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The provision of state education systems is a comparatively recent 
phenomenon. In New Zealand, the national primary school system began 
with the passing of the 1877 Education Act, while a national network of 
secondary schools emerged gradually in the years that followed. Today, in 
New Zealand as elsewhere in the developed countries, attendance at 
primary school and the first two or three years of secondary school is close 
to 100 per cent. Schooling then becomes a powerful tool, not only for the 
transmission of knowledge, but also in the development of attitudes, 
values and beliefs. Sometimes these values are incorporated openly into 
the programme of the school, as with the moral education programmes in 
Japan'; sometimes they are conveyed much more subtly, to the extent that 
many teachers as well as students are quite unaware of what is happening.2 

The children of migrants regularly arrive in schools where both the range 
and content of knowledge, and the cultural beliefs and expectations, are 
quite different from those of their home country. As well, they very often 
have the major problem of acquiring this new learning in a language of 
instruction which is not their native tongue. It is clear, of course, that a 
wide range of situations occurs within any one country. Migrants can 
arrive with similar or very different cultural backgrounds, with more or 
less of the new language, and with most or virtually none of the knowledge 
required to function well in the new school system. The key, however, is 
the ability to function adequately in the new language. 

Language learning in adolescents 

One of the most pervasive myths in the field of language learning is that 
only children can learn a new language easily and effectively. 'Myth' is the 
appropriate term, as all available published studies in recent years show 
that adults and adolescents learn faster and more effectively than 

* This article is a revised version of a paper presented at the Fourteenth Annual 
Conference of the Australian and New Zealand Comparative and International 
Education Society, Queensland University, 1-5 December, 1986. 
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children.3 Another myth that appears to be dying hard is the notion that 
school-age language learners need to get as much exposure as possible to 
the new language. This second myth has been challenged as review after 
review shows that, when appropriate conditions are met, bilingualism may 
be achieved and maintained without any adverse effects on general 
academic achievement. In fact, there may be major advantages in 
retaining the first language as a medium of instruction during at least the 
early stages of schooling in the new culture.4 

This whole area, however, remains complex. Edwards5 questions the 
assumption that language maintenance is necessary (as opposed to 
desirable), and even if some may find his argument faulty or objectionable, 
he at least poses the question as to whether some migrant groups might 
prefer the material advantages of assimilation to the cultural security of 
language maintenance. What Edwards appears to play down is the strong 
possibility that a migrant group might have both. 

A further problem lies in deciding the best way(s) in which to teach migrant 
groups the dominant language of the new country. There are now 
considerable doubts about a policy of submersion, in which the newly 
arrived student is merely placed in a class full of native speakers of the new 
language, so that rapid assimilation can supposedly take place.6 Neverthe-
less, when the numbers of speakers.of a second language are small, there is 
a major practical difficulty in setting up special classes for specific groups. 
This is the case in New Zealand, even though most migrants settle in 
Wellington or Auckland.7 Even if this is possible, there are some doubts 
over the desirability of withdrawing newly arrived students from the 
programmes which give them exposure to both the knowledge and culture 
they presumably need in order to function effectively in their new country, 
only to place them with other students from their original culture. 

A different, but equally awkward situation can arise when mixed groups of 
migrants are placed in the same language class. In New Zealand, there is 
normally no problem in having groups from several Pacific Island cultures 
in the same class, but imagine the possible difficulties when the same class 
contains Israelis and Arabs, Afghans and Soviets, Iranians and Iraquis.s 

It seems clear, therefore, that while progress is being made in terms of 
understanding second language learning and bilingualism in adolescents, 
there are still issues of real importance for school systems who receive 
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migrants into their secondary schools.9 

Policies and practice 

A variety of policies have been used by nations to deal with migrant 
education. These tend to parallel the ways in which writers like Gibson, 
Watson and Smolicz10 have conceptualised the broader field of multi-
culturalism and multicultural education. An examination of such work 
suggests there are three major ways in which migrant students are treated 
in the school system. 

1. The host country makes a conscious effort to assimilate the new 
arrivals into the dominant language and culture. 

2. The cultures of the new arrivals are actively encouraged by the school 
system, sometimes backed by laws. 

3. The new arrivals are treated in an ad hoc way, with different groups 
sometimes receiving different treatment (which includes the possibility 
of 'no treatment'). 

The first approach is typically that of the United States in the period of 
mass European migration. It is not so easy to find a clear example of the 
second approach, but Sweden has since 1975 recognised in law the rights of 
migrants in terms of language and culture." An early sign of a nation's 
determination here may well be the fostering of and government aid to 
ethnic schools.12 New Zealand may be seen as an example of the third 
approach, and it is to that country's policies that I now turn. 

The New Zealand scene 

New Zealand has a population of a little over three and a quarter million.13 

Of this figure, about 9 per cent are classified as Maori, although it is often 
claimed that this figure underestimates the number of people who feel a 
strong affinity culturally with the Maori people. Virtually all the Maori 
population speak English, and there are only a handful of bilingual schools 
in the country.I4 There is some difficulty in putting figures on the ethnicity 
of other groups, because census data is collected in terms of birthplace 
rather than ethnic or cultural affiliation. For example, there were quite 
large numbers of Dutch who migrated to New Zealand after the Second 
World War, and after the creation of Indonesia as a separate state. 
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Estimates of how many 'Dutch' there are in New Zealand range quite 
widely. Similarly, the 1981 census data show a little over 24,000 people in 
New Zealand were born in Samoa, but it is known that almost half of all 
Pacific Islanders living in this country were born in New Zealand.15 This 
suggests that there are at least 35,000-40,000 Samoans, most of them living 
in Auckland and Wellington. Information on language use and language 
ability of such groups is at best piecemeal and at worst non-existent.16 

The language of school instruction is, then, almost exclusively English. 
Apart from the native language, Maori, the major foreign languages 
taught are French, German, Japanese and Latin, with a handful of schools 
and students studying other languages.17 The only bilingual schools 
officially recognised as such are nine primary schools, all of them bilingual 
in Maori and English. A few other primary schools and secondary schools 
have bilingual units or classes, but again these are conducted in Maori and 
English. 

When migrant families arrive in New Zealand, they do not have extensive 
provisions for language learning offered to them. Refugees usually receive 
six weeks language and cultural adjustment programmes in a reception 
centre at Mangere, Auckland. These programmes are currently being 
upgraded (1987) and it is planned to extend them to other migrant groups. 
There is no policy which formally allocates staff for English as a second 
language (ESL), to schools, though many schools have found some sort of 
provision to be necessary. In the whole of Auckland, a city which has been 
labelled the largest Polynesian city in the world, there is one special 
language unit for primary ESL students. There is similarly one double unit 
taking secondary ESL students. One section of this double unit takes 
students from Indochina (normally refugees); the larger section is known 
as the English Language Teaching Unit (ELTU), and it takes students from 
all other countries, but in practice mainly from the Pacific Islands. The 
Asian language unit is in fact a 'temporary' measure, and is funded on a 
yearly basis for as long as refugees arrive from Indochina. Only a tiny 
proportion of recent arrivals manage to enter these units, which cater for 
no more than about eighty students at one time. 

A case study: the ELTU 

It was against this background of uncertainty about migrant language 
needs that the Education Department commissioned and funded a 
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research contract to evaluate the work of the English Language Teaching 
Unit (ELTU) at Mount Roskill Grammar School, Auckland. The data and 
discussion which follow are based on that study, which began in late 1985. 
The results are due to be presented to the Education Department in 
October, 1987. 

The ELTU was opened in 1975 following representations in the Auckland 
area to the Department of Education about the growing needs of newly 
arrived students with little or no English. It was envisaged that the Unit 
would be the prototype of several to be established as the needs extended; 
in fact, no other Unit for secondary students has been established, apart 
from the Asian Language Unit, a one-room addition on the same school 
site. 

The ELTU is a three-room, three-teacher Unit which takes a maximum of 
thirty-six students at one time. The students are drawn from a pool of 
thirty-eight secondary schools in Auckland. From the beginning, the Unit 
has made it a policy to select students who are recent arrivals, who are in no 
more than the second year of secondary school, and who could reasonably 
be expected to profit in terms of likely later success in the New Zealand 
examination system. This means in practice that students with no English 
actually have less chance of being selected. Selection is made in two stages: 
the home schools select those students they think are most appropriate 
according to the ELTU criteria; then the Unit staff visit the home school 
and use an interview, informal testing and contact with the student's home 
before making the final decision. The students now stay in the Unit for up 
to a year, with only those able to cope reasonably well being sent back to 
the home schools during the year. 

The ELTU is situated in the grounds of a fairly large Auckland co
educational secondary school, Mount Roskill Grammar School (MRGS) 
and the Unit staff were appointed as full permanent members of MRGS. 
Two of the three staff have completed the Diploma in the Teaching of 
English as a Second Language from the English Language Institute of 
Victoria University of Wellington. One teacher, the head of the Unit, is a 
Maori woman; one is a Samoan man, and the third a Tongan woman. The 
first two have been teaching in the Unit for some years; the third is a new 
appointment in 1987. 
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Methodology 

The purpose of the evaluation called for by the Department of Education 
was twofold: to review the work of the Unit after ten years of operation"* 
and to establish guidelines for future policy. To attempt to satisfy this dual 
aim, the decision was made to conduct an interactive case study1'*, 
involving the teachers in the Unit as part of the research team. This 
involvement was aimed both at better co-operation and, more 
importantly, to enable ongoing changes to be made in the operation of the 
Unit during the study as a result of mutually agreed perceptions of 
problems. As part of this approach, there was a clear understanding that 
the teaching ability of the teachers themselves was not an object of 
evaluation, even if the programme as a whole might be an important focus. 

A number of other approaches to data collection were made with a view to 
getting the widest possible view of the work of the ELTU. The following 
summarises the major components of the study. 

1. Monitoring of the selection procedures, by means of questionnaires 
and checklists. 

2. Observation of ELTU lessons. 
3. Extended discussions with the ELTU staff. 
4. Interviews with the Principal, Deputy Principal, Senior Mistress (who 

acts as Liaison person with the Unit), a number of Heads of 
Department and specialist teachers at MRGS. 

5. Interviews with two or three staff at each of the thirty-eight contribu-
ting or home schools. The interviews were with the school principal, 
the guidance counsellor and the person appointed as liaison person 
with the ELTU (if that was not one of the first-named). 

6. Interviews with senior officers in the Department of Education in 
Head Office, Wellington, and in the Northern Regional Office, 
Auckland. 

7. Interviews with staff at the English Language Institute, Victoria 
University of Wellington, and at the New Zealand Council for 
Educational Research. 

8. Interviews with relevant staff at the Auckland College of Education 
(the teacher education institution in Auckland). 

9. Interviews with inspectors and advisors working in the area of ESL in 
Auckland. 
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10. Informal testing of the students at entry to and on exit from the ELTU 
programme. This testing included oral and written assessments, one 
part of which asked the students on exit to write about their 
impressions of the Unit itself. 

11. Observations and discussions with teachers in the Asian Language 
Unit at MRGS. 

12. A search of records over the last eleven years to discover trends and 
gather an overview of ethnic groups and schools contributing to the 
ELTU. 

13. Follow-up interviews with the home school teachers and with the ex-
students from the ELTU. This was conducted after the students had 
spent most of the first term, 1987, back in their home schools.20 

14. Interviews with a selection of parents/guardians of students from the 
ELTU. 

15. A random survey of 280 secondary school teachers in Auckland, to get 
their perceptions on needs and policies. 

As the above list indicates, a good deal of the data is being gained from 
interviews. Although the sets of questions vary a little depending on the 
group being interviewed, almost everyone is being asked the same three 
basic questions: the situation in the school/area/nation in terms of ESL 
needs; knowledge of the ELTU and its work; and ideas on the best policy 
directions for ESL in Auckland/New Zealand. Liaison persons in the 
home schools were asked about their own selection and follow-up 
procedures, while the MRGS staff were asked about their contacts with the 
ELTU, along with questions about the culture of the main school and the 
Unit. 

Results: a summary 

The purpose of this article is not to provide a full report on the ELTU and 
its operation. Nevertheless, a review of some of the findings to date will 
help to clarify the discussion to follow. 

First, it is clear that there are large numbers of students in Auckland 
secondary schools who may be classified as ESL students needing 
assistance. Taking only figures where at least two of the home school 
teachers were in agreement, it would appear that more than 1800 such 
students are currently in the home schools. It should be remembered that 
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there are a number of other secondary schools in Auckland who, for a 
variety of reasons, are not linked with the Unit.21 Estimates from officials 
and researchers in Wellington suggest that the national figures for those in 
serious need might be about 3000, while some thousands more might need 
some assistance with formal academic writing in English.22 The size of the 
problem, then, is considerable. It is not surprising that the majority of the 
home school interviewees called for more Units, a specialist teacher in 
every secondary school and training in ESL of some kind for every 
secondary teacher! 

The second important finding is that most of those interviewed in the home 
schools have quite a sound knowledge of the ELTU and its work. Opinions 
in general are favourable, and this is reflected in the finding reported 
above, that most of those interviewed favoured the provision of more 
Units in Auckland. On the other hand, the situation in the home schools 
themselves is something of a mixture. Despite the fact that all thirty-eight 
schools could identify at least some students with ESL needs — and seven 
claimed to have more than 100 such students — a dozen schools have no 
specialist ESL teacher, either full-time or part-time. Only a handful of 
schools have a specialist teacher working fulltime in the area, while one 
school relies entirely on volunteers from the community. It is perhaps 
because of this staff situation that fewer than half the schools who have 
recently had pupils in the Unit have any sort of transition programme for 
those returning to the home school. Furthermore, while most schools 
claimed they did follow up these same students, the responses usually 
suggested an informal check from time to time was the only procedure 
adopted by the majority of schools who responded. 

Results of data collection from MRGS and the ELTU show several areas of 
concern. The Unit itself can be described as spartan with rather old-
fashioned furniture, little carpeting, one long, narrow, dark storage/office 
room, and a kitchen area in one corner of a classroom. Audio-visual 
facilities include a video — in a room which for two years had no curtains 
— but other aids are either absent or very basic (such as overhead 
projectors). Relations between the school and the Unit are affected by the 
fact that the Unit operates almost entirely independently of the rest of the 
school. The staff have morning tea and lunch in the Unit, the students 
continue to wear their home school uniform, and the normal pattern is for 
these students to play together during breaks. The result is that both Unit 
and main school staff tend to feel barriers are raised by the other group, 

75 



despite what is clearly a lot of goodwill in both camps. Thirdly, the Unit 
receives a large number of visitors, often unannounced, and seldom with 
any knowledge or skills to offer in return for the interruption. Fourthly, 
the students from the ELTU had (in 1986) only three sessions a week 
taught by main school teachers (physical education, art and one science 
lesson, taken by the liaison teacher). This means that the Unit staff have 
very little in the way of administrative or preparation time. Given the 
diverse backgrounds and home schools of their students, this results in 
considerable extra time spent during out-of-school hours, particularly 
during the selection and settling-in periods early in the school year. 

The programme of the Unit covers a variety of areas common to the early 
years of New Zealand secondary schooling. The Unit teachers mainly offer 
work in science, English, social studies and mathematics, with a strong bias 
towards skill-building in vocabulary, classroom language and the 
language of textbooks. The atmosphere is quite relaxed, in keeping with 
the fact that the vast majority of students currently come from the Pacific 
Islands. All formal teaching is done in English, and the use of the students' 
first language tends to be limited to occasional remarks, or brief explana
tions from one student to another. As each group of about a dozen 
students commonly comprises members of at least four or five different 
languages, English is usually necessary as a means of communication in the 
classroom. 

Discussion 

Several important implications can be drawn from the case study described 
above. First, the New Zealand Education Department has adopted no 
clear policy in recognition of research which points to the benefits of 
instruction in the migrants' own language. It is fair to add that the 
Department has made an effort to convince teachers that the migrant 
should retain and continue to use the native language in the home.21 

The position is not, of course, a simple one. While New Zealand does have 
trained teachers who are native speakers of the main Pacific Island 
languages spoken by migrants, there are two immediate problems. The 
numbers of migrants from, say, Tokelau may be too small in a region to 
warrant a specialist teacher, or the required minimum might be reached 
only once every four or five years. Where the numbers do warrant a 
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teacher, there can be both school and parent resistance to the notion of 
having, for example, a class of Tongans and a class of Samoans separated 
out from the mainstream of the school.24 These attitudes could perhaps be 
changed if parents and teachers were more aware of the possible benefits 
such an approach could have. 

The New Zealand situation is arguably a problem of size. While neigh
bouring Australia had more than a dozen migrant groups numbering over 
20,000 by 197625, the figure even today in New Zealand would be only three 
— the Dutch, Samoans and Cook Islanders. Many other groups number 
well under 10,000; more importantly, the numbers arriving in any one year 
are not large. With some variations of government policy apparent, there 
is no guarantee that programmes designed for a group in one year would be 
able to continue the next. 

A second point relates directly to current policy. The ELTU takes students 
who can clearly benefit from their programme, but not necessarily those 
who have the greatest need. Meanwhile the schools have all sorts of ad hoc 
arrangements for dealing with new arrivals. There is a serious and urgent 
need for the Department of Education to provide specialist help in the 
schools themselves, whether or not they decide to build more units like the 
ELTU. 

An issue of related concern, moreover, is that it might be argued that the 
ELTU deals with the very students who could probably benefit most from 
specialist help within their own schools, while continuing to attend some of 
their regular classes with trained and sympathetic teachers. Instead of 
taking those with no English, or hardly any, the Unit concentrates on 
students who, in some cases, are able to make extremely rapid progress. 

Thirdly, the ELTU is clearly not operating as effectively as it might. There 
is limited interaction with the main school, but the contacts that are made 
have been perceived as valuable. There is the major problem of transport 
for ESL students who come from quite distant parts of Auckland. A 
further problem is that the Unit has insufficient staff to undertake any 
formal follow-up procedures. This is unfortunate, because such 
procedures would have the dual effect of assisting the student and 
providing the student's teachers with direct access to expertise and 
resources from the ELTU staff. 
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Perhaps even more important is the statement which the Unit makes to 
newly-arrived families. It clearly signifies a situation in which the 
government has to date placed a low priority on migrant education. There 
are far too few places; the Unit is small and not well-furnished in either 
rooms or equipment; the teachers have almost no opportunity for one-to-
one tuition, and even less time to do follow-up work in schools; the Unit is 
currently removed from the major centres of Pacific Island families in 
Auckland.26 

Perhaps the most significant factor in the migrant equation, however, is the 
nature of the school system itself. There is currently a strong move to make 
education more bicultural, given that about 14 per cent of all school 
students are Maori.27 The migrant entering the New Zealand secondary 
school finds a wide variety of attitudes and values, depending on the school 
itself.28 This variation, however, is within the limits of a system which is 
competitive in nature, based on formal teaching of a comparatively 
restricted group of subjects and taught in English, largely by monolingual 
members of the white majority.29 If the secondary schools did become 
more bicultural — and that appears to be the main priority — then it is 
likely that the migrant student will benefit immensely from being in a 
system which acknowledges the importance of more than one culture. 

Conclusion 

At the moment, then, it can be argued that the New Zealand approach to 
migrant education at the secondary level is one of benevolent concern, 
based on a perhaps unconscious belief that the migrant should, after all, 
become like the rest of us as quickly as possible. The situation of the ELTU 
typifies this approach, despite the fact that the teachers themselves are 
culturally aware of their students' backgrounds and aim deliberately to 
make them confident and proud of their heritage. The not-so-hidden 
messages of the Unit and other policy shortcomings, however, represent a 
challenge to the Education Department and to the nation, a challenge 
which the Department at least have accepted. The interviews with senior 
officials in the Department in Wellington showed clearly that the concern 
is there and there is an awareness of the size of the problem. While action 
over bicultural education is a distinctly higher priority, there are signs that 
the lot of the migrant student may also soon be improved. 
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