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Education Report: School ventilation approach under COVID-19 

To: Hon Chris Hipkins 
Minister of Education 

Date: 19 November 2019 Priority: Medium 

Security Level: In Confidence METIS No: 1277412 

Key Contact: Sam Fowler DDI: 04 463 7744 

Messaging seen by 
Communications team: No Round Robin: No 

Purpose 

This report provides you with a coordinated approach to ensuring students receive face-to-
face education in appropriately ventilated teaching spaces – in line with public health 
expectations.  

Summary 

• The decision to progress with a return to face-to-face teaching while regions are still
under level 3 restrictions is consistent with public health advice.  This includes the
recommendation that the entire school population does not to return at the same time.

• As there is still COVID-19 in the community under level 3, there is a genuine concern
that a COVID-19 positive person could be in a classroom at any point in time, and that
steps need to be taken to limit the transmission risk within the school environment.

• The Ministry is taking a layered approach to the protective behaviours and systems that
are being introduced to deliver education while managing down the risks of transmission.
This reflects the importance of vaccination and management layers, ahead of ventilation
and air treatment technologies.

• The important contribution of ventilation is air flow.  Defining a path of air flow ensures
that exhalled air spends minimial time in the room before it exits the building and is
replaced by fresh air coming in.

• There are three phases within our ventilation approach:
o ensure that schools returning to face-to-face teaching under level 3 can identify and

consistently use the best ventilated teaching spaces;
o motivate schools currently delivering face-to-face teaching under level 2 to review

their ventilation and adjust their thinking on risk management approaches; and
o prepare for 2022, including the scenario that all schools under the traffic light system

may have different levels of COVID-19 in the community, and the concern this may
generate amongst staff, students and parents.
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• To ensure all schools have well ventilated teaching spaces for 2022, the Ministry are 

working on property solutions and are determining the need for supplementary air 
treatment approaches, in the acknowledgement of the longer international manufacture 
and delivery timeframes. 
 

Recommended Actions  

 
 
The Ministry recommends that you: 
 

a. note that to support a return to face-to-face teaching under level 3, and to assist future 
teaching situations where there is COVID-19 present in the community, the Ministry is 
reviewing the physical ventillation of schools and teaching spaces; 

 
b. note the Ministry is taking a layered approach to the protective behaviours and systems 

to lower the risk of transmission and this includes vaccination and management layers, 
in addition to ventilation and air treatment technologies; 

 
c. note that the intention of well-ventilated spaces is to ensure that exhaled air spends 

minimal time in the room before it exits the building and is replaced by air coming in; 
 
d. note that the proposed approach is to address school ventilation in the following phases: 

• ensure that schools returning to face-to-face teaching under level 3 can identify and 
consistently use the best ventilated teaching spaces 

• motivate schools currently delivering face-to-face teaching under level 2 to review 
their ventilation and adjust their thinking on risk management approaches 

• prepare for 2022, including the scenario that all schools under the traffic light system 
may have different levels of COVID-19 in the community, and the concern this may 
generate amongst staff, students and parents 

 
d. note that while the Ministry will work to ensure the ventilation of school property, there 

may be a case for supplementary air treatment solutions as an extra layer of protection 
in some circumstances; 

 
e. agree that the Ministry pursue opportunities to identify, negotiate and prepare to order 

appropriate air treatments solutions now – given the delivery and production times, these 
might only arrive in the first quarter of the 2022 school year; 

 
     Agree / Disagree 

 
f. note that the Ministry will provide you (by the end of November) with a costed work 

programme including further details of our intended order (in numbers and cost) and 
implementation plan; and 

 
Proactive release 
 

g. agree that once decisions are made, this Education Report can be proactively released. 
 

Agree / Disagree 
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Scott Evans 
Hautū | Deputy Secretary  
Hanganga, Matihiko | Infrastructure & Digital 
 
 
19/11/2021 
 
 
 
 
 
Hon Chris Hipkins  
Minister of Education  
 
 
__/__/____  
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Background 

1. In the past, if New Zealand has had COVID-19 in the community, our response has been 
to close schools and move into national or regional lockdowns.  This has ensured there 
has been minimal (if any) chance for transmission to occur through schools or education 
sites, however it has necessitated offsite responses to maintain the continuity of 
teaching and learning. 

 
2. As we are now moving towards the next phase of responding to COVID-19, we will 

increasingly see schools and other education sites continuing the delivery of face-to-
face learning during periods where there is an active presence of COVID-19 in the 
community.   

 
3. To maximise the safety of both staff and students during these uncertain times, the 

Ministry and the education system in general are working together to implement a 
layered approach of protections. These layers will cumulatively strengthen our ability to 
minimise the spread of the virus. This paper seeks to place the tangible infrastructure 
interventions within the context of the much wider protections being introduced in the 
schooling sector. 

 
 
The layered approach 

4. While there is no single way to keep COVID-19 out of schools, the global evidence that 
has accumulated from education systems on how to minimise transmissions has 
provided us with strong indicators of approaches to take.   

 
5. The layered approach below identifies that (as with many sectors across New Zealand) 

vaccinations provide the first line of defence in ensuring a protective and robust 
environment for education continuity. 

 
6. The management layer is the widest and most effective way to minimise transmission. 

This takes a public health approach to changing and adapting personal and professional 
behaviours to reduce the chances of transmission.  Over time these practices will 
become part of the new normal, but in their initial implementation it may take some time 
for staff and students to start to respond automatically. 
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naturally ventilated spaces. This estimate can be further improved with management 
practices like opening windows, limiting strenuous activities, reducing occupancy and 
instituting regular out-of-classroom breaks. 

 
11. We also estimate that there may be up to 10% of our teaching spaces where additional 

property interventions and behavioural practices in usage can easily turn them into 
spaces that present low risk.  We expect that feedback from schools and additional 
modelling will help us refine this early estimate. 

 
12. The remainder of internal spaces may need systemic changes to their engineering or 

design to sustainably meet the protective expectations of teaching with the ever-present 
risk of COVID-19 in the community.  We will need to assess and balance the demand 
versus the cost when developing ventilation solutions for these spaces. We will work 
with schools to schedule targeted work for the Christmas holiday break.  
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external community transmission rates, and that despite the layered approach events of 
transmission at school will occur. 
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