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Change in equity and performance levels between 2000 and 2009
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The 20 Hours Free programme was implemented in July 2007 after having been one of three
new education policies announced in the Labour Party’s 2005 election manifesto. The new
programme was the brainchild of Education Minister Trevor Mallard and provided 20 hours of
government-funded early childhood education (ECE) for all three and four year olds, regardless
of family income. ...... The most recent data indicate that 86% of eligible services participate
and 93% of eligible children participate (Ministry of Education, 2008). With its tremendous
success, the 20 Hours Free ECE programme has become the biggest, most expensive early
education programme in the country.......

With the 2008 election, the National Party could have decided it would reign in spending on
the new programme, but instead it chose to call for its expansion. The National Party’s manifesto
promised to expand eligibility to more services and to allow five year olds to participate. While
this was politically expedient, National is now faced with the budgetary increases that will result

from expanding access to the popular programme.
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The success of the programme makes it easy to forget how controversial it was to create 20
Hours Free. After the inclusion of the new programme in the 2005 Labour manifesto, three issues
arose: opposition to the exclusion of private services, opposition to the exclusion of
parent/whénau-led (*whénau is the Maori (an indigenous people) word for extended family)
services and a restriction on ‘top-up’ fees. Only the first issue was resolved by the Labour
Government. The other two developed into wedge issues, one of which the National Party
resolved with the expansion of the programme to parent/whénau-led programmes in its 2008
manifesto. But the issue of ‘top up’ fees remains an important policy issue for National to
consider.

Prior to the 20 Hours Free programme, the government already provided universal subsidies to
all early childhood education services for up to 30 hours per week for each child from zero to
five years of age. In addition, the Ministry of Social Development provided subsidies for up to
50 hours per week of child care for qualifying families. The 20 Hours Free programme was a
stark departure from previous early childhood policies because (1) it limited participation to
teacher/kaiako-led services, and (2) it marked a shift in funding policy from a subsidy to
covering the entire cost of early education. Unlike the subsidy programmes, under which services
could ‘top up’ the subsidy with parent fees, the 20 Hours Free programme prohibits top-up fees
in exchange for providing a higher level of funding set to cover the average cost of care at the
regulated quality level.

When the Ministry of Education was developing the proposal that ultimately became the 20
Hours Free programme, Minister of Education Trevor Mallard was firmly committéd to universal
access to free early childhood education in community-based services (Mallard, 2008). He
believed that community-based services could expand to meet the demand; however, nearly a
third of all ECE enrolments were in privately-owned centres and a backlash ensued. Despite
Mallard’s commitment to community-based provision, the political opposition in the lead up to
the 2005 election was too great to sustain the exclusion of private services and ultimately they
were allowed to participate. On a pragmatic level, expansion to private services increased the
number of services that could potentially offer Free ECE by around half and thereby reduced the
risk of a shortage of Free ECE spaces (Minister of Education. 2006).




BIEaBARAE-0—25EMMtuM R4 NELRE3E ERE

=R : B * &
HE : AEXRREE VKRBES + QOBRRER  TUDE [ 4,
E58 : 212 2ERWARERRE L » EATTEHS o

| ' | IRAE  REBES  REARSHE | 54 H

The parent/whénau-led exclusion was a particularly sensitive issue because in 2002 the
Ministry of Education began implementation of its strategic plan for ECE that committed the
government to improving the quality of early childhood education. One of the major parts of the
strategic plan was to raise ECE quality by increasing the educational level of teachers and by
providing an incentive to hire more qualified teachers through the linkage of reimbursement rates
to the number of qualified teachers. Both Playcentre and Te K6hanga Reo objected to the
assumption that teacher qualifications equate with quality of care and countered that there are
many pathways to quality (Pilkington, 2008, Tangaere, 2008). Both the Playcentre Federation
and Te Kohanga Reo National Trust wanted to participate in Free ECE, but they did not want to
change aspects of their programmes that they felt were fundamental to their philosophies.
Playcentres (9% of enrolments) are unique within the sector in that they are co-operatively
managed and supervised by parents with support from experienced personnel in the 33 regional
Playcentre associations under the Playcentre Federation. They provide sessional programmes for
children from birth to school age in mixed-aged environments. Currently there are 466 licensed
and 22 unlicensed Playcentres (Ministry of Education, 2007). Te K6hanga Reo, literally
translated as ‘language nests’, are designed to maintain te reo Méori (*Maori language) by
introducing children from birth to the M#ori language and culture. Currently there are 470
licensed K&hanga Reo accounting for 5% of total enrolment in ECE (see Tables 1 and 2). The
Playcentre Federation and Te K6hanga Reo National Trust wanted the recognition, expressed in
policy, that there are multiple pathways to quality and, on that basis, participation in Free ECE.
But the Labour government maintained the exclusion of parent/whinau-led services from
participation in the 20 Hours Free programme. The National Party promise to reverse this policy
by expanding eligibility to parent/whinau-led ECE services in its 2008 manifesto.

The funding scheme reflects a cost-driver approach, with the highest rates provided for ECE
services with the highest costs. In this approach all-day, centre-based ECE with 100% registered

teachers receives the highest funding rate, and services with sessional programmes, home-based

and/or fewer registered teachers receive lower rates.
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