ako led to Iwi having more reach into schools and kura 

(particularly within the English-medium sector) than they would have had alone. This was often a building 

block to developing relationships with individual schools, kura, and early learning services.  

“[We are] forming relationships with schools, gaining confidence from schools, principals, boards that we are 

all striving for similar goals”   

 “We found initially we were responsive in some parts to the needs of kura and now we take a much more 

proactive approach. Setting our own aspirations and inviting kura to engage with those.” 

“It has created opportunities to share our local Mātauranga knowledge with kura across our takiwā.” 

“Educational institutions have realised the untapped wealth of knowledge that the Iwi holds.” 

“Our relationship quality [with English-medium schools] has increased hugely. [Schools’] knowledge of who 

we are, what we care about, and how we can add value is simply, indescribably, amazing now and we have 

an incredible platform for continued partnership.” 

We asked respondents to report whether the collaboration project had enabled them to have stronger 

relationships with individual kura, schools and early learning services (Figure 3). About 40% of respondents 

reported that the collaboration project created ‘a lot stronger’ relationships with kura/schools, and a further 

quarter reported ‘slightly stronger’ relationships. Fewer respondents reported stronger relationships with 

early learning services, although even here, more than 40% of respondents reported that their relationships 

with particular services were now stronger. 

Figure 3: Percentage of Iwi who reported improved relationships with individual kura/schools or ECE services 

 
Note: Respondents also had the option to answer ‘slightly less strong’ or ‘a lot less strong’. 
 

An important enabler of this increased reach into the education sector is the Iwi being able to tap into Kāhui 

Ako resources, as well as the Ministry funding that accompanied the collaboration project. Curriculum or PLD 

resources produced enabled them to tell the stories of the whenua across the education system, including 

with schools that may not have previously engaged with Iwi. In some cases, this increased reach has led to a 

demand from the sector that Iwi do not have the capacity to meet without additional resources. 

“Our Iwi resources are spread thin on the ground and the funds have enabled us to establish some baseline 

local guidance for the Kāhui Ako and allowed our Iwi to complete one of our resource projects” 

Not sure
About the 

same
Slightly stronger A lot stronger

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Kura/Schools

ECE

Proportion of iwi respondents
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“Through the partnership the Iwi has been able to tap into resources to help support some of the education 

goals of the Iwi.” 

“Our hapū stories are taught in all the kura and ECE centres. Each kura and ECE centre has their pepeha 

‘gifted’ to them by our hapū and based upon the exact piece of our whenua their kura/centre sits upon.” 

“There is an outpour of interest from Kāhui Ako schools who are needing guidance around cultural 

awareness and responsiveness – more so now that MoE have included Localised History in the curriculum”  

“[Requests for our help] should come via the Kāhui Ako, however schools are still contacting Iwi directly.” 

“The needs and priorities of enabling Iwi to work with Kāhui Ako schools with no funding is of concern.” 

Iwi reported that they are seeing improved practices in kura, schools and early learning services 

For Iwi organisations that have been working with individual kura, schools and early learning services, most 

reported that teaching practices are improving with regard to Iwi areas of expertise (Figure 4). Over 80% of 

Iwi respondents reported that educational institutions in their rohe were now better than before in terms of 

strengthening culturally responsive practice, and embedding identity, language and culture in local curricula. 

A quarter to a third of respondents reported that practices are now ‘a lot better than before’ in the areas. With 

regard to supporting whānau engagement in learning, 60% of Iwi report kura, schools and early learning 

services are better than before, and about a quarter reporting they are a lot better.  

Figure 4: Iwi assessment of the extent kura, schools and early learning services have made a difference in the 

corresponding areas 

 
Note: Respondents also had the option to answer ‘slightly worse than before’ or ‘a lot worse than before’. 

Iwi attributed this improvement in teaching practices to a combination of the resources they created through 

the collaboration, the Kāhui Ako partnership giving them greater opportunities to influence kura, schools and 

early learning services in ways outside of the collaboration project, and a greater awareness and willingness 

on the part of many educators to partner with Iwi in order to strengthen their curriculum and honour Te Tiriti o 

Waitangi | The Treaty of Waitangi. 

“Early indications are the impact is positive/effective in building the sector’s focus on accelerating Māori 

language provision and enhancing Māori learner outcomes across [our rohe].”  

 “We are working on a 2-year joint proposal developed with schools in our rohe in the Kāhui Ako to have te 

reo Māori classes in 1 ECE, 3 primary schools and college; plus PLD for staff at those schools.”  

“We have examples where an early learning service has benefitted from our services. This service had 

fulltime P.D. staff for 18 centres – this was a very successful provision.” 

“Changes include individuals becoming ‘woke’ and thankful to the introduction to Te Ao Maori and especially 

local narrative.” 

Not sure
About the 

same
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“To be honest, it wasn’t just as a result of the Kāhui Ako. It was also because [kura, schools and early 

learning services] recognise Iwi have the knowledge and with the introduction of NZ histories being taught in 

kura, that also had a huge impact.” 

“The Kāhui Ako understand that they require our input and expertise, and are ready to listen now.” 

In some cases, the projects have not yet led to substantially changed practice. Often this was due to the 

collaboration project not having finished yet, or because of unforeseen challenges in the project (made 

worse by impacts of COVID-19). 11 Iwi indicated that their projects weren’t finished yet. However, some Iwi 

also referred to resources not being implemented effectively (or at all, yet) by Kāhui Ako or their member 

kura, schools, and early learning services. 

“Due to COVID, we have yet to fully realise the potential of this relationship, in saying that we are working 

hard to get back on track and fulfil this kaupapa next year.” 

“Covid-19 has affected progress, however we are looking forward to the mahi ahead.” 

“While the sharing of cultural narratives has been revived positively by Kāhui Ako, this hasn’t necessarily 

translated into a change in pedagogy, or authentic implementation of reo, tikanga and mātauranga.” 

“However, [Kāhui Ako] acting on the final implementation of workshop discussions is difficult.” 

“This work was not completed - when it came to the crunch more work still to be done to give schools 

confidence to make real changes - (but this is happening in one school we work with which is not in a Kāhui 

Ako).” 

Partnerships between iwi and Kāhui Ako are helping school boards meet their obligations 

The Education and Training Act 2020 charges school boards with giving effect to Te Tiriti o Waitangi, 

including through various specific actions. Many iwi commented on examples of how the partnership with 

Kāhui Ako, and the educational resources created through the collaboration projects, was helping schools to 

meet these obligations (see Table 1). 

Table 1: Iwi examples of how school boards actioned their obligations under the Education and Training Act 

2020 through the Kāhui Ako partnership 

 

Board obligation Iwi observations 

Ensure that its plans, 
policies and, local 
curriculum reflect local 
tikanga Māori, and te ao 
Māori 

“[Our partnership with Kāhui Ako] has enabled our Hitori to be told and for 
our uri to understand who they are in the world” 

“Non-Māori are keen to learn te reo and tikanga. Urgency for our own 
Māori people to engage with our reo and tikanga as well.” 

Take all reasonable steps 
to make instruction 
available in tikanga Māori 
and te reo Māori 

“Tikanga is being utilized and implemented [to strengthen culturally 
responsive teaching practice, leadership and governance]” 

“Our iwi education aspirations have been assisted by the Kāhui Ako in the 
following ways: Ensure elements of [Iwi]tanga are within the curriculum, 
including te reo [Māori]; assist kaiako and their culturally responsive 
practice including providing quality learning opportunities to learn and use 
[Iwi]tanga in the classroom.” 

“We are working on a 2-year joint proposal developed with schools in our 
rohe in the Kāhui Ako, to have te reo Māori classes in 1 ECE, 3 primary 
schools and college; plus PLD for staff at those schools” 

Achieve equitable 
outcomes for Māori 
students 

“We are seeing Māori students achieve success (as Māori) in all the 
schools we are working in. From winning school speech competitions 
through to gaining meaningful employment when exiting high school.” 

Note: Board obligations are taken from Education and Training Act 2020, s.9(1d). 

Proa
cti

ve
ly 

Rele
as

ed



  

 6 

Specific individuals and relationships create local dynamics which must be navigated 

Another common challenge raised by many Iwi respondents related to the turnover of key individuals critical 

to the collaborative relationship. Because the relationship is built on mutual respect and trust, when key staff 

leave, it can take time to re-establish the fundamental conditions. Local politics and the complexities of 

relationships between different Kāhui Ako or kura/schools or ECE centres and different Iwi in the same 

region created challenges for several partnerships. 

“The leadership structure or approach of the lead KA tumuaki – how well focussed on relationships he/she is 

and the commitment to our kaupapa”  

“Local MoE offices must understand fully local Iwi politics and how to ensure that school leaders in our area 

are engaging equally and enabling opportunity equally for all Iwi in a way that puts mana whenua second to 

the wellbeing of all students in their kāhui” 

“Our Iwi has been marginalised because the lead Kāhui Ako recognises only the other Iwi as having mana 

whenua in an area that our Iwi has clear mana whenua interests.”  

“[Setbacks have been] mostly on the Iwi side - gathering representation from all eight Iwi and establishing 

best use of funding to progress priorities.” 

“Schools don’t actually get on and want Iwi to act as a referee.”  

“[We need] a standard expectation of engagement hui when Kāhui Ako Leaders are changed. We are asked 

by schools to be involved in the selection and requirements of a new principal (in some cases we sit on the 

recruitment panel) but yet no input or introduction when a recent change occurred.” 

For many Iwi, school culture is insular and not responsive, and cultural capability is lacking in 

schools 

Iwi struggled with individuals or management systems that were resistant to change. In several instances 

they were combating persistent bias and discrimination against tamariki Māori. Many Iwi said that a lack of 

responsiveness from schools extended to tamariki Māori and whānau. Whānau rely on Iwi to liaise with most 

government organisations due to low levels of trust and schools are no exception. Iwi felt that many schools 

still do not recognise or value the legitimacy of mātauranga Māori. They identified that eliminating this was 

the first step to building an effective partnership with Kāhui Ako. For at least two Iwi this started with kaiako 

making a genuine attempt to pronounce tamariki Māori names correctly.  

“We are generally surprised at the lack of knowledge of [Te Tiriti] and how it pertains to modern application.” 

“[We experienced] change resistance from some principals and middle management in schools. [There are] 

long term teachers with bias about Māori and no idea what culturally responsive pedagogy is.” 

“Schools perceive that we are there to help them with their school goals, rather than see that they sit within 

our rohe and can help us achieve our Iwi goals” 

“On the whole, schools will still stick to the overall Western ideology that determines the way they operate.” 

“Principals expectation of what a Rūnanga is or does [is a barrier]. A very insular view on other organisations 

will continue to diminish their school opportunities if they don’t take the time to absorb and understand non-

educational organisations.”    

“Teachers now approach our children and genuinely attempt to pronounce Māori names correctly. If a 

teacher can't even be bothered to pronounce a child's name correctly what does that say about the worth 

that teacher holds for our tamariki?” 

“The whānau find it easier to communicate with Iwi rather than government organisations. They highly rely 

on Iwi support.” 
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Iwi need continuity of funding, and higher funding levels 

An extremely common theme in feedback from Iwi was the difficulty of building and maintaining relationships 

with the limited resources available to them. Respondents appreciated the funding that had been made 

available for these collaboration projects, but many felt that the funding did not fully compensate them for the 

work involved in the projects, and many felt genuine partnership work could not continue without purposeful 

investment in sustainable systemic resourcing.  

“Despite our strong relationship with the Kāhui Ako, nearly all of the work our hapū members do in the 

schools is not recompensed”  

“It makes a huge difference if Iwi are resourced to contribute, guide, and actively participate in decision 

making”  

“Adequate funding is a key to effecting positive change – not the only one but an important one”  

“[I] believe that more resourcing should be made available to Iwi so that sufficient capacity and capability is 

available to work with more than one Kāhui Ako.” 

“We have distributed what I think are excellent Iwi resources - 8 booklets - funding provided by the MOE has 

been really appreciated. But we do not have the funding for hard copies given our population.” 

“The Iwi would enjoy the opportunity to access resources including funding to co-design with the Kāhui Ako a 

comprehensive educational strategy that prioritizes and promotes rich language (Te Reo) development.” 

Iwi respondents felt positive about Kāhui Ako partnerships, and need them to continue 

Despite the above challenges, without prompting, almost all respondents advocated for the collaboration 

work (and associated resource) to continue. A dominant theme was that initial lessons have been learned by 

both sides of the collaborative relationship, and momentum was building. Many Iwi felt that more time was 

needed to realise aspirations for learners. For others, there were still substantial challenges that needed to 

be overcome, but Iwi felt that they were surmountable.  

“We haven't had enough time for any of our Kāhui Ako to achieve our Iwi goals or aspirations as we are still 

at the level of identifying what schools can achieve and how they can achieve.  We have only had a 3 year 

period with them to date and we are only starting to move on kaupapa now”.  

“Keep going, we are nearly there with being established and making progress on our priorities”  

“Please keep it and don’t let it become a good idea that gets changed or ditched. Please please.”  

“The relationship experience we have with our Kāhui Ako is very positive and has seen successes achieved. 

It worries us that this review and the tenor of some of the questions, suggest there are changes afoot and 

that Kāhui Ako might not be the same as they currently are at the end of this review period. The risk is that 

this review might undo much of the good work we have achieved in our Kura and Centres to date.” 

“The reasons for the ākonga and whānau benefitting is because we are seeing Māori students achieve 

success (as Māori) in all the schools we are working in. The work now is to ensure that far more of our 

tamariki/rangatahi achieve this success” 

Conclusion  

Iwi responded promptly and comprehensively to our request for feedback in a survey on the Iwi Partnering 

with Kāhui Ako collaboration funding and we now understand that, for most Iwi, the grants have enabled 

them to engage with Kāhui Ako and individual kura/schools and ECE centres to contribute to positive 

education outcomes in their rohe. Iwi felt that their partnership with the Kāhui Ako facilitated tamariki Māori 

and whānau educational success as Māori. Most Iwi were enthusiastic for this investment to continue to 

ensure they did not lose valuable progress in their partnerships with Kāhui Ako. Iwi articulated that to further 

enable the partnerships, and tamariki Māori education success as Māori, kura/schools and ECE centres 

need to significantly increase their cultural capability beyond a few key individuals. 
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