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Setting up a Pacific bilingual or 
immersion unit in your school 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You are able to set up a Pacific bilingual or immersion unit or classroom at your school. This guide 
sets out information on setting up a unit, including: 

What is bilingual and immersion education? Page 

What is the process for setting up a Pacific bilingual or immersion unit? Page 3 

Things to consider in setting up a Pacific bilingual or immersion unit Pages 4-6 

Things to consider in running a Pacific bilingual / immersion unit Pages 6-7 

Where to get support Page 7-8 

What else do you need to know to set up a unit? Page 8 

What will happen when you set up a unit? Page 9 
 

  

Being bilingual and bi-literate has long term positive effects for children, particularly for the 
wellbeing and educational success of learners.  
Pacific languages have a special role in the education system. For many Pacific 
communities, having the opportunity to use and learn through their first, home or community 
language in schools is really important. Setting up a Pacific bilingual or immersion unit is a 
way to respond to the needs and aspirations of Pacific families and communities in your 
school. 
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What is bilingual and immersion education? 
 

Bilingual education means teaching in two languages with both used as a medium of instruction and 
to deliver curriculum content. Pacific bilingual and immersion education use a Pacific language for 
at least 51% of the class time to access curriculum content.  

A bilingual or immersion unit is a class/programme at a school that provides bilingual or immersion 
education.  

The Ministry uses the following definitions:  

• Immersion education uses a Pacific language as the medium of instruction for 81% or 
more of the time. This is also referred to as Level 1 on the Language Immersion Programme 
scale.  

 

• Bilingual education uses a Pacific language as the medium of instruction for at least 51% 
of the time. This is also referred to as Level 2 on the Language Immersion Programme 
scale. The Ministry measures the proportion of time a class is taught in two languages 
through school roll returns and records the language immersion level. 
 

This is different to Pacific language learning, where a language is taught as a subject or is used as 
a medium of instruction 50% of the time or less. These programmes are measured at Levels 3-5 on 
the Language Immersion Programme scale: 

Level Pacific Language by Immersion Level 

3 31-50% of class time – more than 7.5 and up to 12.5 hours per week 

4 12-30% of class time – more than 3 and up to 7.5 hours a week 

5 Where students are learning a Pacific language as a separate subject at the Primary level 
(Years 1-8) for a minimum of 15 hours a year or at secondary level (Years 9-15) for a 
minimum of 20 hours a year 

 

Pacific languages programmes equivalent to Levels 3-5 on the Language Immersion Programme 
scale are not considered bilingual and immersion education programmes.  

You can find more information about these definitions in the School Roll Return Guidelines on 
pages 47-48 here. 

We expect bilingual and immersion units to be delivering teaching and learning across the 
curriculum in a bilingual or immersion setting at school. This is not the same as Pacific language 
programmes or second language learning programmes, classes and subjects, where the learning is 
the learning of a language as a second language, not as the main medium to access the curriculum. 

 

https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/206140/2021-School-Roll-Return-Guidelines-v1.1.pdf
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What is the process for setting up a Pacific 
bilingual or immersion unit? 

 

If you are thinking of starting a unit, you can get in touch with the Ministry by talking with your 
education advisor at your local Ministry regional office. 

You can also let us know in the July Roll Return Supplementary Survey that you’re considering 
opening a unit in the following school year. 

There are some considerations and factors you will need to consider and work through [see pages 
4-7 below]. The Ministry can support you with this.  

The Ministry has some expectations around what a Pacific bilingual and immersion unit looks like: 

• A Pacific bilingual or immersion unit is a bilingual education programme, using a Pacific 
language and another language.  
 

• Both languages are used as a medium of instruction and to deliver curriculum content 
across the breadth and depth of the curriculum. 

 

• The Pacific language is used as the medium of instruction for at least 51% of the time. A 
bilingual and immersion unit is teaching in a Pacific language for the time equivalent to a 
Level 1 or Level 2 immersion programme. This looks like: 

 

Level Pacific bilingual and immersion: curriculum taught in a Pacific language (Level 
1 and 2) 

1 Immersion 81–100% of the time, i.e. for more than 20 and up to 25 hours 
per week  

2  Bilingual  51–80% of the total time, i.e. for more than 12.5 and up to 20 
hours per week  

 

Please note Level 3 -5 Pacific languages programmes are not considered bilingual and immersion 
education and are not eligible for additional operational funding.  

See pages 47-48 of the School Roll Return Guidelines here for more information. 

 
• The Pacific language used is an indigenous language from the Pacific region. This includes 

te reo Māori Kūki ‘Āirani | Cook Islands Māori, gagana Tokelau | Tokelauan, vagahau Niue | 
Niuean, gagana Sāmoa | Samoan, lea faka Tonga | Tongan, Vosa vaka-Viti | Fijian, te gana 
Tuvalu | Tuvaluan, te taetae ni Kiribati | Kiribati and Fäeag Rotųam | Rotuman. 

 

https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/206140/2021-School-Roll-Return-Guidelines-v1.1.pdf


4 
 

Things to consider in setting up a Pacific 
bilingual or immersion unit  

 

You should consider the following things when working to establish a Pacific bilingual or immersion 
unit:  

Aspirations of school community 

• What are the needs and aspirations of your families and communities? How do they want to 
see their languages reflected at the school? How would a bilingual unit support this? How 
can we channel the needs from your community effectively? 
 

• What is the language background of learners and families? Is the target language the first 
language or home language of some learners? What about other learners?  
 

• As Boards may have special relationship with local hapū and iwi, Boards may also wish to 
establish relationship with local Pacific communities, churches, and organisations to 
understand the needs of learners and families and to contribute to the design of the 
localised curriculum for the unit. 

 

Pathway of unit in the school 

• How many families and parents would want to enrol their students in a unit? How many 
students might you be looking at having in a unit/class? You may wish to combine year 
groups/age groups to have enough students in a class. 
 

• How many learners from Pacific language programmes, such as Pacific language early 
learning services or primary school bilingual units, flow into your school? What are the 
Pacific bilingual learning pathways outside of your school? How can you support a 
continuous pathway for Pacific language learning? 
 

• How this links to any current enrolment schemes for your school.  You may wish to consider 
establishing the programme as a special programme if your school has an enrolment 
scheme. This can help support your programme to keep running if your school experiences 
roll growth.  

 

Suitable staff for the Unit 

• A bilingual unit needs to have teachers who are bilingual and who understanding bilingual 
education. Is the Board confident that it will be able to employ suitable staff?  

 
• The leadership oversight of a bilingual unit also needs to be considered. How will the 

Board/Senior Management Team make sure there is a voice at the leadership table to 
influence and ensure support for a bilingual unit? 
 

• How will these staff be supported? How can the Board/Senior Management Team ensure they 
provide bilingual teachers with bilingual specific professional learning and development? 

https://www.education.govt.nz/school/new-zealands-network-of-schools/about-enrolment-schemes/considering-proposing-and-establishing-an-enrolment-scheme/#sh-enrolment%20scheme
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Senior management team would also need to consider what the PLD programme would look 
like for bilingual teachers, for example participating in both PLD for English medium and 
bilingual education settings.  
 

• How is the Board/Senior Management Team going to support these staff to ensure that they 
are part of the whole school staff, but also able to access support from teachers in other units 
at other schools? 

 

Suitable Property space 

• Does the school have suitable property for a Pacific bilingual and immersion unit? Is there 
space for a separate classroom or learning space?  
 

• How can this connect to the rest of the school, so the unit is included in the wider school 
community? 

 

Support from the staff 

• When a new unit is established there may be small student numbers in the unit.  The 
Board/Senior Management Team will need to manage its classroom allocation, class size 
and teacher allocation across the whole school, and this may mean that classes outside of 
the unit will be larger than usual. This may be the case until the roll numbers in the unit 
grow.  Staff would need to be supportive of this and to understand why this is happening. 
Senior management team would also need to be proactive to mitigate any conflict or ill 
feeling among staff as they may perceive the smaller class numbers as unfair and bilingual 
teachers as receiving special treatment. 
 

• The staff would also need to be supportive of changes to how the school does things, for 
example integration of Pacific languages across the school, participation in cultural events, 
work to partner with Pacific families and communities.   

 

Support from the Board  

• Having a Pacific bilingual and immersion unit within a school enhances the character of a 
school. This means that the school may change how it does things, like how it partners with 
communities and how it organises its events. The Board needs to be supportive of this and 
committed to having a unit.  

 

• The Board would need to plan how it would integrate all students in the school in different 
units and programmes, to make sure students in English medium and Pacific bilingual and 
immersion units are connected as part of the same school.  
 

• Would the Board work to change the structure of its board membership to include 
representatives from Pacific families and communities around Pacific bilingual and 
immersion education?  
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Support from the school community 

• Is there support from the community for a Pacific bilingual or immersion unit in general? 
Making sure the school community understands the benefits of bilingualism and bilingual 
education is a key factor. 

 

Things to consider in running a Pacific 
bilingual / immersion unit  

 

There are some key pedagogical and practice considerations in running a quality bilingual or 
immersion unit. 

Things you should consider are: 

• Programmes are additive and focus on the value of bilingual education and bilingualism 
 

• Provision begins in a target Pacific language, with emphasis on the target language for early 
years 
 

• The target Pacific language is used as the medium of instruction at least 51% of the time 
 

• The second language is introduced in a scaffolded way, with some exposure, and move to 
explicit academic instruction 
 

• Language separation occurs to allow for language development 
 

• All teachers are bilingual and teachers have capability in bilingual and immersion education  
 

• Classroom culture aligns with target language 
 

• Families and communities are involved as partners of learning  
 

There is lots of good New Zealand-based research and guidance on what quality Pacific bilingual 
and immersion education looks like that unpacks these ideas further.  

You can find information on the following Ministry of Education and ERO sites: 

Find out what good practice in bilingual 
education looks like 

Research to understand the features of quality Pacific 
bilingual education: Review of best practice by 
Professor Stephen May, 2019 

Bilingual | Immersion education: Indicators of good 
practice by Stephen May, Richard Hill and Sarah 
Tiakiwai 2004 

Te Toi Huarewa, effective strategies and materials in 
Māori medium by R. Bishop, M. Berryman and C. 
Richardson, 2001 

file://moe.govt.nz/Shares/ECREGroup/S%20Pasifika/Budget/Budget%202021/Pacific%20bilingual%20and%20immersion%20units%20in%20schools/Implementation/Research%20to%20understand%20the%20features%20of%20quality%20Pacific%20bilingual%20education:%20Review%20of%20best%20practices%20|%20Education%20Counts
file://moe.govt.nz/Shares/ECREGroup/S%20Pasifika/Budget/Budget%202021/Pacific%20bilingual%20and%20immersion%20units%20in%20schools/Implementation/Research%20to%20understand%20the%20features%20of%20quality%20Pacific%20bilingual%20education:%20Review%20of%20best%20practices%20|%20Education%20Counts
file://moe.govt.nz/Shares/ECREGroup/S%20Pasifika/Budget/Budget%202021/Pacific%20bilingual%20and%20immersion%20units%20in%20schools/Implementation/Research%20to%20understand%20the%20features%20of%20quality%20Pacific%20bilingual%20education:%20Review%20of%20best%20practices%20|%20Education%20Counts
file://moe.govt.nz/Shares/ECREGroup/S%20Pasifika/Budget/Budget%202021/Pacific%20bilingual%20and%20immersion%20units%20in%20schools/Implementation/Te%20Toi%20Huarewa%20|%20Education%20Counts
file://moe.govt.nz/Shares/ECREGroup/S%20Pasifika/Budget/Budget%202021/Pacific%20bilingual%20and%20immersion%20units%20in%20schools/Implementation/Te%20Toi%20Huarewa%20|%20Education%20Counts
file://moe.govt.nz/Shares/ECREGroup/S%20Pasifika/Budget/Budget%202021/Pacific%20bilingual%20and%20immersion%20units%20in%20schools/Implementation/Te%20Toi%20Huarewa%20|%20Education%20Counts
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Find out more about teaching practices to 
support Pacific bilingual learners 

Language Enhancing the Achievement of Pasifika 
resource (LEAP) 

Learn more about the theory behind first and 
second language acquisition 

Findings from Ministry of Education language 
acquisition forum in 2003 

Learn more about what’s happening in Pacific 
bilingual units in New Zealand 

ERO 2019 report on  
Current Provision of Pacific Bilingual Education 

Use the Action Plan for Pacific Education 
2020-2030 and supporting resources to 
understand the needs and aspirations of your 
communities 

Action Plan for Pacific Education 

 
Where to get support 

 
You can get support to develop and run a Pacific bilingual and immersion unit. 
 
Professional learning and development 
 
Schools will be able to access specific PLD for teachers in a Pacific bilingual unit. We hope to have 
support available from term two 2022 and more information will be available around soon.  
In the meantime, you can also get support through Regionally Allocated PLD. When using the 
Facilitator Database to look for your PLD hours to facilitators, you can identify bilingual education as 
a priority and look for facilitators with experience in bilingual education and build understanding and 
developing skills in bilingual education into your PLD plan. 
 
Regionally Allocated PLD is available to support bilingual education – when creating your proposal, 
select Local Curriculum Design as the PLD priority and highlight the opportunity for the PLD in your 
school.  When PLD hours have been allocated, use the Facilitator Database on the PLD website to 
search for facilitators with specialism in bilingual education.  
 
Access to curriculum resources 
 
The Ministry develops and distributes some bilingual and immersion curriculum resources. 
Resources are currently available in through Te Kete Ipurangi here.  
 
These can be accessed through Down the Back of the Chair through their website, email 
orders@thechair.minedu.govt.nz, or phoning 0800 660 662. 
 
There may also be some helpful resources made by groups in your community. You can also apply 
to the Pacific Education Innovation Fund for funding to develop resources and tools. More 
information is available here.    
 
Connecting with units and groups 
 
There may be lots of experience and expertise around setting up and running a Pacific bilingual unit 
in your area. We can help you connect with existing units and schools.  

file://moe.govt.nz/Shares/ECREGroup/S%20Pasifika/Budget/Budget%202021/Pacific%20bilingual%20and%20immersion%20units%20in%20schools/Implementation/LEAP%20/%20Home%20-%20Pasifika%20(tki.org.nz)
file://moe.govt.nz/Shares/ECREGroup/S%20Pasifika/Budget/Budget%202021/Pacific%20bilingual%20and%20immersion%20units%20in%20schools/Implementation/LEAP%20/%20Home%20-%20Pasifika%20(tki.org.nz)
https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/pacific/5171
https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/pacific/5171
https://ero.govt.nz/our-research/current-provision-of-pacific-bilingual-education
https://ero.govt.nz/our-research/current-provision-of-pacific-bilingual-education
https://conversation.education.govt.nz/conversations/action-plan-for-pacific-education/
https://pld.education.govt.nz/
https://pld.education.govt.nz/find-a-facilitator/facilitators/
https://www.thechair.co.nz/login/moe-thechair
https://conversation.education.govt.nz/conversations/action-plan-for-pacific-education/pacific-education-funds/
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There are also some national teacher and education groups and collectives who can support you, 
including: 
 

• FAGASĀ- Organisation for teaching and learning Samoan Language 
• Fotu o Malama- Association for teachers of Samoan language at secondary and tertiary 

sectors in New Zealand. 
• ATTA- Tongan Teachers group for secondary teachers 

 
There may also be regional teacher and education groups and collectives who can support you, 
including Auckland Samoan Bilingual Education Group (ASBEC).  
 
Apply for funding  
 
You can apply for funding from the Pacific Education Innovation Fund to develop a Pacific bilingual 
or immersion unit or to help expand your unit and support innovative practices.  You can find more 
information here.  
 
Ministry support 
 
You can talk with your education advisor to get support. They will connect you to the right people at 
the Ministry to support you. They can also connect you with other schools or early learning services 
in your region who may have experience in Pacific bilingual and immersion education.  
 

What else do you need to know to set up a 
unit? 

You should let the Ministry know you are planning to open a unit 

You should let your education adviser know that you are planning on opening a unit.    

You can let us know that you plan to open a unit via the July Roll Return Supplementary Survey. 
This means that we will add you to relevant mailing lists about Pacific medium education and we 
can start using the data for planning purposes. This will not provide you with payment in advance of 
the unit opening. 

  

https://conversation.education.govt.nz/conversations/action-plan-for-pacific-education/pacific-education-funds/
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What will happen when you set up a unit? 
 

Access to operational grant component funding 

When your unit is running and has students enrolled, operational grant component funding is 
available to support the unit.1  

Payments will be made through the standard operational grant payment processes. All state and 
state integrated schools are eligible for funding from January 2022 if they meet the criteria. Ongoing 
payments in future years will be based on roll return data, in the same way as other operational 
grant components. Payments will be included in the usual quarterly operational funding payments.  

When you open a unit, the data will be collected in the latest school roll return and you will be paid 
later in the year, based on the regular payment schedule. If you begin your programme in January 
and submit your roll return in March, you will receive funding backdated to January. Funding will be 
provided in April if you submit your March roll return in time, otherwise you might have to wait until 
July.  

You can find more info on the Operational funding components – Education in New Zealand 
website, including a Factsheet-and-FAQ.pdf (education.govt.nz) 

You can also find out more information by contacting the Resourcing mailbox 
on resourcing@education.govt.nz.  
 
For more information on roll return requirements: see Roll returns (monitoring)  
 

Participation in school audit process 

Alongside the regular school roll audit process, schools that have included students in Pacific 
bilingual and immersion programmes in their roll returns may be audited to ensure programmes are 
funded at the correct level. 

 
Schools that have included Pacific and bilingual immersion students in their roll returns may be 
audited to ensure programmes are funded at the correct level and meet resourcing and student 
eligibility requirements. Audits of Pacific and bilingual immersion student roll return submissions will 
consider the calculation method used by schools and any student management system subject and 
timetable information.  
 
Where a roll audit adjustment is identified, the school is then funded on the audited roll numbers 
and funding adjustments are made in a future instalment of their operational funding. Auditors meet 
with representatives of schools before audits are completed and give the opportunity for schools to 
provide any mitigating information relating to proposed audit adjustments. The school is then 
notified in writing of the outcome of the roll audit and has the right to appeal any audit decisions.   
 
For more information on resourcing audits: see Resourcing Audits.  
 

 

 
1 From January 2022 

https://www.education.govt.nz/school/funding-and-financials/resourcing/operational-funding/operational-funding-components/#Pacificbilingual
https://assets.education.govt.nz/public/Factsheet-and-FAQ.pdf
mailto:resourcing@education.govt.nz
https://www.education.govt.nz/school/funding-and-financials/resourcing/roll-returns-monitoring/
https://www.education.govt.nz/school/funding-and-financials/resourcing/roll-returns-monitoring/resourcing-audits/
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