ACT response to Early Education Federation questions to party leaders
While education for many children is among the best in the world, we have a well known “long-tail” of underachievers, who become the next generation of under skilled, unemployed, disengaged citizens. After 70 years of state controlled and mandated education, we have a situation where around 20% of our children left school last year unable to read or write sufficiently to fill out a job application.

ACT believes that if we continue to do what we’ve always done, we will continue to get the same results that we’ve always had. The education system must do better for these New Zealanders. What we have done for too long is run education as a centrally planned, Wellington‐dictated bureaucracy that gives little autonomy to schools and little choice to parents.
Meanwhile, education policy in Australia, Sweden, parts of Canada and the United States, and Great Britain is showing the benefits of making education more market-like and entrepreneurial. Such policies lead to a wider range of education opportunities being available. ACT supports decentralisation in education, giving more autonomy to principals and teachers and more choice to students and parents.

In the last parliamentary term, with ACT’s pressure and support, the government:

· Undertook a review of education in New Zealand, leading to the ACT Party’s minority report Free to Learn, a comprehensive roadmap for reforming education towards a more market like and entrepreneurial service;

· Increased the subsidy for private schools, to reduce the extent to which those who send their children pay twice (once in taxes and once in school fees);

· ACT will keep working for a more vibrant and dynamic education system. A Party Vote for ACT is a vote to:

· Increase the autonomy that local principals and staff have in running their school. Boards and principals should be able, for example, to set teacher remuneration at their discretion like any other employer, rather than having a rigid, seniority based pay scale;

· Further increase the subsidy for independent schools so that parents who choose independent schools for their children do not lose so much of their child’s share of education funding;

The aim of ACT’s policy is to ensure that our children receive maximum benefit from the resources our society is prepared to invest in your sector. Unfortunately we don’t have limitless resources, so we need to do the best humanly possible with that which is available.
Our policy with regards to ECE can be summed up in two main points:
1. ACT believes funding should follow the child, not the whims of Wellington bureaucrats; and
2. Government funding should be targeted based on need, not dished out to all and sundry.
 
ACT believes that (state) ECE funding should follow the child regardless of whether the child is enrolled at a private ECE centre or a public one. We believe this is important because it gives parents maximum choice when deciding where to enrol their children for ECE by making a greater range of centres financially accessible to them.
If we want to ensure that our children receive maximum benefit from the resources our society invests in ECE then ensuring that they attend an ECE centre that best meets their individual needs is very important.  
Funding would be free to follow the child to whichever model of ECE their family prefers, be this parent-led, kōhanga reo, bi-lingual immersion, Montessori, or a centre which opts for 100% qualified teachers.
 
ACT is pleased that the current ECE funding model already allows for a large proportion of state funding to ‘follow the child’. The sector is certainly miles ahead of the primary and secondary school sectors where – despite initiatives such as the Aspire Scholarships introduced by ACT in this term of Government, and some state funding for integrated schools – most parents still have little choice other than to send their children to public schools. However, it also has some way to go. There are currently funding disparities that exist between public kindergartens and private ECE providers. ACT would remove such disparities.
 
ACT’s commitment to targeted funding is why we are opposed to the 20 hours free scheme. Like so many bad policy initiatives the 20 hours free scheme was introduced by Labour and is being continued by National. Far from being targeted to those in actual need, that scheme is available to all and sundry. It is hugely expensive – $787 million was budgeted for the 2011/2012 financial year. Much of this money flows through the money-go-around: from middle class families to the Government and back to taxpayers, and a large proportion of it is wasted by the bureaucracy in the process.
 
Of course, there are a host of other problems with the 20 hours free scheme, the administrative hassle ECE providers have to endure to be able to make use of the scheme, the restrictions on which centres qualify for the scheme and how the 20 free hours can be consumed for example. If ACT controlled the Treasury benches the Government would simply decide whose ECE it is prepared to subsidise and by much. How that money was spent and at with which ECE provider would be left to parents. 
 
In conclusion, the aim of ACT’s ECE policy is ensure that our children receive maximum benefit from the resources our society is prepared to invest in your sector. To achieve this aim ACT would ensure that funding that follows the child, that is targeted based on need.
