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Abstract 

Many educational institutions are embarking on journeys towards integrated student support, 

and new models of library service are emerging. In early 2012, Bay of Plenty Polytechnic 

opened the doors to Ako Ātea, a learning commons which provides holistic access to library, 

technology, health, and learning support services. The journey to Ako Ātea was driven by 

leadership with an unrelenting focus on increasing levels of student achievement, particularly 

for Māori. Implementation of the revitalised service has been guided by the organisation’s 

values of Manaakitanga, Kotahitanga, and Whanaungatanga. This paper will reveal Ako 

Ātea’s successes, as well as the challenges, such as leading through ambiguity, 

coordinating a diverse team, and supporting professional identities. The question of what 

type of skill sets and leadership are needed for such a model will be considered, along with 

the question “Is the library still important”? A river can be a challenging waterway, with swift 

currents, strong winds, and obstacles to navigate past. However there are also gentle 

eddies, food sources, and calm moments to replenish energy along the way. Like a river, 

there have been times of challenge and times of calm in the development of Ako Ātea.  

Rivers also play an important role in connecting fragmented habitats and conserving 

biodiversity. This paper will describe how Ako Ātea acts as a ‘connector’, supporting identity, 

diversity and providing a physical and social pathway to information access and lifelong 

learning. 
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Introduction 
 

Two years ago a vision was developed to create a new model of holistic learner support 

aimed at raising levels of student achievement at Bay of Plenty Polytechnic. The new model 

named ‘Ako Awe’ was created after the merging of three separate business units: a learning 

support centre, a library, and a teacher development unit.  Like a river with its tributaries, 

Ako Awe has two strands: Ako Ātea, and Ako Awhina. Library services are intertwined within 

each strand. A focal point of Ako Awe’s activities is Ako Ātea, a reconfiguration and 

transformation of a traditional library and learning centre into a new ‘learning commons’. This 

paper will outline the drivers for the change, share the challenges and successes, and 

discuss the leadership and skill sets suited to this model. 

Background 
 

Bay of Plenty Polytechnic is a tertiary educational institution which has been serving the 

Western Bay of Plenty region in New Zealand since 1982. The Polytechnic is located in 

Tauranga with two main campuses, Windermere and Bongard Centre. In 2012 there were 

3204 equivalent full time students (Bay of Plenty Polytechnic, 2013).  31% of the 

polytechnic’s students are Māori, 1% Pacifika, and 1% International.  41% of students are 

under 20 years of age and 18% between 20 and 24 years of age (Bay of Plenty Polytechnic, 

2013). There are four schools (faculty) – Applied Science, Business, Design and Humanities, 

and Applied Technology, which offer a range of vocational qualifications. A partnership with 

the University of Waikato, Te Whare Wānanga Awanuiārangi, and Waiariki Institute of 

Technology extends this provision. 

Drivers 

Political  

Ako Awe’s priorities and activities are influenced by the political environment that Bay of 

Plenty Polytechnic operates within.  In New Zealand, the role of polytechnics is prescribed 

by government, and government agencies monitor their performance.  The role of 

polytechnics is defined as ‘delivering vocational education and undertaking applied research 

to support vocational learning” (Tertiary Education Commission, 2010, para 1).  

The government measures the performance of polytechnics using educational performance 

indicators (EPIs). Some of the EPIs are more people completing qualifications at levels four 

and above, more Māori and Pacifika learners achieving at higher levels, and more students 

progressing to higher level qualifications (Ministry of Education, 2010). Bay of Plenty 

Polytechnic’s performance is in the upper quartile for most although not all of the indicators 

(Tertiary Education Commission, 2012; Bay of Plenty Polytechnic, 2013). There is a strong 

directive from the Bay of Plenty Polytechnic’s Council and from its Chief Executive to 

increase levels of performance by further increasing course completion rates, Māori 

participation, and progression to higher study. An institutional objective is that educational 
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performance indicators are all in the top quartile of polytechnics (Bay of Plenty Polytechnic, 

2012a). 

Economic  

Government policies have created an environment at Bay of Plenty Polytechnic where there 

is an emphasis on performance outputs, accountability and building skills to grow New 

Zealand’s economy. Whether this is good or bad is the subject of another paper, but the 

Polytechnic leadership takes the view that this environment helps put the focus on learner 

success: “The reality is that a capped funding environment, performance indicators relating 

to retention and completion of programmes and delivering what we promise, has wonderfully 

sharpened tertiary educators’ commitment to what is necessary and to which all of the ITP 

sector also ascribes, namely success for our students” (Bay of Plenty Polytechnic, 2013). 

Socio-Cultural  

The political and economic focus on outputs in the education sector is somewhat balanced 

by an emphasis on the importance of cultural identity, inclusion and social development 

(Roberts, 2005).  At Bay of Plenty Polytechnic there is a strong push to address inequities, 

reduce barriers for disadvantaged learners, and improve the aspirations of Māori. Many 

Māori students are first generation tertiary learners who may not have the benefit of the 

‘lived experience’ of tertiary study at home or within their whanau. Māori learner outcomes 

have been a priority for Bay of Plenty Polytechnic for some years, with efforts to achieve 

comparable outcomes with the rest of the student population used as a starting point for 

measuring progress. Māori learners contribute to 31% of the institution’s EFTS which is 

viewed as a positive indicator of the continuing relevance of the Polytechnic to Māori, 

especially considering that Māori account for just over 16% of the population in the Western 

Bay of Plenty sub-region (Bay of Plenty Polytechnic, 2012b). 

As part of its commitment to the principles of the Treaty of Waitangi, Bay of Plenty 

Polytechnic has developed Te Waka Hourua, an institutional programme aimed at providing 

“an environment where Māori development, aspirations and achievements are valued, 

encouraged and supported” (Bay of Plenty Polytechnic, 2012c, p. 1). The manifestation of 

Te Waka Hourua takes many forms, beginning with a powhiri held annually. Key strategies 

include holding dual heritage days and specific training for staff on bicultural teaching 

practices. The approval process of new and redeveloped programmes is aimed at ensuring 

that the principles of Te Waka Hourua are integrated at every level.  

The factors discussed above have influenced the nature of the institution’s goals and 

objectives.  Bay of Plenty Polytechnic’s vision is ‘Eke Pānuku:  Reaching our potential 

together to grow a progressive and dynamic place’. 

Ako Awe 
 

Ako Awe is a learning support service which was created in response to these drivers. The 

change was driven by leadership committed to increasing levels of student achievement. 

The Ako Awe team’s overarching goal is to promote improved learner outcomes, learner 

engagement and connection, and meet equity learning challenges (Bay of Plenty 

Polytechnic, 2012c).  Ako Awe can also be seen as one of the manifestations of Te Waka 
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Hourua programme.  The development of the service was driven by the organisation’s vision 

and its values of Manaakitanga, Kotahitanga, and Whanaungatanga. Former Director 

Education and Māori Development, Kuku Wawatai explains the concepts: 

Manaakitanga 

Mana – prestige of others, recognition of it, Mauri, power 

aki – to support and embrace the mana 

tanga – the process of supporting the mana that is in everyone. 

Mana is important, and to recognise the mana of everyone is a key value of Ako Awe. 

We ask ourselves – does what we do bestow this value?  

This is a key value and the reason our students come to our institution. They have chosen to 

study to have their mana enhanced, and we need to make sure it is enhanced.  

Whanaungatanga 

Whanau - family 

An idea behind this value is that we are never alone. It is about relationships, networking, 

connections, belonging.    

We ask ourselves – does what we do grow a sense of belonging, are we helping make 

connections?  

Kotahitanga 

Unity of purpose. We are on a journey together – unified.  

We ask ourselves – are we together on this? Does everyone understand, has everyone had 

a chance to contribute? 

(Wawatai, 2012).  

 

 

The Two Strands of Ako Awe - Ako Awhina and Ako Ātea.  

Ako – to learn, study, instruct, teach, advise 

Awe – strength, power, influence 

Ātea – clear, free from obstruction 

Awhina – assist, help 

 Like the strands of a rope which are intertwined, it is tricky to unravel the team’s functions, 

but in general Ako Awhina is a team of specialist learner and knowledge facilitators who 

provide academic, literacy and numeracy, technology, information literacy, Mātauranga 

Māori, and equity/disability support.  The Ako Ātea team roles focus on providing generalist 

help in Ako Ātea and also health services and technical library functions.   
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Ako Ātea is a ‘social learning space’ where Ako Ātea facilitators are available to help 

students with their basic learning, information technology, information access, and pastoral 

care needs. Appointments can be made with specialised learner or knowledge facilitators 

when students require further assistance. Help is also available to online students through 

virtual chat services, email, and phone. Ako Ātea provides a range of flexible learning 

spaces, including social learning, individual or group study, meeting, and quiet study areas. 

There are help desks, a library collection, computers, wireless access, and cafes. A Health 

Centre provides health and counselling services. The intention is to make it easy to access a 

range of services in one place, in a seamless, integrated fashion. 

The creation of Ako Ātea at Windermere campus has created a common area which in the 

words of Chief Executive Alan Hampton provides an “integrated student space but one 

where staff and students feel equally comfortable to use” (Bay of Plenty Polytechnic, 2013, 

p. 9). It provides an open and informal environment for social interaction and collaboration, 

where students and staff feel comfortable either working alone or in groups.  

Ako Ātea is a supportive space which encourages conversation and provides access to 

quality information – not only from content with the library collection, but from the facilitators 

who work alongside the students.  By providing flexible spaces, where furniture and 

equipment can be easily moved around to suit the need, students are able to have more 

ownership - the space belongs to them and they determine the learning and social dynamic. 

There are no walls or counters separating Ako Ātea facilitators from the students.  

The term Ako Ātea is a touchstone for its staff -  ātea meaning ‘clear, free from obstruction’. 

There is an emphasis on reducing as many barriers as possible. An ātea is also the space in 

a marae in front of the wharenui where the formal welcome takes place and where issues 

are debated. So it is a particularly meaningful name for a place which aims to increase a 

sense of belonging and foster conversation and connection. Facilitators work in the open 

with the students, and although they have their own work stations, these are often shared 

with the students as they work together. The intention is to reduce the power imbalance 

between staff and student.  The facilitators become learners alongside the students – asking 

questions, listening, learning and contributing to the conversations and information that 

surrounds them.   There is a focus on whanaungatanga, on supportive relationships.  As 

Cozolino (as cited in Paul, 2013) pointed out, new learning is stressful, and learners need 

the support provided by relationships with others to help them cope with that stress. From a 

librarian’s perspective, both the library and professional librarians have been placed in the 

learning centre and in the heart of the community.   

Implications of Change 
 

The change process that resulted in the creation of Ako Awe was significant, involving the 

disbanding of three business units and the integration of library and learning support teams.  

Overall employee numbers were not reduced but there was an impact on staff, with 

departures, beginnings, role changes, and shifts in ways of working.  

One example of a new way of working is that most of the Learner Facilitators are now 

located within each school, whereas these roles (previously Learning Advisors) had been 
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centrally located in a learning centre.  The decision to ‘embed’ the facilitators in the schools 

is based on a philosophy that supporting learning should be a partnership between staff and 

students. In the words of Chief Executive Alan Hampton, “If we are to irreversibly improve 

retention and completion statistics, it has to be focussed on strengthening facilitation of our 

students’ learning in ‘their’ space, where they are comfortable, safe and the learning takes 

place” (Bay of Plenty Polytechnic, 2013).  

Overall this change has helped develop relationships between the Learner Facilitators, 

academic staff, and students. Learner Facilitators are engaged and involved with the 

activities within their schools. The specialist Learner Facilitators (Mathematics, ICT, and 

Mātauranga Māori), are located in Ako Ātea which works well for learner access to this type 

of support.  One of the effects of dispersing staff around the campus has been a decrease in 

opportunities for informal collegial discussions and networking. It is also harder to maintain 

or develop professional identities in a dispersed environment. Some strategies have been 

put in place to provide opportunities for the professional groups within Ako Awe to get 

together regularly to overcome this impact. In addition, some of the Learner Facilitators are 

now spending a portion of their time in Ako Ātea to increase their availability and visibility to 

students, and strengthen connections with their colleagues. 

An advantage of the integration of the library and learning support functions is the enabling 

of collaborative work practices. For example the Knowledge Facilitators (professional 

librarians), Learner Facilitators, and Ako Ātea Facilitators have formed networks where they 

are developing and implementing plans to support the programmes that have been identified 

as needing additional help to boost student achievement.  

A further implication of the change is that there is no longer a single library unit; library 

functions are spread throughout Ako Awe.  In addition there is no longer a place called ‘The 

Library’ – however there is a library collection, supporting technical services, and qualified 

library professionals. These services now sit within the wider ‘concept’ of Ako Awe and the 

library collection and supporting services are located in Ako Ātea. 

Does it matter that there is no longer a place called ‘The Library’?  This question could be 

debated forever, but whether it is called a learning commons, a resource centre, an 

information centre, a knowledge hub, a library...in the end call it what you will, what is 

important is having a safe space (physical, online, or both) which functions as a ‘connector’, 

where people’s identity is enhanced, where relationships are fostered, where diversity is 

supported, and which offers a physical and social pathway to knowledge and lifelong 

learning. Libraries, as Fister (2013) noted in an article ‘What are libraries anyway?’, “are 

public gathering places where conversations happen, where competing claims are 

negotiated, where new ideas can be created and shared” (para 9). For some the idea of a 

library is not familiar or comfortable; it could even be alienating if previous experiences have 

been difficult or embarrassing (Lilley, 2008). It is perhaps the needs of the local community 

which should determine what a service is called.  In the case of Bay of Plenty Polytechnic, 

the name ‘Ako Ātea’ has been adopted to reflect the particular and unique needs of its 

students and staff. 

What is also important is that the role of librarian is still needed.  As Godin (2011) puts it “A 

librarian is a data hound, a guide, a Sherpa, and a teacher. The librarian is the interface 
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between reams of data and the untrained but motivated user” (paras 5, 18).  The change 

process was challenging for some of the professional librarians – partly the result of a lack of 

understanding of what librarians do, and a resulting mismatch of expectations with reality. 

For example, in Ako Ātea many of the staff workstations are located in the midst of the social 

learning space.  This environment is busy, social, humming, stimulating, and requires the 

staff to be responsive to students all times. Some people, such as the Ako Ātea Facilitators 

thrive in this stimulating atmosphere while others found it difficult. The Knowledge 

Facilitators, a group of professional librarians who select resources, develop the collection, 

and teach information literacy skills, were initially located in this busy open space. The type 

of work that they do, combined with their personality types is suited to a quieter, calmer 

environment. These staff are now located in a more suitable workspace, but still spend time 

supporting students in Ako Ātea on a rostered basis. A simple adjustment, but since this 

relocation, their identities and accompanying needs as professional librarians have been 

validated.  

As well as professional librarians, Ako Ātea employs four ‘generalist’ facilitators who have a 

range of experience and qualifications. Two of the four facilitators are Māori – one with a 

student experience background, the other with IT support experience. Having Māori staff is 

important in encouraging Māori learners to feel comfortable using ‘library’ spaces and 

services. However it is also important that all staff are supported and encouraged to 

embrace a Māori worldview (Hayes, 2013).  

Some aspects of new roles were too broadly defined or ambiguous. A consequence of 

ambiguity in roles is a tendency for an individual position holder to individually determine the 

nature and type of work they do, with an accompanying risk of going off track.  This was 

evident for example in the role of Ako Ātea Facilitator, which has a range of diverse 

responsibilities. Work is progressing to achieve more clarity and purpose through the 

establishment of portfolios for this role.   

It is important to avoid a situation which Wheatley (2005) describes where “uncertainty leads 

to increased fear” (p. 8). However there is also an advantage in ambiguity, as it can be a 

source of creativity. As Chopra (2013) explains: “If you are totally certain about things then 

there’s no creativity, the more you are willing to embrace uncertainty, ambiguity, chaos, 

confusion...this is the quantum leap” (21:20).  For example there have been examples of 

innovative and creative practices initiated by the Ako Ātea facilitators including a successful 

Breakfast Club project, supporting classroom whanaungatanga through team building 

exercises, new hardship (financial assistance) processes, outreach activities at off-site 

campuses, and the beginnings of an Ako Ātea online presence project.   

Staff throughout the wider institution took time to understand and adapt to the new model of 

learning support.  Learner outcomes are enhanced with effective learning and library support 

services (Manalo, Marshall & Fraser, 2009; Association of College and Research Libraries, 

2013), and the new model has been a success, but this message and the stories behind it 

need to be actively communicated to stakeholders and customers. What Ako Awe is 

focusing on now is explaining to its stakeholders how the service is making a difference. If 

an organisation or service does not tell its own stories, a void is created with a risk that 

others are likely to fill this space with their own narrative and influence the prevailing view in 

their own way. 
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Ako Awe and Student Achievement  

Ako Awe was established to help raise levels of student achievement, particularly for Māori.  

Although it is always difficult to show a direct correlation between the contributions that 

learning support or library services make to rates of student achievement, it is possible to 

look at various sources of data for indications.  

In a survey undertaken in September 2012, 88% of students believed the assistance they 

had received in Ako Ātea had contributed to the completion of their study. 91% of students 

would recommend overall Ako Awe services to another student. 34% of academic staff 

believed that Ako Awe services make a significant contribution to student completions, and 

54% believed they make a moderate contribution.  

Usage of Ako Ātea is high and observational evaluation and anecdotal evidence from staff 

indicates a high proportion of visitors and users of the service are Māori learners. 

The 2012 EPIs showed improvement from the year before.  

  

 83% course completions (compared to 80% in 2011) 

 72% students completed qualifications (compared to 79% in 2011) 

 38% progressed to higher study after completing a course at levels 1 to 4 (compared 

to 24% in 2011) 

 73% retained in study – complete a qualification or re-enrol the following year 

(compared to 58% in 2011).  

(Tertiary Education Commission, 2013; Tertiary Education Commission, 2012) 

A formal evaluation of Ako Awe’s services is planned in the near future, and this may provide 

further evidence about whether it is making an effective contribution to learner outcomes. 

Skills and Leadership Qualities 
 

From the point of view of the Kaiarahi Ako Ātea, the following are observations about some 

of the generic skills suited for this environment. 

 An ability to facilitate connections between people and people, as well as between 

people and data.  

 An understanding of Te Ao Māori; Tikanga and Te Reo knowledge 

 Authenticity – knowing and living one’s own values, and being able to relate those to 

the values of your organisation and to others around you.  

 Questioning skills – knowing how to ask effective questions to uncover the real needs 

and concerns of customers and colleagues. 

 Listening skills – actively listening and developing comfort with the silences within a 

conversation –where the deep thinking and learning occurs. ` 

 Adaptability, flexibility, willingness to try new ways of working.  

 Passion, commitment, care, are as important as expertise (Tosca, as cited in Finch, 

2013a). 
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 Love of learning – the library and education environments are transforming, and 

offering new services and playing with their spaces and technology, staff need to 

transform themselves. 

 Social and connected. 

The following leadership qualities or behaviours are suggested: 

 Develop self-awareness. Clarify your professional purpose, values and expectations 

of yourself and others. People like to know who they are ‘following’.  

 Actively communicate the organisation or team vision – paint a picture of where you 

are headed. 

 Accept ambiguity – help provide clarity where needed, but don’t expect 

perfectionism. 

 Keep people informed of changes that affect them. 

 Walk about, be present, and be interested. Use Skype or Google Hangout for 

dispersed environments. 

 Support professional identity through collegial discussion, encouraging professional 

development and participating in this with team members. 

 Encourage respectful and constructive challenges to your own approach and ideas. 

Listen and act when this happens.  

 Show appreciation and recognise achievement. 

 Relinquish control. Allow others to make decisions and act. 

 Lead courageously. Think widely and objectively, but act decisively.  

 Recruit people who are fun, social, energetic, and want to be part of the conversation 

(Tosca, as cited in Finch, 2013b). 

 Stress accompanies ambiguity and change. Support your team (and yourself) to find 

ways to replenish and restore energy – in whatever ways works - relaxation, family, 

eating well, humour, reality TV, reading, sport, social media, ukulele...  

 Develop your leadership skills through professional development, coaching, 

networking. 

Conclusion 

Ako Awe was just a concept at the end of 2011. Turning the concept into reality can be 

compared to undertaking a journey along a challenging waterway. It is appropriate then to 

refer to the words of storyteller and former Director of Education and Māori Development 

Kuku Wawatai (2012). “Ako Awe’s travellers have needed to learn to understand the winds 

and the currents; choose the right sails, and when to change and how to give direction. 

Water is both a friend and an enemy. It tests people, but also gives them connection and life 

support. In travelling across a river, people don’t take a straight line. They go upstream, they 

go downstream. They reflect and negotiate pathways through obstacles. They take 

nourishment where they can from the food sources and calm moments along the way”. It is 

hoped that this paper has explained the concept of Ako Awe and shown how one of its 

tributaries Ako Ātea acts as a ‘connector’, supporting identity, diversity and providing a 

physical and social pathway to information access and lifelong learning. 
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