
Frequently asked questions

What type of school is Ako?
Ako is new, small private primary school that provides a play-based learning environment and
puts children at the centre of their learning. We base our approach on extensive research in
child development, neuroscience and the skills and qualities needed to be successful in the 21st
Century. We have core values that guide our teaching approaches. These values include play,
nature, creativity, curiosity, connection, and lifelong learning. We strive to support children to
grow up as competent, confident learners and communicators, healthy in mind, body and spirit.
We want children to be secure in their sense of belonging, and in the knowledge that they make
a valued contribution to society.  The natural  surroundings will  be a big part  of  our learning
space, and we will develop strong connections with our land. We give children the time and
space to explore their environment and play urges through discovery and passion projects that
they  design.  Throughout  their  experiences,  we  take  opportunities  to  support  learning  in  all
subject areas, including English,  Arts,  Mathematics, Science and Languages.  We know that
children will learn important life skills in our space, and be supported to forge their own paths.
They will make important decisions in their lives and their learning.

What does a typical day look like?
In the early primary levels, the daily programme offers many opportunities for imaginative play,
wonder and discovery. Each morning will begin with a kōrero to support connection, reflection
and planning ahead for the day. Children will then head outside to play. Children will be able to
guide their own play, or join in with others in nature-based experiences. After lunch time, literacy
and numeracy concepts will be deliberately woven into children’s play by the educators. This
explicit  teaching  will  be  in  response  to  the  children's  play  urges  and  reflective  of
developmentally appropriate learning strategies relevant to individual children. The afternoon
will offer more opportunities for play, followed by a closing kōrero to end the day. At this time,
children can reflect on their learning experiences of the day.

In the upper primary levels, the structure of the day for learners is flexible and responsive to
student needs. Students are central to directing their own learning and are key drivers in how
their day looks. As their learning is multi-disciplinary, specific times for learning areas will not be
allocated,  but  time for  play,  projects,  inquiry  and workshops for  delivery of  specific  content
knowledge will  be allocated.  Students can opt  in  to  workshops according to their  identified
learning goals and planned pathways. As well,  small group or individual meetings will  occur
frequently  with  the  educators  to  review  progress  towards  learning  goals,  and  identify  next
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learning steps. These meetings will allow for educators to make formative assessments and
identify students’ needs, to then address in the workshop sessions.

Where is Ako?
We are centrally located in Northcote on the North Shore of Auckland. We have leased space at
the Awataha Marae Complex next to the AUT campus (58 Akoranga Drive). It is easy to access
from both sides of the Harbour Bridge by car (10 mins from Ponsonby/Westmere) and has good
public transport links as well. We have our own learning space/classroom, toilets and parking
area at the Marae. We also have easy access to the beautiful Onewa Domain and Smith’s
Bush, which is only a 5 minute walk away.

Do you offer part-time options?
We do not routinely offer part-time options but recommend the 100% outdoor-based one day
programmes offered by Conscious Kids at various parks and reserves around Auckland. Their
values and approach are very much aligned with ours.. We may consider part-time attendance
in  special  circumstances,  for  example,  for  homeschooled  children  or  for  those  seriously
considering subsequent full-time enrolment. Please enquire.

Who is behind Ako?
Ako was founded in 2017 by Sabrina Nagel, who had a strong desire to create a space that
would re-imagine learning for her twin daughters. She was joined by a passionate group of other
wāhine who have devoted hundreds of hours of their time to bring the idea to reality, with the
school opening in Term 1 2018. See our website for more details on the team and our Advisory
Board. At the moment Ako is completely run by volunteers. Get in touch if you would like to help
out.

Can I afford it? What are the fees?
We would love to offer places free of charge but as a private school we do not receive any
government funding, nor do we have private investors. We therefore need to cover our costs
from tuition fees and other fundraising efforts. Our aim is to make Ako accessible to as many
people as possible, so we have decided to operate a tiered tuition fees model for  full  time
enrolments based on annual household pre-tax income. In this way, those that are better able to
afford it, will be asked to pay higher fees to help subsidise those with less financial means. Over
time we hope to generate a scholarship fund as well. Our aim would be to offer full scholarships
to 25% of families and reduce our fees across the board. We welcome parents and others to
join our fundraising efforts. Please get in touch if you can help or to donate.

Please see our Fees Schedule for more details.

Do you provide transport?
There is not currently enough demand to support a school bus service. But please let us know if
you are interested in this option from/to Ley’s Institute Library, Ponsonby. The cost of this would
need to be covered by parents, but we could also help to facilitate carpooling as well.  The
school is also accessible on a number of bus routes.
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What are your school hours?
We would love to follow the very successful  Finnish  education system where children only
attend school for 4 h/day. However, this would not be feasible for a lot of working NZ parents.
Our school days will be 5 hours (10 am - 3 pm). You are welcome to drop your child at Ako any
time from 9 am, as a teacher will be there. We may be able provide after school care till 5.30pm
for an additional cost ($15 a session) otherwise we can recommend some other local after
school programmes (eg Youthtown Hillcrest)  and can arrange to drop your child off.  Please
enquire.  We follow standard school terms and there will be a few teacher only days a year as
well to allow teachers to attend professional development sessions.

How do we enrol?
You can enrol via our  online application form (one application per child). After receiving your
application with your $150 enrolment admin fee, we will contact you for an interview. Enrolment
will be confirmed by paying the first term’s fees and acceptance bond after an enrolment offer is
made. Further dues can be paid at the commencement of each term, ideally via direct debit or
automatic transfer. A monthly payment plan may be possible on enquiry.

How big are your classes?
We believe that smaller child to teacher ratios provide a better learning environment. Hence, we
will strive to keep our child:teacher ratios at a maximum of 16:1. We also have at least one
teacher aide or parent helper each day so that brings the child to adult ratio down to 8:1.

We currently have 13 full-time students. Once we get to 16 students we will look to start another
class with another teacher. Over time we will grow the roll but do not expect ever getting to more
than around 60-80 students at any one site.

How do you envisage whānau and the community being involved with Ako?
A big part of our kaupapa is community involvement and the acknowledgement that everyone is
a  learner  and  everyone  is  a  teacher. Parents  and  whānau  are  encouraged  to  participate,
contribute, learn and share their passions, skills and interests with our learners. They can be
helpers, mentors, tutors, and coaches, or get involved in the running of the school. But we also
understand that parents often lead busy lives and we do not have any set expectations - it’s up
to parents to decide how  involved they want to be.  Parents can record how they might want to
get involved in the enrolment form. We will provide training for parents that want to help out in
the classroom to ensure that  they understand how our values manifest  themselves in  daily
routines, and to review our health and safety policies. To give everyone peace of mind, we will
require each parent/community helper to undergo a police check before actively helping out. 

Our older children might need access to special resources or facilities for certain projects they
are working on and we will engage with the whānau, the Marae whānau and local community to
provide what is needed.

We run regular Ako Community talks on topical issues and topics around Ako and learning. 

How will Ako meet the needs of gifted children?
Because we focus on working with the individual strengths and interests of each child, we are
confident we can develop a strong learning programme for gifted students. At Ako, the students
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are the drivers of their learning, and we will guide them to achieve their learning goals. They will
have both the freedom, and support to take their learning where they want to go. 

Can children with additional learning and behavioural needs come to Ako?
Absolutely, we are open to working with all children whose whānau support our learning model.
Research shows us that Forest schools, including the one day models, have strong positive
influences for children who have been diagnosed with ADHD or other learning and behavioural
challenges in a mainstream classroom. If you believe in our holistic, child-centred approach, and
want your child to learn through play, nature and discovery, we strongly encourage you to come
to one of our Open Days. Otherwise email admin@akospace and we can set up a meeting to
see if Ako will work well for you and your child/ren, and whether we are in a position to offer you
a place, taking into account the current numbers, mix and needs of the other Ako students. 

What’s your approach to the use of digital technology?
We see digital  technology as a tool to aid learning.  Research shows that  it  is  beneficial  to
reduce screen time for children under 7/8 years of age. Thus, we will limit the use of technology
for our younger children, unless it extends or enhances an experience. For our older children,
we will  ensure that  digital  technology will  be available for  their  learning. We are excited to
explore the possibilities in new technologies, including 3D printing or robotics. 

How similar are you to other alternative schools, e.g. Steiner, Montessori, 
democratic school?
There are many elements from those models that you will find at Ako - the belief that the child is
a whole being and not an empty vessel, that the voice of the child and their parents needs to be
heard, that we need to focus on the emotional and social development of the child as well as the
academics, etc. Perhaps any difference comes down to our approach being built on an up-to-
date  foundation  of  academic  and  empirical  research  on  brain  and  human  development,
psychology, neuroscience and an understanding of the skills and attributes that will be required
for 21st Century jobs. We also incorporate a lot of time outdoors into our day.

How do you teach literacy and numeracy, arts and other important 
subjects?
The New Zealand Curriculum and Te Whariki informs everything we do at Ako. It is woven into
all of our offered workshops, play based learning experiences as well as built into our student’s
personal inquiries and projects. Our space strives not to impose adult educational expectations
on children or to demand that they acquire skills at a certain rate. We recognise that children will
progress in their literacy knowledge when they are developmentally ready to do so. 

Our main goal is to grow a love of learning. We will offer workshops in phonics, writing, reading
and maths to students who are interested, and developmentally ready. We will incorporate these
skills  into  provocations  during  play  based  learning,  and  into  inquiry  and  project  based
programmes that are driven by students curiosity and passions. 

How does assessment happen?
Assessment happens every day through the observations of our teachers and are analysed 
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against the NZ Curriculum and Te Whariki.

These assessments are captured via learning stories - a documented observation of a student 
as an active learner. Students can hear their voice, feel value in what they experienced, reflect 
on what social skills were used, what urges were met, and see what learning emerged through 
their own initiated play. Teachers will keep records of instances during play and learning when 
tamariki show that their learning meets the guidelines of the whole New Zealand Curriculum, 
including the key competencies, values and learning areas. Student progress will be assessed 
against the NZ Curriculum through Overall Teacher Judgements (OTJ’s) and self/peer 
assessment to establish where that may be. 

When entering our starting class, tamariki will be given a JOST test. This will give us more 
information about a child’s oral language skills. Once we have this information we can assess 
what developmental stage they may be at in regards to their literacy learning. JAM testing will 
be used to assess what mathematical skills and knowledge children bring with them when they 
start.

Learning progressions in Literacy will be gathered regularly using the following tools when 
needed, The Literacy Learning Progressions, Running Records, CAP, and Marie Clay tests. 
Numeracy progressions using the Number Framework, JAM, Gloss and IKAN. These tools will 
be used to provide data required in order to inform the teacher.
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I know play is good for younger kids, but what happens with older kids?
We like to think that you never get to old to play. We know that cognitive skills are important but
we  also  know  that  problem  solving  skills,  social  skills,
perseverance, and many more skills are just as important, and
the best way to learn them is through play. 

When students  are  developmentally  ready  they  will  be  offered
workshops  to  explore  ideas  and  curiosities  that  interest  them.
They  will  be  creating  projects  that  link  back  to  their  play  and
passions,  so that  the line may be blurred between what some
think of as play and learning.

How will my child cope when they have to go on to
intermediate school or college ?
We believe that children will leave Ako as well-rounded, resilient, curious and adaptable young
people. They will have developed their problem-solving abilities and their social emotional skills
and have a positive self-image and self-confidence that will allow them to readily adjust to the
learning and social environments they will face in the next stage of their schooling. They will
also have covered all necessary aspects of the NZ Curriculum. Many mainstream schools are
also seeking to adopt more child-led practices and inquiry based learning and no doubt the
alternative offerings will grow as more parents demand this sort of education for their children.
We  are  also  contemplating  extending  our  offering  to  become  a  composite  primary  and
secondary school.

What is your long-term vision?
We want as many children as possible, wherever they may be, to have the choice of attending a
school like Ako. So we want to help others around New Zealand (and even overseas) to start 
their own Akospace. We are building a platform, framework and support structure so anyone 
can start an Akospace in their community, that can be customised to their needs.  We envision 
putting in place a support structure in the next 2-3 years to be able to do that.

How permanent is your current location?
There is space to expand at the Awataha Marae Complex, with another classroom block of 3 
rooms on the site. This should allow the school to grow to around 64 students before a new site 
might need to be contemplated. But then again, we do not want any one Ako school to grow too 
big. We do not expect to get to that size quickly, so we expect to be at the current site for a good
many years yet. There are medium term plans to redevelop the Awataha site, and within that 
provision could be made for our needs. Whatever happens with our current site, we are 
committed to remaining in a similar geographic location and any change of site would be a 
decision for the whole school community. As described above, we hope others may be inspired 
to open more Ako schools so that parents across Auckland can have something close to their 
home.
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