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Introduction

The Early Education Federation is an umbrella group representing a wide range of services including education and care, kindergarten, parent-led, home-based, hospital-based, early intervention, distance education, and other organisations such as teacher education providers and OMEP, the world organisation for early childhood education. The purpose of Early Education Federation is to influence, lobby for, and promote quality early childhood education. 

On 5th November 2010, the Federation organised a forum to discuss the economics of early childhood education. This forum was the second in a series of three one-day forums looking at aspects of early education policy and provision leading up to the 2011 general election. This forum focused on the value of participating in quality ECE, not just for children and their families, but also to society. The format included a mixture of presentations, discussion groups, and a panel addressing the question: 'what is the value of early childhood education for children, families and communities?' Presentations from many of the speakers can be accessed on the Federation website, www.earlyeducationfederation.com. 

Speakers at the forum were:

· Suzanne Snively, who is an economist with a wide range of experience in the private, public and not-for-profit sectors. She has most recently been a partner with Price Waterhouse Cooper for nine years. Suzanne holds many directorships and sits on boards in a range of areas including education and the arts.

· Major Campbell Roberts, who is the founder and Director of the Salvation Army's Social Policy Research and Parliamentary Affairs Unit, and Director of its social services in New Zealand, Fiji and Tonga, which includes running early childhood education services. Campbell developed the Salvation Army's welfare and social policy initiatives in New Zealand.

· Prue Hyman, who is ‘semi retired’ from her position of Associate Professor of Economics and Gender and Women’s Studies at Victoria University.  A feminist economist and activist, Prue continues to teach, write, and speak on many issues including labour force participation, earnings, industrial relations, income maintenance, housing, and international issues.

· Charles Waldegrave, who is Coordinator of the Family Centre Pākehā Section and leader of the Family Centre Social Policy Research Unit. Charles has many years of involvement in social policy research, including in international comparisons, with interests in poverty, housing, unemployment, health, education, cultural and gender equity, social and economic policy mix.

Panelists were:

· Diti Hill, a senior lecturer in early childhood education at the University of Auckland.

· Alan Johnson, an economic graduate and former lecturer in economics who has also been a Manukau City councilor and on the Counties Manukau District Health. Board, and who was a representative of the Child Poverty Action Group on the panel. 

· Michelle Rush, a consultant facilitator and trainer, who was a parent representative on the panel.

All participants in the forum were invited to work in table groups and provide written responses and comments on the issues which arose during the course of the forum. They also had an opportunity to comment on the policy implications arising out of the matters discussed. This report summarises these comments. 

Key issues for the early childhood sector

Placing early education in a family and community context

One of the key themes for forum participants was that early education needs to be considered as part of a wider context.  Children are not simply individuals, but participants in wider families and communities and these families and communities influence, and are influenced by, the early childhood education settings.  For example, one participant said:

· Importance of locating the child very much in the family/community – “enrol the child, enrol the family”

ECE services already do more than just educate and care for their enrolled children.  They provide a valuable role to families as they seek to support family relationships.

· ECE works to support whanau and the community. We have a real strength in providing support through strong relationships

· encourage nurturing relationships between child and parent.  

Some participants suggested a model of ECE services forming the hub of an integrated family support network, or “one stop shop” for families. This could be seen as:

· “Keeping the heart” – Comprehensive support for parents from pre birth to five

Several comments looked wider than the family unit, to the strength of the communities in which they operate. They also expressed a concern for developing and maintaining the relationships between generations.

· Develop community hubs. Early childhood has become too narrow. Need to keep the big picture in mind – long term impact on society

· How can our early childhood centres be more elder friendly and more family friendly? We need to make the most of the silver tsunami – elders and tamariki are one. Kotahi te ha o te kaumatua me te mokopuna. How can we be more responsive to our Maori and Pacific Island whānau

Several respondents mentioned the desire to create continuity of care for families and whanau from the child's birth through to school.

· Move from providing services to families to getting alongside families, empowering families and strengthening communities. Then evaluate what works and what doesn’t

Child rights as the basis for early education policy

During the day the theme of children's rights emerged.  Participants noted the importance of remembering that young children are, first and foremost, people themselves and argued that their rights need to be put at the centre of early education policy. 

· Government needs to treat children as citizens not as a financial commodity

· Put the child at the centre of policy, as equal citizens, equal participants with equal human rights.

Others expressed this view of citizenship in terms of children being “beings” in the present time, rather than “becomings”, with an identity mainly positioned in the future.  They emphasised the responsibility of adults to ensure children's rights are not overlooked.

· Children are citizens from birth! Put them first!

The importance of high quality ECE in a variety of forms

The forum speakers and participants highlighted the importance of ECE as the foundation for future learning and the importance of early intervention to avoid future problems. There is a great deal of evidence that high quality ECE can address social inequalities and the importance of developing certain learning pathways in the early years. Participants noted the importance of recognising the value of play and the way that quality ECE becomes a foundation for lifelong learning.  They urged the sector and policymakers to speak with: 

· a unified voice for learning and development, starting by setting children 'at the heart of the matter'.

Participants also focused on the importance of good quality provision within early childhood education.  Examples included addressing contributors to children's stress, improving adult: child ratios, and improving the quality of centre environments, particularly given the long times that young children often spend in them. 

· the need to reduce stress in large infant/toddler settings by ensuring qualified staff, and improving child: adult ratios for under 3 year olds

· Poor environments for longer periods per day for young children. Criteria around licensing centres needs to be addressed

The participants also addressed the diversity of New Zealand early childhood provision, which was seen as a strength and something to be celebrated. There was recognition that with diversity comes improved choice for parents, and that no one size or style of ECE suits all families. 

· No one-size fits all

· Supporting families to be at home when they choose

There were suggestions that some of the voices that have characterised the sector in the past are becoming lost in a homogenising environment.

· Where are all the different voices in ECE? Some have been lost? -Historical knowledge -Cultural perspectives. -Te Reo  -Maori -Children with disabilities -Values

The question was raised of how the diversity within the sector could be embraced and strengthened without dividing the sector. 

· While the EC sector diversity is a strength, it can distract from speaking with a unified voice

Public funding of ECE as a smart investment

This forum focused on the intersection of economic and social aspects of ECE and community life, including research around later educational achievement and workforce participation. A major theme was the observation that expenditure on young children (specifically in early childhood education, but also on other aspects of their well-being) should be seen as an investment which will pay off amply in future years. Attendance at good quality ECE provides the foundations for later learning, making it less likely that society will have to pay for later “second chance” education when the children reach adulthood. 

· Strong economies invest in ECE

· More funding – investment for the future

· We are talking about investment in early childhood, not ONLY early childhood education

ECE provision can address issues arising from poverty and inequality or it can maintain inequalities – especially if a pure market forces approach is used. Participants noted a trend away from community responsibility for the welfare of everyone in families and towards individualistic values. Wider economic and regulatory realities may reinforce this. Participants took the view that a responsible society must look at ways to reverse this trend.

· ECE critique – a social transformation has occurred. We have become a service industry - Neo-liberal/user pays/wash our hands of/no responsibility/no obligation/individualistic

· We can't ignore poverty

· Pay the people who support families and those in caring roles

Participants noted one discourse in public rhetoric where children are seen as 'commodities'. They expressed concern that this view did not do either ECE or the children justice:

· Political clout is measured in dollars

· Children in ECE being seen as commodities

Implications for Policy

The forum participants were invited to comment on the possible implications for policy of the thinking coming out of the forum.  Four areas of policy implications were identified: the philosophy of early childhood policy, strategies for developing ECE policy, what services might look like, and what adults are in services.

Philosophy of ECE Policy

Above all, the forum participants wanted to see children, family and community to be at the centre of early childhood policy. One put it that we want to see 

· Policies that put children and families FIRST above partisan politics based on RIGHTS of children as citizens and families’ rights to support from state and community in upbringing of their children

Re-visioning the philosophy of ECE policy might include widening its current scope. Another participant noted that:

· early childhood education happens in every place children learn and grow: the womb, the breast, the home, the neighbourhood, the centre or carer’s home. Support the adults to provide education in all these places

Strategies for developing ECE policy

Several participants argued that there is a need for ECE strategies to be sustained and agreed between political parties so that there can be: 

· Long term planning and far sighted policy needed - a strategic plan that has commitment and buy-in from all political parties.

There was support for Te Whāriki being retained and promoted, and for policy makers to consider policy changes in terms of the full system of ECE, recognising that there can be flow on effects from changes.

· ECE policy should be dealt with as a whole infrastructure ; changing one element impacts a whole lot of aspects beyond the element changed (e.g. 80% v 100% registered teachers requirements has had flow-on effects)

What services should look like

Several participants made comments on the regulations around early childhood services and how they are planned for. This included having services with improved space and ratio requirement, and being better integrated into their wider community. 

· Space requirements need to improve to ensure avoidance of stress and illness

· Given evidence on brain development and effects of stress, we need to pursue improved ratios to at least 1:4 for under two year olds

· Resource Consent policies regarding ECE centres view children as an environmental nuisance. This needs to change so centre environments can be in local communities that are healthy (not commercial industrial zones), and that incorporates natural environments

· We need multi-service centres that respond to multiple family needs

Adults within ECE services

This interest in redesigning aspects of how we look at services carried over into comments on how the adults (teachers, parents and caregivers) should be treated and expect to behave. Participants emphasised continuity of relationships between adults and the children in their care, and the initial and ongoing training to support good quality provision. 

· Continuity of teachers/educators/caregivers is essential for quality interactions with children to take place. Hence we need policy to enable continuity to be realized; e.g. ERO to review for continuity, good working conditions, management support for this, quality indicators disseminated to parents

· Resumption of ongoing access to quality professional development

· We need adults working with children to be informed about the impact they can make. Hence we need qualified staff with children

