Labour Party response to Early Education Federation 

questions to party leaders 

SUSTAINABILITY
How is your party going to provide a sustainable future that provides EC services that genuinely meet the needs and interests of children rather than being driven by fiscal and market influences?

Labour will ensure the retention of the 20 Hours Free ECE model that is universally available to all children aged three and four.  Labour will make sure that each three- and four-year-old child has access to ECE for 20 hours a week and we will maintain fee controls so families don’t face increased costs.  Labour will work with the sector to reinstate the 100% qualified teacher target and funding rate.  This suite of policies will ensure that ECE centres are well-funded and fully equipped to meet the needs and interests of children. 

How will your party ensure that children’s interests are at the forefront of investment for the future of NZ?

The priority for social spending under the next Labour Government will be for children and this priority will be set out in a 6 year Agenda for Change. 

A Labour Government will accelerate progress towards a Universal Child Health Record which integrates Well Child data and other services a child comes in contact with.  We will place priority on full implementation of the Child Health Information Strategy.  All babies will be enrolled before birth with a Well Child Provider to ensure that babies at risk are identified early and support is provided to the parent or caregiver for as long is required.  Children will have access to good quality, free early childhood education.  We will focus on building up the supply of quality education services in low income areas first to meet the needs of Māori and Pacifica children in particular.  Access to Parenting Programmes for all New Zealand families will be made available over time and these will be started with more intensive Parenting Programmes aimed at families who need more assistance. Labour believes in investment in the early years of life will be an investment in our future. 

Does your party support the child being at the centre of policy development?  How would that look?

Labour has utilised the expertise and experience of reputable researchers, academics, and providers of services when creating our children’s policy.  In New Zealand, there is no unwillingness to share information, ideas, research and solutions, and the next Labour Government will continue to harness that energy, expertise and commitment.  We will bring together the major players at an Annual Children’s Summit.  This will be a major policy event with policymakers, practitioners, community groups and the media. It will be the forum to assess not only government’s performance but a place to identify what is working and what is not. 

Do you support a universal system of funding to ensure all children benefit from participating in ECE?

Labour strongly supports a universal system of funding to ensure all children benefit from participating in ECE, but we will also pursue initiatives to increase the participation of some groups who are currently missing out in disproportionate numbers, such as Māori, Pasifika, and children from low-income families.

Does your party support 20 hours free for all children ECE?

Labour firmly believes that cost should not stand in the way of providing access to quality early childhood education. That is why the previous Labour Government introduced 20 Hours Free ECE, which guaranteed that all three- and four-year-old children could attend ECE for 20 hours per week without charge.  After winning the 2008 election, the National Party wasted no time in dismantling 20 Hours Free.  Labour will retain existing subsidies and fee controls – which now look shaky after the ECE Taskforce’s report – and reverse National’s changes to funding rates that have led to higher fees for parents.

Have the recommendations from the ECE Taskforce influenced your party’s priorities for ECE?

If elected this November, a Labour Government will focus on the first six years of children’s lives.  Affordable, high-quality ECE is integral to this policy.  The Taskforce concluded that ECE is a high-yielding social investment, the rewards from which are immense to the individual child and to the country as a whole.  While we don’t agree with all of the Taskforce’s recommendations, its findings have served to reinforce our belief in the importance of ECE. 

How will your policies enhance leadership in the sector?

New Zealand’s ECE sector is world-class: this is the result of high-quality teachers and innovative centres.  The next Labour Government will make sure that ECE centres have the resources and incentives to continue to enhance early childhood education in New Zealand.
What are your views on having a Ministry for Children?

It is Labour’s policy to establish both a Ministry and a Minister for Children.  The Ministry’s job will be to make sure children are a priority, not just in theory, but in practice.  It will be tightly focussed and will lead policy, research, and monitoring our whole-of-government approach and integrated approach to service delivery. The funding for this Ministry will be sourced by dis-establishing the Families Commission whose budget is $7.7 million a year (which is less than the Ministry of Women’s Affairs at $4.5 million). The Ministry of Children will have similar funding and the remainder will be used to invest in other priorities in Children’s policy. The Minister responsible for Children will be a senior minister at the Cabinet table. 

Will your party support an independent, well funded Children’s Commission?
Labour believes that the Children’s Commission plays an important role for children. We would like to see ways that independence could be strengthened.  A Labour Government will review the roles, responsibilities, and functions of the Commissioner for Children to enhance the strong focus we intend to place on achieving better outcomes for our kids. 

What will you do to promote ECE as a career for men?
Men make up a tiny minority of teachers in the ECE sector.  Labour will work with the sector to re-introduce the target of 100% fully-qualified, registered teachers.  Under a Labour Government, ECE will be an attractive and exciting career for both men and women.
QUALITY
What is your party’s definition of ‘quality’ ECE?  What are the indicators of quality in your view?  How are these distinguished from minimum standards?

Quality ECE goes beyond merely meeting minimum standards.  Teachers are our most important educational resource, not only during early childhood, but throughout the schooling system.  Ensuring high levels of registered, fully-qualified teachers is integral to creating an early childhood education sector of world-class quality.  But the ultimate indicator of quality is the preparedness of children to enter primary school after ECE.  Labour will work with the sector to ensure as many children as possible get access to high quality ECE.

The ECE Taskforce is recommending the re-introduction of innovative practice funding.  Would your party support that policy?

Innovation and improvement will be essential for ensuring high quality and standards are maintained within our ECE sector, and the Labour Party is open to ideas about how best to achieve this.  If elected in November, our focus will be on ensuring that as many Kiwi kids as possible have access to affordable, high-quality early childhood education.

How would your party ensure the agency monitoring quality also meets quality standards?

We believe the Education Review Office should operate in a transparent manner.  The next Labour Government will ensure ERO is accountable for the important role that it performs in making sure that New Zealand’s ECE sector maintains its high quality.

BI-LINGUAL, MULTICULTURAL AND IMMERSION ECE

What action will be taken by your party towards the development of language policy for bi-lingual and multi-lingual acquisition?

The Labour Party is committed to increasing the participation rate of Māori and Pasifika children in ECE.  We agree that these children should have access to centres that meet their particular cultural needs.  We share the sector’s concern about the possibility of funding cuts to Kōhanga Reo as a result of the ECE Taskforce’s report.

What is your position on bi-lingual and immersion ECE in Aotearoa NZ?

Labour will protect diversity in the ECE sector.  Bi-lingual and immersion ECE is important for lifting the participation of Māori children in early childhood education.  This is something to which Labour is strongly committed.

What would you put in place to resource Pasifika language services?

The National Government gutted the Pacific Education Plan in 2009 – that was a mistake.  Labour recognises the significance of Pasifika languages, especially in ECE, and this deserves the attention of government.

PARTICIPATION


How would your party address a drop in participation of Māori and Pasifika children in ECE where families can’t afford to pay increased fees for services?

Labour has already committed to reversing National’s damaging funding cuts that resulted in a steep rise in fees for Māori and Pasifika families.  Ensuring that Māori and Pasifika families have access to affordable ECE will be a priority for the next Labour Government.

What is your position on increasing participation of Māori and Pasifika children in ECE, when centres already have full rolls and long waiting lists?

We agree that there are not enough ECE centres in low-income areas and that this disproportionately affects Māori and Pasifika children.  Addressing this shortage will be integral to increasing the rate of participation of Māori and Pasifkia children in ECE. 

SPECIAL EDUCATION

What is your position on funding to better provide quality ECE experiences for young children with special education needs and their families?

Labour would like to see all young children enrolled in quality ECE that meets their needs, whatever they might be.

GROUP SIZE

Do you intend to reduce the maximum group size from the current 150 over two year olds and 75 under two year olds?
The National Government changed ECE regulations to increase allowable group sizes.  Anne Tolley says these regulation changes are about removing red tape; the Labour Party disagrees.  Smaller group sizes mean that children can have their own dedicated space and this is crucial to providing them with a quality education.

Do you believe children can gain a sense of security in a group of 150 children?

No.  As mentioned above, smaller group sizes mean that children can have their own dedicated space.  The National Party has broken its promise to improve conditions for infants and toddlers – they have made them worse.

PARENT SUPPORT

What is your position on supporting parents who do not work and stay at home with their children in the early years?

Labour believes that parents who stay at home with children in the early years should be supported.  Research shows that children’s early development is crucial in removing obstacles to a healthy and fulfilling life.  Labour will make support available to enable parents (and grandparents) to have the time and resources to care for their young kids.  Labour recognises that caring for young children is work and is a valuable contribution to society.  Our polices will reflect that stance. 

What is your policy on paid parental leave?

Labour is committed to extending access to paid leave and will announce the specific details of our policy closer to the election.

How would you ensure parents who have to work have an understanding of what is in the best interests of their child and what is quality ECE provision?

Kiwi mums and dads want what is best for their kids.  The Labour Party will make sure that parents can go to work knowing that their children are getting the best possible start to their education at a high quality, affordable ECE centre.
How would you protect the diversity of ECE provision, e.g. home based, distance, parent led services?

The ECE Taskforce has recommended slashing the funding for home-based ECE services and parent-led services like Playcentre.  After considerable pressure from the Labour Party, the National Government ruled out decreasing funding for services like Playcentre.  We are proud of this achievement and we will continue to protect diversity in the ECE sector if elected in November.

What processes would your party use to involve parents and the sector in decisions about change in ECE?

The National Government’s time in office has been characterised by its refusal to consult with the ECE sector before introducing sweeping changes.  The Labour Party, however, believes that changes to the ECE will only lead to improvements when they are carried out in partnership with the sector.  This means meaningful and widespread consultation with teachers and parents and others involved in the sector.

TEACHER QUALIFICATIONS

Does your party support 100% qualified and registered teachers in all teacher-led services? If not, why not?

The previous Labour Government was committed to the goal of having 100% qualified and registered teachers in all teacher-led services, and that remains our party’s position.  Teachers are our most valuable educational resource and ensuring that they are fully trained is vital to the health of our ECE sector.

Is your party policy to regulate 80% qualified and registered teachers?

Labour does support regulating for 80% qualified and registered teachers.  We will work with the sector to move towards 100% qualified and registered teachers over time.  The quality of our early education depends upon the quality of its teachers and Labour will work with the sector to make sure that as many teachers as possible are fully qualified.

What policy will your party put in place to ensure children under two years old are guaranteed qualified teachers?

Labour is committed to extending the Teacher Qualification Requirement for teacher-led, centre-based ECE services from 50% to 80%, and we will move towards 100% qualified and registered teachers over time.  This affects all children, including those under two years old.  

What is your policy on initial teacher education requirements for ECE?

A Labour Government will maintain the high standards required of New Zealand’s early childhood education professionals.
What is your position on the retention of the current teacher education programme moratorium?

Last time National was in government, the number of teacher education providers proliferated and this had ramifications for quality.  That’s why the previous Labour Government introduced a moratorium on the approval of new teacher education providers in 2000.  We continue to support the moratorium in order to prevent fragmentation and promote greater consistency of quality teacher training.
What are your party’s plans for retaining academics in NZ sufficient to staff institutions for initial teacher education?

National cut Tripartite Funding in 2009, which Labour had established in 2005.  The Tertiary Education Union credits this funding with reducing the salary gap between New Zealand and Australian academics by almost 20%.  On top of this, National’s squeeze on tertiary funding has caused universities to shut numerous courses and make staff redundant.  Labour will ensure that institutions are adequately funded so they can retain staff and provide students with a world-leading tertiary education.

Do you believe that ECE should have the same status as schools including in relation to the employment of teachers and free access for all children and families?  If not, why not?

Labour worked steadily towards this goal when in Government and will continue to do so, as we believe getting it right at the beginning of children’s lives will improve outcomes for every other educational experience.

EMPLOYMENT MATTERS

Do you have a commitment to pay parity and conditions for ECE teachers with teachers in the school sector?

The important part that teachers play in the early years of a child’s education is indisputable.  As such, they deserve to be fairly remunerated for that role.  Labour supports pay parity between early childhood and primary school teachers and won’t do anything to undermine this achievement.

What is your party’s view on the ECE Taskforce recommendation to introduce market driven pay rates in ECE?

Labour opposes any changes to ECE that erode professional salaries and employment conditions.

Given the role that the Kindergarten service has played in providing a quality service and setting standards for professional salaries and conditions across the ECE sector, will you undertake to keep kindergartens in the State Sector Act?
We returned Kindergartens to that status when last in Government, and we undertake to keep them in the State Sector Act.

