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Executive Summary 
1. 	 This report considers the role of language in the integration outcomes of migrants in New 

Zealand. This issue is important because: 

	 migrants are increasingly coming to New Zealand from countries where it is unlikely 
they will speak English as their first language 

	 we need to help migrants integrate more effectively into New Zealand society and 
ensure that their skills are well utilised in the economy. 

2. 	 The report shows that the employment rates and earning capacity of migrants correlate with 
their English language ability.  

3. 	 Migrants from North Asia are more likely to face employment barriers because of their 
English language ability than migrants from other regions. This point is significant because of 
the emergence of China as the top source country for New Zealand’s migrants. 

There is a wide range of factors affecting migrants’ English language acquisition 

4. 	 The report demonstrates that there is a wide range of disparate factors affecting the English 
language acquisition of migrants who do not speak English as their first language. While 
many of these factors may be beyond the control of migrants, there are a number of factors 
that are within their control. These include: 

	 interacting with English speakers in work and social settings 

	 speaking English in the home and family contexts 

	 engaging with English language media  

	 undertaking English language tuition in New Zealand. 

5. 	 In addition, positive attitudes of employers - and New Zealanders more generally - towards 
ethnic and linguistic diversity can encourage migrants to acquire proficiency in English. 
Migrants can only improve their English skills in a work or social context if they are given the 
opportunity to do so by employers, on the one hand, and members of communities other 
than their own, on the other. 

6. 	 The report further suggests that heritage language maintenance has the potential to 
contribute to positive integration outcomes. In the context of language and integration, 
proficiency in English and heritage language maintenance are both important. 

7. 	 The overriding challenge to the maintenance of heritage languages is the demand for 
migrants to acquire proficiency in English. Importantly, this demand affects migrants in 
different ways to their descendants born in New Zealand. 

8. 	 There is a negative correlation between the conditions that are favourable to English 
language acquisition and those that promote heritage language maintenance. Consequently, 
very few migrants or their descendants born in New Zealand will be able to read, write and 
speak proficiently in both English and their heritage language. 
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Conditions favourable to heritage language maintenance 

9. 	 The conditions that have a positive effect on heritage language maintenance include: 

	 large communities that regularly interact socially, particularly within religious settings 

	 the availability of community language schools 

	 positive attitudes towards the country of origin and the heritage language 

	 intra-ethnic marriage 

	 the use of the heritage language in the home. 

10. 	 Migrants wishing to actively participate in society while maintaining their cultural heritage will 
need to carefully manage their approach to both English and their heritage language. A key 
consideration will be which language they choose to engage in at which times and in which 
domains. Importantly, informing migrants of the complex relationship between the conditions 
that assist English acquisition and promote heritage language maintenance will enable them 
to increase their chances of success. 

Communities ought to design and lead their own language maintenance initiatives 

11. 	 It would be impractical to design a single approach to language maintenance that suited all of 
New Zealand’s ethnic communities. The characteristics of each community vary in terms of 
cultural practices, religious orientation and size, as well as the number of generations the 
community has resided in New Zealand. Each community ought to design and lead its own 
language maintenance initiatives, so it can cater to its own specific needs and 
characteristics. 
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Section 1: Introduction 
12. 	 This report examines the role of language in the integration outcomes1 of migrants in 

New Zealand, for the following reasons: 

	 immigration is part of the Government’s Business Growth Agenda 

	 we need to help migrants integrate more effectively into New Zealand society and 
ensure that their skills are well utilised in the economy 

	 migrants are increasingly coming from countries where it is unlikely they will speak 
English as their first language 

	 the employment outcomes of migrants are strongly related to their English language 
ability (see section two). 

Immigration and the Business Growth Agenda 

13. 	 The focus on immigration in the Business Growth Agenda (BGA) is on attracting skilled 
migrants and investors, to contribute to building a more competitive and productive 
economy.2 The 2012 BGA Progress Report on Building Skilled and Safe Workplaces 
describes the current state of immigration as follows: 

New Zealand has more inward and outward migration than most other 
developed countries…Our immigration system generally performs well in 
providing additional skills and potential investment capital. But the global 
market for skilled labour is increasingly competitive, and we need to do 
better in both [sic] attracting skilled labour, supporting them to settle – 
especially in Auckland – and ensuring that their skills are well utilised in the 
economy.3 

14. 	 This BGA Progress Report not only underlines New Zealand’s current need for migrants, but 
the need to maximise their contribution to the economy, which will largely depend on how 
successfully they integrate overall. Accordingly, positive integration outcomes are desirable 
because they mutually benefit the migrant and New Zealand as a whole.4 

New Zealand’s inward migration patterns have changed 

15. 	 New Zealand’s inward migration patterns have changed in recent years. As the tables below 
indicate, migrants are increasingly coming from countries where it is unlikely they will speak 
English as their first language, and less so from the United Kingdom and South Africa. 
Migrants’ language skills will affect their employment outcomes and social well-being (see 
section two). This change is one of the reasons it is important to consider the role of 
language in integration outcomes.  

1 By integration outcomes, we are referring to the extent to which migrants have settled into the wider community and 

their capacity to participate in and contribute to New Zealand society.
 
2 The Business Growth Agenda, http://www.mbie.govt.nz/what-we-do/business-growth-agenda (date accessed 31
 
October 2013).
 
3 The Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment, “Building Skilled and Safe Workplaces”, (October 2012)  

http://www.mbie.govt.nz/pdf-library/what-we-do/business-growth-agenda/bga-reports/BGA-Safe-Skilled-Workplaces-
report.pdf (date accessed 2 September 2013). Note that this was the most recent ‘Progress Report on Building Skilled
 
and Safe Workplaces’ as of November 2013.
 
4 Immigration New Zealand, The New Zealand Settlement Strategy, 

http://www.ssnz.govt.nz/publications/NZSettlementStrategy.pdf (date accessed 14 November 2013).
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Table 1.1 Residence Approvals and Top Source Countries, 2008/09 & 2012/13 

No. of residence approvals 
2008/09 2012/13 

46,097 38,961 

Top source countries 
UK 19% 
China 15% 
South Africa 12% 
Philippines 8% 

China 15% 
India 13% 
UK 13% 
Philippines 8% 

Data source: The Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment, Monthly Migration Trends: 
July 2008 - June 2009, and Migration Trends Key Indicators Report: June 2013.5 

16. 	 Table 1.1 shows that the number of residence approvals declined between 2008/09 and 
2012/13, and that China replaced the United Kingdom as the top source country for migrants. 
It also shows that the number of migrants from the United Kingdom and South Africa has 
decreased, while the number from India has increased. The following table shows a similar 
trend in the skilled migrant category during the same period.  

Table 1.2 Skilled Migrant Category Approvals and Top Source Countries, 2008/09 & 2012/13 

2008/09 2012/13 

Skilled migrant category (SMC) approvals 27,011 18,156 

SMC % of total residence approvals 59 46 

Top source countries 
UK 22% 
South Africa 18% 
China 14% 
Philippines 11% 

India 19% 
UK 15% 
Philippines 12% 
China 9% 

Data source: The Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment, Monthly Migration Trends: July 2008 -
June 2009, and Migration Trends Key Indicators Report: June 2013. 

17. 	 Table 1.2 shows that in 2012/13 the New Zealand government approved considerably fewer 
skilled migrants than in 2008/09. There may be several reasons for this, including the 2008 
global financial crisis, which marked the beginning of a general trend of decline in migration 
flows in OECD6 countries.7 Consequently, the global market for skilled labour is becoming 
increasingly competitive (as noted above in the 2012 BGA Report on Building Skilled and 
Safe Workplaces). 

18. 	 Table 1.2 also shows that India replaced the United Kingdom as the top source country for 
New Zealand’s skilled migrants, while the number from South Africa and the United Kingdom 
decreased considerably. 

5 The Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment, “Migration Trends Key Indicators Report: June 2013”, 

http://www.dol.govt.nz/research/migration/monthly-migration-trends/13jun/index.asp (date accessed 14 October 2013);
 
The Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment, “Monthly Migration Trends: July 2008-June 2009”, 

http://www.dol.govt.nz/publications/research/migration-trends-0809/index.asp (date accessed 14 October 2013).
 
6 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. 

7 The Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment, “Migration Trends Key Indicators Report: June 2013”, 

http://www.dol.govt.nz/research/migration/monthly-migration-trends/13jun/index.asp (date accessed 14 October 2013).
 

4 

http://www.dol.govt.nz/research/migration/monthly-migration-trends/13jun/index.asp
http://www.dol.govt.nz/publications/research/migration-trends-0809/index.asp
http://www.dol.govt.nz/research/migration/monthly-migration-trends/13jun/index.asp


 

 

 

  

  

 

 
 
 

 

Outline of this report 

19. 	 The report proceeds in the following steps: 

	 section two will demonstrate that the employment outcomes of migrants correlate with 
their English language ability  

	 section three will show that migrants from North Asia are more likely to face 
employment barriers because of their English language ability than migrants from other 
regions 

	 section four will show that there are numerous factors that affect a migrant’s ability to 
acquire proficiency in English, some of which are within their control 

	 section five will suggest that heritage language maintenance may also contribute to 
positive integration outcomes, and that migrants may need to carefully manage their 
approach to languages if they are to actively participate in New Zealand society while 
maintaining their cultural heritage. 
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Section 2: English proficiency and employment outcomes 
20. 	 This section presents a variety of evidence from New Zealand sources that there is a strong 

correlation between the English language ability of migrants and their employment outcomes, 
most notably, their earning power. 

The Royal Society of New Zealand’s paper on languages in New Zealand 

21. 	 The Royal Society of New Zealand’s “Languages in Aotearoa New Zealand” highlights the 
necessity of proficiency in English for successful integration outcomes, including educational 
success. This uncontroversial statement by the Royal Society is particularly compelling 
because the paper focuses on the benefits of bilingualism and linguistic diversity.8 

Refugee resettlement and English language proficiency 

22. 	 New Zealand studies of refugee resettlement explain the extent to which proficiency in 
English affects integration:  

Proficiency in English is a key facilitator of refugee integration. It helps 
people to access paid work, education, higher incomes and wider personal 
relationships and provides a feeling of belonging. Not being able to speak 
the host language is not only a barrier to economic integration but also to 
social interaction and full participation in New Zealand society.9 

23. 	 In other words, proficiency in English affects the degree to which migrants can participate in 
and contribute to New Zealand society, from their earning capacity to their ability to socialise. 

Employers’ views on the language ability of migrants 

24. 	 A number of international and New Zealand studies that surveyed and interviewed employers 
have identified poor national language skills as the main reason for not employing migrants 
(see Appendix B for a summary of Immigration New Zealand’s ‘Work Talk’, an online 
language resource for migrants and their employers).10 

25. 	 The following three graphs illustrate the link between the English language ability of migrants 
in New Zealand and their employment outcomes.  

8 The Royal Society of New Zealand, “Languages in Aotearoa New Zealand”, 

http://www.royalsociety.org.nz/media/Languages-in-Aotearoa-New-Zealand.pdf (accessed 11 September 2013). 

9 The Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment, New Land, New Life: Long-term Settlement of Refugees in New
 
Zealand (2012). 

10 The Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment, Employers’ Role and Influence in Migration: A Literature 

Review (2013); Y. Cai, Y. Shumilova and E. Pekkola, Employability of International Graduates Educated in Finnish 

Higher Education Institutions, VALOA-project, Career Services and University of Helsinki (2009); S. Dench, J. Hurstfield,
 
D. Hill, and K. Akroyd, Employers’ Use of Migrant Labour (Home Office Online Report No. 04/06), London: Research 
Development and Statistics Directorate, Home Office (2006); N. H. North, The Employment of Immigrants in New 
Zealand: The Attitudes, Policies, Practices and Experiences of Employers (Occasional Publication No. 18), Palmerston 
North: Massey University (2007); P. Stock, Employers of Migrants 2009 – From Recruitment to Retention, Department of 
Labour (2010). 
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Figure 2.1  Employm ent Rates oof Migrantss by Immiggration Cateegory and English Prroficiency 

Sourcce: Departmennt of Labour, NNew Faces, Neew Futures: NNew Zealand (22009).11 

26. 	Figurre 2.1 showws that the eemploymen t rates of mmigrants correlate with ttheir Englissh languagee 
abilitty. The averrage employyment rate of migrantss (as shownn by the ‘All migrants’ ggrouping onn 
the faar right) is 445.2 per cent for ‘modeerate/poor sspeakers’, 669.1 per cennt for ‘very good/good’’ 
speaakers, and 776.9 for those in the ‘EEnglish as laanguage sppoken best’ category. EEven in thee 
‘Skilled principaal’12 groupingg where thee employmeent rates are high acrooss all threee categoriess 
of lannguage ability, there iss still a correelation betwween emplooyment rate and English languagee 
abilitty (see Apppendix A foor a descripption of Immigration NNew Zealannd’s Englishh languagee 
requirements for skilled miggrants). 

27. 	 The Longitudinaal Immigrattion Survey: New Zealland provides the dataa for the fo llowing twoo 
graphs. The thrree waves rrepresent thhe results oof interviewss of the samme cohort of migrantss 
takenn at 6 montths, 18 monnths and 366 months, b etween Aprril 2007 andd October 22009. Whilee 
thesee findings sshow that the mediann annual inncome of mmigrants accross all caategories off 
languuage abilityy improves over time, we can seee a clear decrease in annual inncome withh 
eachh declining sstep in English languagge ability. 

11 Departmennt of Labour, NNew Faces, New Futures: NNew Zealand ((2009), 

http://www.dool.govt.nz/pubblications/rese arch/lisnz/ (daate accessed 118 October 20013). This repoort presents findings from 

the Longitudiinal Immigratioon Survey: Neew Zealand (L isNZ).
 
12 Skilled prinncipal refers too the principal applicant in thhe skilled migrant category. Skilled seconndary refers too the partner 

and children of the principaal applicant in the skilled mi igrant category.
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Figure 2.22 Median Annual Incoome of All MMigrants byy English PProficiencyy 

Sourcce: The Minist ry of Businesss, Innovation and Employmment, Labour MMarket Integraation of Recennt Migrants 
to Neww Zealand (20012).13 

28. 	We saw abovee that the employmennt rates of principal aapplicants iin the skill ed migrantt 
categgory were significantlyy higher thhan those oof migrants in other ccategories. Figure 2.33 
beloww shows thhat even th e earning ccapacity of principal skilled migraants is related to theirr 
English languagge ability. 

13 The Minist ry of Businesss, Innovation aand Employmeent, Labour MMarket Integration of Recent Migrants to 
New Zealandd (2012), http:///www.dol.govvt.nz/publicatioons/research/llabour-markett-integration/laabour-market-
integration.pddf (date accesssed 18 Octobber 2013). 
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Figure 2.33 Median Annual Incoome of Skillled Princippal Migrantss by Englissh Proficiency 

Sourcce: The Minist ry of Businesss, Innovation and Employmment, Labour MMarket Integraation of Recennt Migrants 
to Neww Zealand (20012). 

Internationnal studies aare consisteent with Neww Zealand ffindings 

29. 	Impoortantly, Ne w Zealand findings onn the correelation betwween languaage skills aand migrantt 
emplloyment ouutcomes are consistennt with thoose from innternationall studies.14 Esser, forr 
exammple, statess: 

Compreheensive skillss in the nati onal languaage is [sic] extremely immportant foor 
the labourr market inttegration of immigrantss. A lack of language sskills clearlyy 
reduces thheir chancees of findingg work and attaining aa higher possition and i s 
associatedd with signifficant reducctions in inccome…Anyoone who dooes not havee 
a comprehhensive commmand of tthe nationa l language will be una able to makee 
full use of their valuable occupattional experrience and kknowledge. .15 

30. 	Put ssuccinctly, mmigrants witth poor Engglish languaage skills wiill face empployment baarriers, earnn 
less and limit th eir capacityy to contribuute to the ecconomy. 

14 B. Chiswicck, Y. Lee, ett al., “Immigraants' Languag ge Skills: the AAustralian Experience in a  Longitudinal Survey”, Thee 
International Migration Revview 38, 2 (20004): 611-654 ; B. Chiswick,  Y. Lee, et al., “Family Mattters: the Role of the Familyy 
in Immigrantss' Destination Language Accquisition”, Joournal of Popuulation Econommics 18, 4 (20005): 631-647 ; B. Chiswick,, 
Y. Lee, et al.., “Immigrants' Language S kills and Visa Category”, Thhe Internationnal Migration RReview 40, 20006): 419-450;; 
B. Chiswick, and P. Milleer, “A Model oof Destinationn-Language AAcquisition: Appplication to MMale Migrantss in Canada”,,
 
Demographyy 38, 3 (2001):  391-409. 

15 Hartmut EEsser, Migratioon, Language and Integratiion, AKI Reseearch Review 4, Programmme on Interculttural Conflictss
 
and Societal Integration, SSocial Researcch Centre Berllin (2006), iv. 
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Conclusion 

31. 	 In sum, these findings demonstrate that a lack of English language skills affects the degree 
to which migrants can participate in and contribute to New Zealand society. Informing 
migrants who speak English as a second language about this issue will increase their 
understanding of the economic and social consequences of weak English skills, which may 
then further motivate them to acquire proficiency in English. 
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Sectionn 3: Miggrants from Noorth Asiaa 
32. 	This section assserts that migrants ffrom North Asia are more likelyy to face eemploymentt 

barrieers because of their E nglish languuage ability than migraants from other regionss. This pointt 
is siggnificant beccause of thee emergencce of China as the top source couuntry for miggrants. 

33. 	Probblems arisinng from Ennglish languuage proficciency are only relevaant to speecific ethnicc 
groups. The fol lowing grapph illustratees the Engl ish languagge skills of migrants bby region off 
originn. 

Figure 3.1 English Language SSkills of Miggrants by RRegion of OOrigin 

Sourcce: Departmennt of Labour, NNew Faces, Neew Futures: NNew Zealand (22009). 

34. 	Figurre 3.1 illustrates that t he North Assia region ((depicted inn the centree of the grapph) has thee 
higheest percentage of migrrants in thee ‘moderate/poor Englissh language ability’ caategory andd 
the llowest perccentage of migrants inn the ‘Eng lish as a laanguage sppoken bestt’ category.. 
Convversely, thee employmeent rates of North Asian migrants are lower tthan those of migrantss 
from all other reegions.16 

Table 3.1 Employmeent Rates oof Migrants from Northh and Soutth Asia17 

North 
Asia 

South 
Asia 

Overall 
averagee 

Emp 
skille 

ployment rat 
ed migrants 

te of all mig 
(%) 

grants other than princippal 
43 53.1 59.82 

Empployment ratee of principa l skilled migrrant (%) 82.8 93.5 93.6 

Prinncipal skilled migrant empployed in a skkilled job (% ) 71.4 75 86.33 

Data ssource: Deparrtment of Laboour, New Facees, New Futurres: New Zealaand (2009). 

16 Departmennt of Labour, NNew Faces, New Futures: NNew Zealand ((2009), 87, 90 . 
17 We have inncluded a Souuth Asia category in this tab ble in order to pprovide a regi onal comparisson, in addition to a 
comparison wwith the overaall average. Soouth Asia is thee region with tthe second lowwest migrant eemployment rates for “all 
migrants otheer than princippal skilled mig rants” and “pr rincipal skilled migrant empl oyed in a skill ed job”. Southh Asia has thee 
third lowest eemployment raate for “princippal skilled migrrants”; perhapps surprisinglyy, North Americca has the second lowest 
(93.4 per cennt). 
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35. 	 Table 3.1 shows that the employment rates of migrants from North Asia across the three 
categories are significantly lower than the overall averages, and in all cases, lower than the 
employment rates of migrants from South Asia. The table also shows that there are a 
considerable percentage of principal skilled migrants from Asia, particularly North Asia, 
whose skills are under utilised in the economy because they are not employed in a job 
appropriate to their qualifications. 

36. 	 Given the correlation between English language ability and employment rates (see figure 
2.1) and the English skills of North Asian migrants (see figure 3.1), we can reasonably assert 
that language barriers are one of the key reasons that North Asian migrants have lower 
employment rates than migrants from all other regions. 

“Learning the Lingo: the Challenge of Gaining English Language Proficiency” 

37. 	 In May 2012, the Department of Labour published Learning the Lingo: the Challenge of 
Gaining English Language Proficiency, which focuses on the English language acquisition of 
New Zealand’s skilled migrants.18 The report shows that:19 

	 skilled migrants from Asia reported lower levels of English language ability than skilled 
migrants from other regions 

	 skilled migrants from North Asia reported lower English language ability than other 
skilled migrants from Asia 

	 North Asian migrants were less likely to report improvement over time than migrants 
from other regions 

	 twenty seven per cent of North Asian skilled migrants reported a decline in their English 
language ability from ‘very good’, to ‘poor to good’ over a two and a half year period. 

38. 	 The report also investigates the reasons for the lack of improvement and decline in English 
language ability, which it identifies as:  

	 limited exposure to English prior to arrival in New Zealand 

	 an absence of immersion in English within educational, social and work interactions 
after arrival in New Zealand. 

Conclusion 

39. 	 In sum, this section has identified migrants from North Asia as those most likely to face 
employment barriers because of their English language ability. Further, there are a 
considerable percentage of principal skilled migrants from North Asia whose skills are under 
utilised in the economy because they are not employed in a skilled job. Strikingly, over a 
quarter of North Asian migrants reported a decline in their English language ability since their 
arrival in New Zealand, which was largely a result of limited opportunities to use English in 
educational, social and work settings. These findings are significant because of the 
emergence of China as the top source country for migrants, and further, the need to ensure 
that the skills of migrants are well utilised in the economy. 

18 The report analyses data from “the Longitudinal Immigration Survey: New Zealand” and the qualitative study “Five 

Years On”. 

19 Department of Labour, Learning the Lingo: the Challenge of Gaining English Language Proficiency, 2012, 

http://www.dol.govt.nz/publications/research/learning-lingo/learning-lingo.pdf (date accessed 15 October 2013). 
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Section 4: Factors affecting English language acquisition 
40. 	 This section demonstrates that there is a wide range of factors affecting the English 

language acquisition of migrants who do not speak English as their first language. While 
many of these factors may be beyond the control of migrants, there are a number of factors 
that are within their control. These include: 

	 interacting with English speakers in work and social settings 

	 speaking English in the home and family contexts 

	 engaging with English language media  

	 undertaking English language tuition in New Zealand (see Appendix B for an overview 
of the resources available in New Zealand to help migrants improve their English 
skills). 

Sources 

41. 	Apart from Learning the Lingo: the Challenge of Gaining English Proficiency,20 there is a 
dearth of recent studies of the factors affecting the English language acquisition of migrants 
in New Zealand. Consequently, we draw largely on Hartmut Esser’s Migration, Language 
and Integration (2006), particularly Chapter 3, “Migration and Language Acquisition”.21 

Esser’s conclusions are based on a meta-analysis of stable data gathered from studies 
conducted in Australia, USA, Canada, Israel and Germany. The stability, consistency and 
breadth of the data compared by Esser allow us to reasonably assume that the factors 
presented below are relevant to New Zealand’s migrants.  

Outline of this section 

42. 	 While relying largely on international findings, this section presents an overview of the factors 
most applicable to migrants in New Zealand.22 The aim is to show that there is a wide range 
of disparate factors at play. These are categorised as: 

	 individual migration factors  

	 linguistic factors  

	 cultural factors  

	 opportunities and exposure.  

Individual migration factors 

43. 	 Migrants in New Zealand seeking to acquire proficiency in English are affected by the 
characteristics of their individual “migration story”. These include their age at migration, their 
educational attainment, and whether they plan to migrate temporarily or permanently. 

20 Department of Labour, Learning the Lingo: the Challenge of Gaining English Language Proficiency, 2012, 

http://www.dol.govt.nz/publications/research/learning-lingo/learning-lingo.pdf (date accessed 15 October 2013). 

21 Hartmut Esser, Migration, Language and Integration, AKI Research Review 4, Programme on Intercultural Conflicts 

and Societal Integration, Social Research Centre Berlin (2006).
 
22 We refer to English instead of “second language”, and to “heritage language” instead of “first language” or “mother 

tongue”. 
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44. 	 Migrants who plan to stay in New Zealand on a long-term/permanent basis are more likely to 
achieve proficiency in English than those who plan a temporary stay. A more decisive factor, 
however, is a migrant’s age at the time of migration. Migrants who arrive in New Zealand at 
14 years of age or younger are far more likely to achieve a high level of English language 
proficiency than older migrants. A migrant’s ability to acquire proficiency in English will 
decrease as his or her age at migration increases.23 

45. 	 The educational attainment of migrants correlates with their ability to acquire proficiency in 
English. For example, a migrant with a university degree will be more likely to acquire 
proficiency in English than a migrant who has only a secondary school qualification. There 
are three factors relating to educational attainment that have an effect on English language 
acquisition: the level of education attained by the individual in the country of origin; the 
educational attainment of the migrant’s parents; and if applicable, the level of education 
attained by the individual in New Zealand. The latter has the strongest influence on the 
acquisition of English.24 

Linguistic factors 

46. 	 The ability of migrants in New Zealand to acquire proficiency in English is affected by the 
characteristics of their heritage language and its linguistic relationship to English. The factors 
here include:  

 the Q-value25 of the heritage language, which affects a migrant’s motivation to attain 
proficiency in English 

	 the linguistic distance26 between the heritage language and English, which signals the 
degree of difficulty migrants may face leaning English on account of their prior 
knowledge of language. 

47. 	 The motivation of migrants in New Zealand to acquire proficiency in English should not be 
negatively affected by the Q-value of their heritage language, even if it is significantly high. 
English has a higher Q-value than all other languages, and English is the language of 
New Zealand’s labour market. In other words, migrants in New Zealand should reasonably 
understand the value of English and feel accordingly motivated to acquire strong English 
language skills. 

48. 	 The linguistic distance between the migrant’s heritage language and English, on the other 
hand, will have a strong effect on their ability to acquire proficiency in English.27 For example, 
migrants who speak French or Dutch as their first language will face less difficulty learning 
English than migrants who speak Arabic or Mandarin, due to the proximity of the languages 
to English in terms of vocabulary and grammar. This factor could in part explain why North 
Asian migrants have generally weaker English skills than other migrants in New Zealand 
(see section three). 

23 Esser (2006), 18-19, 22-24. 

24 Ibid., 24, 34. 

25 Q-value measures the communicative value of the language defined on the basis of the number of speakers of this 

language throughout the world. English has the highest Q-value.  

26  Linguistic distance measures the differences between two languages. The linguistic distance between English and 

Mandarin is far greater than the linguistic distance between English and French, for example.
 
27 Esser (2006), 25-27. 
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Cultural factors 

49. 	 Certain cultural characteristics of New Zealand will affect the ability of migrants to attain 
proficiency in English. These include: 

	 the cultural distance28 between the country of origin and New Zealand 

	 levels of discrimination and attitudes towards ethnic diversity in New Zealand 

	 the amount of interaction migrants have with people outside their own ethnic group 

	 the degree of ethnic diversity in the migrant’s residential area.  

50. 	 The cultural distance between a migrant’s country of origin and New Zealand will affect 
English acquisition in a similar way to linguistic distance.29 This can influence a migrant’s 
ability to adapt to the New Zealand way of life, make friends outside of their own ethnic 
group, and generally feel as though they fit in. Ultimately, these things will play a role in 
determining a migrant’s sense of belonging in New Zealand, which will affect the motivation 
of a migrant to acquire strong English language skills. 

51. 	 Similarly, a tolerant, cohesive and welcoming society has a positive effect on a migrant’s 
motivation to acquire proficiency in English.30 This can influence the amount of contact a 
migrant has with members of communities other than their own. Migrants who regularly 
interact with people who do not speak their heritage language are more likely to attain better 
English skills than migrants who only interact with members of their own ethnic group.31 

52. 	 The ethnic composition of the residential area in which migrants reside also affects English 
language acquisition. Areas that are ethnically diverse will have a positive effect on English 
acquisition, whereas migrants who live in an area that has a high concentration of people 
from the same ethnicity are likely to use their heritage language more often, thus reducing 
the time they will be immersed in an English language setting.32 

Opportunities and exposure 

53. 	 Opportunities for migrants to learn, and their exposure to English, will affect their ability to 
acquire proficiency in the language. Important factors include: 

	 prior exposure to English in the migrant’s country of origin 

	 engaging with English language media  

	 the use of English in the home 

	 the availability of English language tuition in New Zealand. 

54. 	 Opportunities to undertake English language tuition in the country of origin and in New 
Zealand have a positive effect on English acquisition.33 There is no shortage of opportunities 
to do so in New Zealand (see Appendix B).  

28 Cultural distance refers to the gap between two different groups, for example, the gap between rural and urban 

societies. In this context of this report, culture refers to the general cultural characteristics of a country. 

29 Esser (2006), 27.
 
30 Ibid., 29. 

31 Ibid., 28-29; Learning the Lingo (2012).
 
32 Esser (2006)., 33. 

33 Ibid., 29-30; Learning the Lingo (2012).
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55. 	 The most significant factor affecting English acquisition in this category is the use of English 
in the home and family contexts. Further, the language skills of the parents and everyday 
English language use in the family will have a positive effect on the English acquisition of 
migrant children.34 Engaging with media in English rather than in the heritage language will 
also have a positive effect on English acquisition.35 

Conclusion 

56. 	 In sum, there is a wide variety of factors affecting migrants’ acquisition of English. Many of 
these factors can be beyond the control of migrants, which means that a low standard of 
English may not result from a lack of effort or ability. For example, older migrants with little 
education, who live in an area that has a high concentration of people of the same ethnic 
group, and who speak a language such as Arabic or Mandarin, are likely to face significant 
difficulties attaining proficiency in English. The case may be the same for refugees who 
experienced traumatic events prior to their arrival in New Zealand. 

57. 	 Importantly, there are a number of factors affecting the acquisition of English that migrants 
can control. These include interacting with English speakers in work and social settings, 
speaking English in the home and family contexts,36 engaging with English language media, 
and undertaking English language tuition in New Zealand. Positive attitudes of employers - 
and New Zealanders more generally - towards ethnic and linguistic diversity can further 
encourage migrants to acquire proficiency in English. Migrants can only improve their English 
skills in a work or social context if they are given the opportunity to do so by employers, on 
the one hand, and members of communities other than their own, on the other.  

34 Esser (2006), 30-36. 

35 Ibid., 31. 

36 Learning the Lingo (2012).  
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Section 5: Heritage language maintenance and integration 
58. 	 Section two showed that the English language ability of New Zealand’s migrants affects their 

ability to participate in and contribute to New Zealand society. This section suggests that 
heritage language maintenance can also play a positive role in the integration outcomes of 
migrants. However, due to the complex relationship between English acquisition and heritage 
language maintenance, migrants wishing to develop and maintain their skills in both 
languages will need to carefully consider their approach to this task. Finally, we recommend 
that language maintenance initiatives ought to be designed and driven by the community 
itself in order to be effective. 

Outline of this section 

59. 	 To support these claims, this section demonstrates that: 

	 positive integration outcomes occur more frequently when migrants participate in wider 
society and maintain their heritage culture 

	 there is a strong connection between cultural maintenance and heritage language 
maintenance 

	 there is a negative correlation between acquiring English language proficiency and 
heritage language maintenance 

	 migrant families typically shift completely to English within three generations 

	 the conditions that are favourable to heritage language maintenance include the size of 
the community, the use of the heritage language in the home, and to a lesser extent, 
the availability of community language schools. 

Cultural maintenance and integration outcomes 

60. 	 There are consistent international and New Zealand findings that show the most positive 
integration outcomes occur when migrants both actively participate in wider society and 
maintain their heritage cultural identity.37 John Berry refers to this approach as “double 
engagement”.38 In the case of Chinese migrants in New Zealand, for example, the migrants 
would be “double engaged” by identifying as New Zealanders while also maintaining their 
Chinese identity. The New Zealand Settlement Strategy supports this approach, within the 
context of affirming that positive integration outcomes are desirable because they mutually 
benefit the migrant and New Zealand as a whole.39 

61. 	 In her study of language maintenance in New Zealand, Mary Roberts argues that there is a 
strong connection between cultural maintenance and language maintenance, observing that 
they “rarely exist in isolation from one another.”40 In other words, language maintenance can 
meet important cultural objectives. 

37 Colleen Ward, The Experiences of Migrant Youth: a Generational Analysis (Department of Labour, 2008); John W.
 
Berry, et al., “Immigrant Youth: Acculturation, Identity, and Adaptation”, Applied Psychology: an International Review, 55 

(2006); Angela MinhTu D. Nguyen and Veronica Benet-Martinez, “Biculturalism and Adjustment: a Meta-Analysis”, 

Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 44 (2013). 

38 Berry (2006).
 
39  “The New Zealand Settlement Strategy”,  http://www.ssnz.govt.nz/publications/NZSettlementStrategy.pdf (date 

accessed 9 Oct 2013).
 
40 Mary Roberts, “Immigrants’ Attitudes to Language Maintenance in New Zealand”, in Languages of New Zealand, 

edited by Allan Bell, Ray Harlow and Donna Starks (Wellington: Victoria University Press, 2005), 248.
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62. 	 The Ministry of Pacific Island Affairs’ “Pacific Languages Framework” is based on this 
assumption. In addition to underlining the connection between language maintenance and 
cultural maintenance, the Pacific Languages Framework highlights the role that language 
maintenance plays in cultivating strong families and communities.41 

63. 	 If heritage language maintenance, as an important component of cultural maintenance, has 
the potential to contribute to positive integration outcomes, then in the context of language 
and integration, proficiency in English and heritage language maintenance will both be 
important. As we will see below, however, the relationship between acquiring proficiency in 
English and heritage language maintenance is problematic and complex.  

The demand for English proficiency is problematic for heritage language maintenance 

64. 	 Put simply, the overriding challenge to the maintenance of heritage languages is the demand 
for migrants to acquire proficiency in English. Importantly, this demand affects migrants in 
different ways to their descendants born in New Zealand. 

65. 	 In section three we looked at the factors affecting a migrant’s ability to acquire proficiency in 
English, using four categories: individual migration factors (age at migration and educational 
attainment); linguistic factors (the Q-value of the language and linguistic distance); cultural 
factors (cultural distance); and opportunities and exposure (language use in the home). This 
combination of factors is equally applicable to the ability of migrants to retain their heritage 
language. 

66. 	 Strikingly, a large number of factors that have a positive effect on English language 
acquisition have a negative effect on heritage language maintenance. As Esser puts it: “The 
conditions that promote second language acquisition are usually detrimental to the retention 
and command of the language of origin and vice versa.”42 

67. 	 Whereas young age at the time of migration, regularly interacting with people who do not 
speak the same heritage language, engaging with English language media, and speaking 
English in the home and family contexts have a positive effect on the acquisition of English, 
these factors all have a negative effect on the retention of heritage languages. There is a 
negative correlation between acquiring English language proficiency and heritage language 
maintenance. Few migrants will be able to read, write and speak proficiently in both English 
and their heritage language.43 

68. 	 Accordingly, migrant communities that give priority to acquiring proficiency in English in order 
to maximise their integration outcomes will find it difficult to retain proficiency in their heritage 
language. This situation instigates a process by which the preference for English continues 
to increase from generation to generation, and similarly, heritage language skills continue to 
decline. 

41 The Ministry of Pacific Island Affairs, The Pacific Languages Framework, (2012); http://www.mpia.govt.nz/pacific-
languages-framework/ (date accessed 9 October 2013).
 
42 Esser (2006), ii. 

43 Ibid., 55-57.
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Language shift to English usually occurs within three generations 

69. 	 The children of migrants generally have significantly better English language skills than their 
parents.44 Further, there is an extremely consistent international finding that migrant 
communities usually cease maintaining their heritage language within three generations, 
sometimes as soon as within two, at which point they shift completely to the majority 
language of their new country.45 Socio-linguists refer to this as ‘language shift’. 

70. 	 To use the example of language shift in Asian migrant communities in the USA, the first 
generation generally acquires enough English to meet their daily needs, but retains 
proficiency in their heritage language; the second generation acquires a high level of 
proficiency in English and their use of the heritage language is largely confined to the home 
and family contexts; and the third generation are, by and large, monolingual English 
speakers.46 

71. 	 The results of New Zealand studies are consistent with international findings on language 
shift.47 Statistics New Zealand’s Concerning Language contains some statistical evidence of 
language shift in New Zealand.48 For example, those aged 0-24 are less likely to speak a 
heritage language than their counterparts aged 50 and over. Additionally, those born 
overseas in the 10-24 year age group display a significant decline in heritage language 
retention over a longer period of residence in New Zealand. These findings show that 
migration at a young age, along with longer periods of immersion in New Zealand society, 
affects the propensity for individuals to develop or retain the use of their heritage language.  

The process that contributes to language shift 

72. 	 Fishman describes the process of language shift in the following steps:49 

	 migrants increasingly interact in more social settings or domains that are dominated by 
mainstream groups, requiring them to use English at the expense of their heritage 
language 

	 an increase in the number of domains in which English is spoken by migrants is likely 
to increase the time spent using English, resulting in proficiency in English  

	 proficiency in English leads to better employment and educational outcomes 

	 the experience of successful employment and educational outcomes motivates 
migrants to increasingly seek the rewards provided by proficiency in English in favour 
of the community and cultural rewards given by heritage language maintenance. 

44 Ibid., 38. 

45 Ibid. 

46 Richard D. Alba, John R. Logan, Amy Lutz, and Brian Stults, “Only English by the Third Generation? Loss and 

Preservation of the Mother Tongue among the Grandchildren of Contemporary Immigrants”, Demography, 39 (2002): 

467-484.
 
47 J. Holmes, M. Roberts, M. Verivaki, ‘A. 'Aipolo, “Language Maintenance and Shift in Three New Zealand Speech
 
Communities”, in A Reader in Greek Sociolinguistics; Studies in Modern Greek Language, Culture and Communication, 

Alexandra Georgakopoulou and Marianna Spanaki (eds) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001) 41 – 71; N. Daly, “Sri
 
Lankans and Sinhala Language Maintenance in New Zealand”, Wellington Working Papers in Linguistics, 1 (1990):17-
27; N. Shameem, “The Wellington Indo-Fijians: Language Shift among Teenage New Immigrants”, Journal of Multilingual 

and Multicultural Development, 15, 5 (1994): 399-418.
 
48 Statistics New Zealand, Concerning Language, (2004), 

http://www.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/people_and_communities/Language/concerning-language-
2004/summary.aspx (date accessed 25 October 2013).
 
49 J. A. Fishman, “Language Maintenance and Ethnicity”, in The Rise and Fall of the Ethnic Revival, edited by J. A. 


Fishman, M. H. Gertner, E.G. Lowy, W. G. Milin (Berlin: Mouton, 1985), 57-76; J. Homes et al. (2001). 
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73. 	 However, as migrant communities become aware of the consequences of language shift, 
they often take measures to revitalise their heritage language.50 Given the strong connection 
between cultural maintenance and language maintenance, these efforts by communities to 
revive their heritage language are likely, at least to an extent, to be motivated by the desire to 
prevent the erosion of their heritage cultural identity.51 

Conditions favourable to heritage language maintenance 

74. 	 The conditions that have a positive effect on heritage language maintenance include: 

	 large communities that regularly interact socially, particularly within religious settings 

	 the availability of community language schools 

	 positive attitudes towards the country of origin and the heritage language 

	 intra-ethnic marriage 

	 the use of the heritage language in the home. 

Large communities that regularly interact 

75. 	 Large communities, particularly those residing in the same area and/or religiously oriented, 
offer more opportunities to interact socially and are thus more likely to foster heritage 
language retention than smaller communities.52 Conversely, small communities that lack a 
unifying community organisation, religious or otherwise, will need to recognise the 
disadvantage they face and create regular opportunities to interact socially in order to 
compensate for their size. 

Community language schools 

76. 	 While the availability of community language schools is an important factor, Fishman et al. 
admit that they “make the most modest contribution” to heritage language maintenance.53 

Holmes et al. argue that these schools can, however, complement the use of the heritage 
language in the home and in other social domains.54 

50 J. Holmes et al. (2001), 49-50. 

51 Mary Roberts, “Immigrants’ Attitudes to Language Maintenance in New Zealand”, in Languages of New Zealand, 

edited by Allan Bell, Ray Harlow and Donna Starks (Wellington: Victoria University Press, 2005), 248-270; J. Holmes et 

al (2001), 54-58. 

52 Esser (2006), 33; J. Holmes et al (2001), 62-65; Fishman (1985). The findings in Concerning Language show that 

people who reported a religious affiliation were more likely to speak a heritage language than those who did not (Chinese 

are the exception). 

53 J. A. Fishman, M. H. Gertner, E.G. Lowy, W. G. Milin, The Rise and Fall of the Ethnic Revival (1985), 250.
 
54 J. Holmes et al. (2001), 64.
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Positive attitudes 

77. 	 Communities that have a collective positive attitude towards their country of origin and 
heritage language, as well as conceive of their heritage language as inextricably connected 
to their ethnicity, are more likely to maintain their heritage language.55 However, as Mary 
Roberts contends, the attitudes of both migrants and the host society shape the outcomes of 
heritage language maintenance.56 If migrants are to increase the likelihood of retaining their 
heritage language, then migrant and “mainstream” communities need to have a positive 
attitude towards the cultural heritage, including the heritage language, of migrant 
communities. 

78. 	 A positive attitude from wider society towards migrant communities and their heritage 
language has a positive effect on both the English language acquisition of migrants and the 
retention of their heritage language.  

Intra-ethnic marriage 

79. 	 Inter-ethnic marriage contributes to a faster shift to English, especially when the female does 
not speak the heritage language.57 The findings in Concerning Language support this point: 
New Zealand-born children living with a mother who was able to speak English, were less 
likely to speak a heritage language than those children living with a mother who could not.58 

It is likely that this factor is related, to an extent, to the positive effect that the use of the 
heritage language in the home has on heritage language maintenance. As Concerning 
Language also reported, the proportion of children speaking a heritage language increased 
with the number of adults able to speak the child’s heritage language residing in the 
household.59 

The use of the heritage language in the home 

80. 	 The home is a key domain for both acquiring proficiency in English and heritage language 
maintenance. This means that migrants will need to carefully consider whether they use only 
English or their heritage language at home, or a combination of both.60 

Conclusion 

81. 	 This section has shown that heritage language maintenance can play a positive role in the 
integration outcomes of migrants. However, due to the complex dynamics of English 
language acquisition and heritage language maintenance, migrants wishing to actively 
participate in New Zealand society while maintaining their cultural heritage will need to 
carefully consider their approach to both languages. 

55 J. Holmes et al (2001), 61-62, 65-66. Fishman (1985). 

56 Mary Roberts, “Immigrants’ Attitudes to Language Maintenance in New Zealand”, (2005), 248-270. 

57 J. Holmes et al. (2001), 63; Esser (2006), 35-36; Fishman (1985). 

58 Concerning Language (2004). 

59 Ibid. See also Esser (2006), 34; J. Holmes et al (2001), 61; Fishman (1985). 

60 Esser (2006), 34; J. Holmes et al (2001), 61; Fishman (1985). Statistics New Zealand’s Concerning Language shows 

that the proportion of children speaking a heritage language increased with the number of adults able to speak the child’s 

heritage language residing in the household.
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82. 	 This might include the way migrant parents approach the language education of their 
children. Several key considerations might be: which language (English or heritage 
language) they choose to speak at which times and in which domains (the choice of 
language in the home will be important here); the extent to which they situate heritage 
language maintenance in their community’s broader cultural maintenance activities; and the 
degree of fluency in the heritage language they wish to achieve. Importantly, informing 
migrants about the relationship between English acquisition and heritage language 
maintenance will enable them to develop initiatives that may increase their chances of 
success. 

83. 	 Finally, there is evidence that heritage language initiatives are more successful when they 
are led and driven by their respective community.61 The Pacific Languages Framework 
encourages this approach. It would be impractical to formulate a uniform approach to 
language maintenance that suited all of New Zealand’s ethnic communities. The 
characteristics of each community vary in terms of cultural practices, religious orientation and 
size, as well as the number of generations the community has resided in New Zealand. Each 
community ought to design its own language maintenance initiatives, so it can cater to its 
own specific needs and characteristics. 

61 Nancy Hornberger, “Language Policy, Language Education, Language Rights: Indigenous, Immigrant, and 
International Perspectives”, Language in Society 27.4 (1998): 439-458. 
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Section 6: Conclusion 
84. 	 This report has contributed to our understanding of the impact that the language skills of 

migrants has on their ability to participate in and contribute to New Zealand society, which 
ultimately affects New Zealand’s capacity to build a more competitive and productive 
economy. Just as positive integration outcomes mutually benefit migrants and New Zealand 
society as a whole, migrants and wider society both have their roles to play in achieving 
positive integration outcomes.  

85. 	 Section two has shown that the employment rates and earning power of migrants strongly 
correlate with their English language ability. Further, a lack of English skills affects the ability 
of migrants to socialise and cultivate a sense of belonging in New Zealand. Informing 
migrants who speak English as a second language of these issues may increase their 
understanding of the economic and social consequences of weak English skills, and motivate 
them to acquire greater proficiency in English. 

86. 	 Section three identified migrants from North Asia as those most likely to face employment 
barriers because of their English language ability. Further, there are a considerable number 
of principal skilled migrants from North Asia whose skills are under utilised in the economy 
because they are not employed in a job appropriate to their qualifications. Strikingly, over a 
quarter of North Asian migrants reported a decline in their English language ability since their 
arrival in New Zealand, which was largely a result of limited opportunities to use English in 
educational, social and work settings. These findings are significant because of the 
emergence of China as the top source country for New Zealand’s migrants, and further, the 
need to ensure that the skills of migrants are well utilised in the economy. 

87. 	 Section four demonstrated that there is a wide range of disparate factors affecting the 
English language acquisition of migrants. While many of these factors may be beyond the 
control of migrants, there are a number of factors that are within their control. These include: 

	 interacting with English speakers in work and social settings 

	 speaking English in the home and family contexts 

	 engaging with English language media  

	 undertaking English language tuition in New Zealand.  

88. 	 In addition, positive attitudes from employers and others towards ethnic and linguistic 
diversity can further encourage migrants to acquire proficiency in English. Migrants can only 
improve their English skills in a work or social context if they are given the opportunity to do 
so by employers, on the one hand, and members of communities other than their own, on the 
other. 

89. 	 Section five suggested that heritage language maintenance has the potential to contribute to 
positive integration outcomes. In the context of language and integration, proficiency in 
English and heritage language maintenance are therefore both important. 

90. 	 However, we saw that the situation is complicated because the overriding challenge to the 
retention of heritage languages is the demand for migrants to acquire proficiency in English. 

91. 	 There is a negative correlation between acquiring English language proficiency and heritage 
language maintenance. Further, New Zealand and international studies consistently show 
that language shift to English usually occurs within three generations. Consequently, few 
migrants or their descendants born in New Zealand will achieve true bilingualism. 
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92. 	 However, as migrant communities become aware of the consequences of language shift, 
they often take measures to revitalise their heritage language. We presented the conditions 
that are favourable to heritage language maintenance as follows: 

	 large communities that regularly interact socially, particularly within religious settings 

	 the availability of community language schools 

	 positive attitudes towards the country of origin and the heritage language 

	 intra-ethnic marriage 

	 the use of the heritage language in the home. 

93. 	 Additionally, positive attitudes from wider society towards migrant communities and their 
heritage language can have a positive effect on both the English language acquisition of 
migrants and the retention of their heritage language. 

94. 	 Importantly, due to the complex dynamics of English acquisition and heritage language 
maintenance, migrants wishing to actively participate in wider society while maintaining their 
cultural heritage will need to carefully develop their skills in both languages. 

95. 	 Migrant parents may need to consider their approach to the language education of their 
children, including: which language (English or heritage language) they choose to engage in 
at which times and in which domains (the choice of language in the home will be important 
here); the extent to which they situate heritage language maintenance in the context of their 
community’s broader cultural maintenance activities; and the degree of fluency in the 
heritage language they wish to achieve. Importantly, informing migrants of the complicated 
relationship between English acquisition and language maintenance will enable them to 
develop informed initiatives that may increase their chances of success. 

96. 	 It would be impractical to design a single approach to language maintenance for all of New 
Zealand’s ethnic communities. The characteristics of each community vary in terms of 
cultural practices, religious orientation and size, as well as the number of generations the 
community has resided in New Zealand. Each community ought to design and lead its own 
language maintenance initiatives, so it can cater to its own specific needs and 
characteristics. 
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Appendix A: English language requirements for skilled 
migrants 
1. 	 People who wish to enter New Zealand through the Skilled Migrant Category (SMC) need to 

meet Immigration New Zealand’s (INZ) English language requirements. These requirements 
are different for the principal applicant and his/her partner and children.62 

Principal applicant 

2. 	 The principal applicant (the person making the application) must have an ‘International 
English Language Testing System’ (IELTS) certificate, with a score of at least six and a half 
(see below for an explanation). The certificate must be less than two years old. 

3. 	 However, principal applicants may not need an IELTS certificate if they have a recognised 
qualification from a course taught entirely in English, or ongoing skilled employment in New 
Zealand for at least the last 12 months. In this instance, applicants will need an IELTS score 
of at least five. INZ will also consider other forms of evidence.  

Partners and children (SMC) 

4. 	 Any partner or child (aged 16 and over) included in the SMC application must also meet 
INZ’s English language requirements. An IELTS score of at least five is one of several ways 
to meet this requirement. Another accepted form of meeting the requirement is a recognised 
qualification from a course taught entirely in English. 

5. 	 A partner or child aged 16 or over who does not meet INZ’s English language requirements 
can still meet the requirements by paying for English language tuition in New Zealand.  

International English Language Testing System 

6. 	 IELTS provides students with a score ranging from ‘band 1’ (non-user) to ‘band 9’ (expert 
user).63 The descriptions from ‘band 4’ to ‘band 7’ are as follows: 

	 Band 7 - Good user: an operational command of the language, though with occasional 
inaccuracies and misunderstandings in some situations. Generally handles complex 
language well and understands detailed reasoning. 

	 Band 6 - Competent user: a generally effective command of the language despite 
some inaccuracies and misunderstandings. Can use and understand fairly complex 
language, particularly in familiar situations. 

	 Band 5 - Modest user: partial command of the language, coping with overall meaning in 
most situations, though is likely to make many mistakes. Should be able to handle 
basic communication in familiar contexts. 

	 Band 4 - Limited user: basic competence, which is limited to familiar situations. 
Frequent problems in understanding and expression and unable to use complex 
language. 

62 http://www.immigration.govt.nz/migrant/stream/work/skilledmigrant/caniapply/english/ (date accessed 28 November 
2013). 
63 http://www.ielts.org/test_takers_information/getting_my_results/my_test_score.aspx (date accessed 28 November 
2013). 
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Appendix B: Key language resources for migrants and 
refugees in New Zealand 

Language Line 

1. 	 Language Line is a telephone interpreting service operated by the Office of Ethnic Affairs. It 
provides clients of participating agencies free interpreting services in 44 languages. There 
are more than 90 participating agencies, which use interpreters for a vast range of services, 
from arranging an appointment, to registering a birth.64 

The Translation Service 

2. 	 The Translation Service of the Department of Internal Affairs provides professional 
translation services in over 70 languages to business, central and local government, 
education providers and individuals. They offer a comprehensive range of translation 
services, specialising in technical, medical, legal and commercial documents.65 

English Language Courses for Migrants in New Zealand 

3. 	 The Tertiary Education Commission (TEC) administers the “English for Migrants” 
programme, which helps connect migrants with providers of English language courses 
throughout New Zealand. 

4. 	 As a part of their residency requirements, some migrants are required to pay English 
language tuition fees to Immigration New Zealand before arriving in New Zealand. This is 
known as ‘pre-purchased tuition’, which can only be used at approved organisations. 

5. 	 TEC publishes a resource called “English for Migrants”, which presents a list of the approved 
schools providing English language tuition, with a description of each course. The courses 
range from beginners to advanced levels, and there are courses that specialise in English for 
employment and academic purposes, as well as one-on-one courses that are tailored to 
meet the needs of the individual. There are editions of “English for Migrants” available for the 
Auckland, Wellington and Christchurch regions, as well as “Other Regions”.66 

6. 	 There are 27 schools in the Auckland region, seven in the Wellington region, and ten in the 
Christchurch region. There are also schools in 19 towns throughout the country. If migrants 
who require tuition to improve their English proficiency are not undertaking an English 
language course, then it is almost certainly for reasons other than a lack of supply. 

English Language Partners New Zealand 

7. 	 English Language Partners New Zealand (ELPNZ) is a not-for-profit organisation and the 
largest provider of English language tuition for migrants and refugees in New Zealand. 
ELPNZ provides tuition in 23 locations throughout the country and had 6,512 registered 
learners in 2012. Of this figure, 86 per cent were eligible for services funded by TEC.67 

64 http://ethnicaffairs.govt.nz/browse/language-line (date accessed 13 November 2013).
 
65 http://www.dia.govt.nz/Services-Translation-Index (date accessed 13 November 2013). 

66 The PDF for each resource is available at the following link: http://www.tec.govt.nz/Funding/Fund-finder/English-for-
Migrants/Learner-resources/ (date accessed 21 October 2013). 

67 English Language Partners New Zealand, “2012 Annual Report”, 

http://englishlanguage.org.nz/sites/englishlanguage/files/kcfinder/files/ELPNZ_AR_2012_Final.pdf (date accessed 13 

November 2013). 
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Work Talk 

8. 	 Work Talk is an interactive online resource for migrants and their employers. Users can 
watch scenarios and then test themselves on the best response for either the worker or the 
employer in specific situations. The resource was developed by Immigration New Zealand in 
collaboration with the School of Linguistics and Applied Language Studies at Victoria 
University of Wellington.68 

The Centre for Refugee Education 

9. 	 Auckland University of Technology’s (AUT) Centre for Refugee Education provides a six 
week education programme for refugees once they arrive in New Zealand. The Ministry of 
Education funds the Centre for Refugee Education, which is situated at the Mangere 
Refugee Resettlement Centre. All teachers are qualified to teach English as an additional 
language. The Centre for Refugee Education is part of the AUT School of Language and 
Culture.69 

68 http://worktalk.immigration.govt.nz/ (date accessed 13 November 2013). 
69 http://www.aut.ac.nz/community/aut-in-the-community/centre-for-refugee-education (date accessed 13 November 
2013). 
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