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Specialist Advisor Scoping Report 
 

A summary for our school community of what the report found and what happens next. 

Specialist advisor: Andrew Murray    |    Role began: 25 May 2026    |    Report dated: 22 July 2026 
Prepared for the Riwaka School community by the Riwaka School Board. 

Background 

In May 2026, the Ministry of Education appointed Andrew Murray as a specialist advisor to support Riwaka 

School. This followed a request from the Board for help in four areas: 

–​ people and employment practices; 

–​ relationships with our school community; 

–​ relationships and communication between the Board, school leadership and staff; and 

–​ financial management. 

HOW THE REPORT WAS PUT TOGETHER 
The advisor’s role began in late May. As part of his work, he met individually with the Principal and other 

Board members, attended a Board meeting, met with nearly all staff members, reviewed school 

documents and other relevant information and invited parents and the wider community to share their 

views. Fourteen family groups took up that opportunity. He also attended a school assembly. 

His scoping report, dated 22 July 2026, identifies many positive things about Riwaka School, as well as 

some significant issues that need to be addressed. 

What the report says is going well 

OUR LEARNERS 
Importantly, the report is positive about our learners and their experience at school. It says: 

- students appear engaged and happy; 

- most learners are achieving at or above expected curriculum levels in reading, writing and 

mathematics; 

- learners are achieving and making progress at similar rates across these areas; and 

- most learners attend school regularly and say they have a strong sense of belonging in an inclusive 

environment. 

Other strengths 
The report also identifies a number of other strengths: 

–​ Riwaka School has the character of a long-established rural school and a strong place in the 

community. 
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–​ Parents, whānau and the wider community remain deeply invested in the school. 

–​ The Board, while largely new following the September 2025 elections, is described as invested and 

capable, with members bringing professional and previous governance experience. 

–​ The school's strategic planning and the Principal's reporting on progress are described as good 

practice. 

–​ The Principal is engaged in a Professional Learning Group and has mentor relationships with leaders at 

other schools. 

–​ The 2024 ERO evaluation also identified a renewed approach to leadership and strategic direction, a 

supportive and engaged (previous) Board and the school's central place in the community as 

strengths. 

–​ A number of important employment systems are in place. Personnel files are current and 

appropriately stored, teaching staff have current practising certificates, staff Police vets are current, 

support staff have written employment agreements, appropriate allowances are being paid and 

teacher Professional Growth Cycle goals have been set for 2026. 

–​ The school has access to a range of external support, including NZSBA governance and employment 

advisors and an experienced school accountant. 

–​ Regular operational communication with parents is taking place. 

These strengths provide an important foundation for the work ahead. 

What the report says needs attention 

1. People, workplace culture and staffing 
While many of the school's core employment systems are in place, the report says performance 

management, staff relationships and workplace culture need strengthening. 

Teacher Professional Growth Cycle goals have been set for 2026 and professional learning and 

development is reported to the Board. The report identifies workplace culture, staff relationships and 

performance management as areas that need support. This includes the Board receiving better 

information about the outcomes of teacher appraisals and work to build a more unified staff team with 

strong relationships across the school. 

Previous staff turnover is described as higher than would be desirable. The advisor found that a good 

proportion of this was due to normal employment reasons, including restructuring, reduced staffing and 

career opportunities. He also considered it likely that some departures were linked to dissatisfaction with 

the employer and/or role. Parents had also told him that staff turnover had unsettled learning. 

STAFFING LEVELS 
The report finds that current teaching staffing is within the school's overall entitlement, although how that 

staffing is being used needs further review. The advisor also concludes that the school's financial position 

does not allow it to fund teachers above its entitlement. 

2. School roll and relationships with the community 
The report recognises the strong connection between Riwaka School and its community and the depth of 

investment that parents, whānau and the wider community have in the school. 

It also finds that the school’s reputation is being affected by negative narratives within the community.  

Riwaka School Board  ·  Community Update  ·  1 September 2026  ​ 2 of 5 



The advisor notes that some of these narratives are harmful, some are unwarranted or without foundation 

and some have not been directed through the appropriate channels. At the same time, he acknowledges 

that the level of frustration behind some of these views needs to be better understood and asks how it can 

be reduced.  

Concerns raised with the advisor included staff turnover, roll decline, the school’s reputation, confidence in 

school leadership, behavioural management and financial matters. 

The report also records a view from some staff that a relatively small number of community voices are 

dominating the wider conversation.  

Importantly, it also notes that there are families who are largely unaware of the adult relational tensions 

surrounding the school and are pleased that their children are happy, engaged and progressing in their 

learning. 

ROLL DECLINE 
At the time of the report, the school roll had fallen from 207 students in 2021 to 135 students - a reduction 

of 72 students, or approximately 34%, over five years. 

Over the same period, the combined roll of state primary schools from Appleby to Riwaka declined by 

approximately 15%. The report therefore describes Riwaka's roll decline as about twice the average decline 

across the immediate area, while noting that individual schools have experienced different trends. 

The advisor also looked at the 32 students who had left Riwaka School during the previous 36 months, 

excluding normal Year 8 departures: 

–​ 16 students, or 50%, left because their families moved out of the area; 

–​ 9 students, or 28%, left for reasons linked to their school experience, such as peer relationships or the 

learning environment; 

–​ 5 students, or 16%, moved to alternative schooling options, with the report noting that school 

experience may have contributed to some of those decisions; and 

–​ 2 students, or 6%, left because of transport changes. 

The report identifies rebuilding trust, better understanding community frustration and strengthening 

two-way communication as important priorities. 

3. Relationships between the Board, leadership and staff 
The report finds evidence of distrust between some of the adult groups around the school, including the 

Board, leadership, staff and parents. It describes some working relationships as ranging from less than 

optimal to dysfunctional. 

There is also distrust between the Board and school leadership that is getting in the way of an effective 

working relationship. School leadership has raised concerns that the Board sometimes moves into 

management matters. The Board, in turn, has expressed frustration that it has not always been able to ask 

questions to the level it considers necessary to properly carry out its governance responsibilities. 

The advisor found that considerable effort has gone into policies and processes designed to improve the 

relationship between the Board and school leadership and that the governance-management boundary is 

largely being observed. However, he also identified examples where that boundary has been crossed, both 

unintentionally and intentionally. 

Overall, the advisor concludes that the adult relational tensions surrounding the school and its wider 

community are greater than had been expected when his work began. 

Riwaka School Board  ·  Community Update  ·  1 September 2026  ​ 3 of 5 



4. Financial sustainability 
The school's financial position is identified as needing urgent attention. 

The report finds that the school has recorded, or is budgeted to record, a deficit in five of the past six 

years. More recently: 

–​ the 2024 deficit was approximately $50,000; 

–​ the 2025 deficit was approximately $56,000; and 

–​ the approved 2026 budget provides for a further deficit of approximately $51,000. 

The report says deficits of this size are equivalent to around 10-13% of the school's operations grant 

income. 

It identifies Board-funded learning and support staff salaries as the largest variable areas of spending and 

concludes that expenditure has not reduced fast enough as the school's income has fallen. 

There are some positive signs. The report notes an increase in locally raised income and some recent 

progress through the Board's 2026 financial reviews. 

WORKING CAPITAL 
The repeated deficits have significantly reduced the school's financial reserves. The report says: 

–​ working capital has declined by approximately $200,000 over four years, or around $50,000 a year; 

–​ current working capital is approximately $100,000; 

–​ the level indicated by the Ministry of Education’s guidance for a school with 135 funded students 

would be more than $121,500; and 

–​ projected uncommitted or available funds at the end of 2026 are approximately $59,000, because 

some of the school's working capital is tagged for particular purposes. 

The report warns that this trend cannot continue without putting the school at financial risk. 

The advisor concludes that spending needs to be brought into line with the income available from the 

school's current and projected roll and that staffing and other costs will need to be planned accordingly so 

the school can return to a surplus position. 

The advisor's overall assessment 

The advisor concludes that two issues were more significant than had been anticipated when his work 

began: the school’s financial position and the strained adult relationships within the school community and 

staff. 

His overall assessment is that the level of risk is higher than had initially been assessed by both the Board 

and the Ministry of Education and that the issues are of greater concern than the existing Specialist Help 

intervention would usually support. 

What happens next - Limited Statutory Manager 

Because of these findings, the advisor recommended that the level of statutory support for Riwaka School 

be strengthened through the appointment of a Limited Statutory Manager (LSM). 
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Before progressing the appointment, the Ministry of Education sought the Board's view. Having worked 

with Andrew in his capacity as advisor, the Board collectively decided the appointment of an LSM best suits 

the current circumstances. The Board supports and welcomes the appointment. 

–​ Andrew Murray continues in the role. Having carried out the specialist advisor role and completed 

the scoping work, he already has a good understanding of the school and the issues identified, which 

provides continuity. 

–​ Full authority for personnel and financial management, as well as communications will rest with the 

LSM for the duration of the appointment. 

–​ The Board remains in place and continues to govern the school in the areas that remain its 

responsibility. 

The Board recognises that appointing an LSM is a significant step. Given the findings of the report, 

however, we  welcome the additional expertise, authority and independent oversight that the 

appointment will bring. 

THE GOALS WE HAVE SET ARE: 

–​ ensure human resource management systems support high-quality education outcomes and safety; 

–​ build relational trust with the school community to ensure active participation in the life of the school; 

–​ develop and maintain adult relationships based on trust, integrity, openness, clarity about roles and 

responsibilities, transparency and shared knowledge, in the interests of improving outcomes for 

students; 

–​ ensure that the school achieves and maintains a sound financial position to support learning and 

achievement. 

Throughout this next phase, the focus remains on a stable and sustainable Riwaka School - building on the 

positive outcomes for our learners while addressing the issues identified in the report. 
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