policy directions in early childhood education for
rural new zealand: an examination of the role of
mobile pre-school units

Claire Davison

Senior Teacher (Wellington Region)

New Zealand Free Kindergarten Association

Ken Stevens

Department of Education

Victoria University of Wellington

introduction

In New Zealand the value of early childhood education has been acknowledged both by Government (Ministry of Education 1993, 1994) and by other political parties (Alliance 1993, Labour 1993). However, in spite of recent publicity about the importance of early childhood education, this sector has never been funded as generously as the compulsory education system. The recent report of the Education and Science Committee of Inquiry into Children at Risk Through Truancy and Behavioural Problems (1995) outlined the vital role of early childhood in early intervention and in the prevention of later social and educational problems. There are numerous studies which show that good quality early childhood education has positive, long-term benefits (Weikart 1978, 1982, Anderssen 1989, 1992, Podmore 1993).

In 1996 a question may be raised as to whether all New Zealand children have access to good quality early childhood education. The recent trend in New Zealand early childhood education is towards a privatised sector in which parents pay fees to access services. This market driven provision has resulted in many services charging substantial fees and some being run for profit. Accordingly, services are increasingly being located in areas of high population density where there is an assured market (Davison 1995). Families in rural areas of New Zealand are amongst those disadvantaged in terms of access to early childhood education services. This remains an aspect of New Zealand society in which very little research has been undertaken.

The early childhood services available in rural areas include playgroups funded by the Early Childhood Development Unit (ECDU), Playcentres, Te Kohanga Reo, The New Zealand Correspondence School and Mobile Pre-School Units (MPSUs). A recently launched Ministry of Education (MOE) policy project to consider access to early childhood education in areas with low population densities suggests that there is some appreciation by policy makers of the inequitable provision of services in rural areas.

The services that are available in rural New Zealand are more likely to be unlicensed, have untrained personnel and operate infrequently. The playgroups funded by the ECDU, for example, are organised by parents an playcentres which, in rural areas, often operate only once a week. The services of the New Zealand Correspondence School are limited to 600 children under the age of five and are unavailable to those who are able to attend a licensed service, even if this is only on a once-weekly basis. MPSUs usually offer one and sometimes two weekly sessions for children in the rural areas. In these sessions children are able to receive education with trained kindergarten teachers. Young children in rural areas do not therefore have access to the full range of early childhood services, nor do they have the same opportunity to work with trained teachers on a frequent basis as do children in more highly populated urban areas.

the development of mobile pre-school units

The first report to consider the provision of early childhood education in New Zealand was the consultative Committee on Pre-School Services (1947) often referred to as the "Bailey Report". At this time only 5% of pre-school aged children attended pre-schools in New Zealand. The committee recommended that a state kindergarten system be instituted. It was suggested that this system be developed over a five year period during which time the Department of Education would train sufficient teachers to inaugurate the system. Although this recommendation was not adopted it prompted the Government to contribute financially to sites, buildings and equipment for early childhood education.

The Committee of Inquiry into Pre-School Education in 1971 (the "Hill Report") agreed with the Bailey Committee that pre-school services should be available to all who wished to use them. The Hill Report concluded that there were "definite inequalities in the service currently provided such that children in certain parts of the country were less likely than others to have access to pre-school facilities" (cited in Kennedy et al. 1990). The committee believed that the country child lacked "the opportunities to mix regularly with children of his (her) own age in circumstances which lead to group experiences, co-operative play and conversation. But to bring him (her) together with other children as often as desirable presents immense problems" (The Hill Report 1971: 63). One of the suggestions made by the committee to bring children together was to develop a mobile pre-school service for rural areas which would carry teaching and learning materials as well as basic equipment. A trained teacher would be employed to guide sessions and to support mothers in home programmes.

At this time kindergartens and playcentres had difficulty catering for communities in which there were few children. The minimum roll required to establish a kindergarten was 50, while a playcentre required 10 enrolments. In response to this need, the first MPSU was established on the 1st April 1976 in Blenheim to service the Marlborough region on a three year trial basis. The first MPSU was designated a kindergarten and was administered by the Blenheim Free Kindergarten Association together with parent committees in the areas that it served. The Association received an administration grant and sessional allowances, in the same manner as standard kindergartens. The MPSU initially employed one trained teacher but in 1977 it became a two-teacher unit. The Marlborough MPSU visited four groups and held two sessions for each on a weekly basis.

The Marlborough trial showed that the MPSU was successful: it was providing pre-school education for children in rural and isolated communities and was cost effective as permanent, purpose-built buildings were not required. The 1978 budget therefore announced funding for five additional MPSUs which were to be established in: Franklin, Hunterville, Taupo, Waimate and Invercargill. The Government promised "a van; funds for equipping the unit and for converting, running and maintaining the vehicle (and eventually replacing it); the salaries of the head teacher and teacher; and, the sessional and administration grants as for a free (Grade 0 or Grade 1) kindergarten" (Kennedy et al. 1990:5). Five MPSUs opened in 1979 followed by further units in Thames and Clevedon. In West Auckland and Christchurch additional units were created to service disadvantaged urban areas the latter to be administered in conjunction with the YWCA. The Christchurch unit later closed as did another YWCA initiative based in Petone in the mid-seventies. By the end of 1980 there were nine MPSUs in New Zealand, eight of which were administered by Free Kindergarten Associations in conjunction with the Department of Education. The remaining MPSU was administered jointly by the YWCA, the Department of Education and the Auckland Free Kindergarten Association. Of the original nine MPSUs, eight currently operate in rural areas.

The MPSUs each employ two trained kindergarten teachers. They carry a range of equipment in a specially equipped van and travel to a series of locations where they run early childhood programmes. The use of existing premises is a feature of the service. MPSUs work with a large number of families: in 1988 MPSUs catered for 850 children aged over two and a half and played a significant part in meeting the largely unsatisfied demand for early childhood education in rural areas.

There are similarities between the operation of MPSUs and kindergartens but there are also many differences. MPSU group sizes are smaller, the children begin at a younger age, the sites are not purpose built and the sessions are less frequent. Many of the buildings used by MPSUs are not designed for young children. It is not uncommon for buildings to have few windows, many of which are placed at a high level, little natural light, poor heating, toileting and kitchen facilities, a lack of floor coverings and unfenced outdoor areas.  The majority of buildings used by MPSUs are also used by other services so that children's work often cannot be displayed and it is sometimes necessary for all equipment to be removed at the end of each session. A typical session lasts for two hours which is a shorter duration than sessions in standard kindergartens, and parents usually have to assist teachers to unpack equipment and set up activities for their children.

The range of activities provided by MPSUs varies from unit to unit and from session to session. The majority of teachers, when interviewed in 1988, believed that social development was especially important for children from rural areas (Kennedy et al. 1990). Some locations lacked outdoor areas which were safe for pre-school children and the limited amount of equipment able to be stored can impact on the programme, but, despite this, teacher satisfaction rated highly in this study. The smaller group size enables more individual and small group interactions and many teachers believed that this partly compensated for the infrequency of visits. Without MPSUs there would be almost no early childhood education for the majority of the rural children who attend them: 76% of the children attending the units did not have access to any other early childhood service (ibid.).

recent policies and the future of mobile pre-school units

It is the policy of the New Zealand Government to increase the number of children enrolled in early childhood services to 89% by 1998 and to 91% by 2001 (MOE 1994). The Government, furthermore, wishes to improve the quality of centres providing early childhood education throughout the country. These policies recognise the importance of good quality early childhood education for New Zealanders and show a desire for an equitable distribution of early childhood services. The introduction of bulk funding of kindergartens and therefore MPSUs in 1992 led to new difficulties for MPSUs. Bulk funding entailed a change to a style of funding based on an hourly rate per child enrolled, and specifies certain conditions regarding attendance. Children who are absent for nine calendar days without notice are ineligible for funding as is any child who is absent for more than 21 calendar days. A child who fails to attend for more than fifty percent of the sessions also incurs losses. Under this method of funding, MPSUs, in particular, are disadvantaged. They work with smaller groups of children and therefore generate fewer paid child hours. Attendance often fluctuates seasonally and children need only miss a once weekly session to exceed nine calendar days.

The Marlborough MPSU, for example, had an immediate shortfall of $16,000.00 and at the time that the bulk funding policy was implemented they also required a new van (NZEI 1995a). The Marlborough Kindergarten Association agreed to a package which allocated a portion of the funding from standard kindergartens to support this MPSU. Other MPSUs have also operated at a deficit since the introduction of bulk funding. In 1994 the average financial deficit for a MPSU was $17,703, with one deficit as low as $6,671 and another as high as $25,442 (New Zealand Free Kindergarten Association 1994). The MOE recognised this difficulty and at the beginning of 1995 "relaxed the funding rules for mobile kindergartens for 1995 so that they can claim for children under two" (MOE 1995:7). Previously funding was only available for children aged over two. The funding for children under two is dependent on the child having a parent or guardian present during the session. Elizabeth Eppel of the Ministry of Education stated that "the Ministry recognised that mobile kindergartens provided a high quality, cost effective early childhood service. In rural areas, they were the only viable form of early childhood education" (ibid.). This relaxation of funding is, however, only temporary. While it may make more money available for MPSUs at present it "doesn't necessarily meet the cost of providing the mobile kindergarten service" (NZEI 1995b:4). At the present time current funding remains insufficient to maintain the existing MPSU services.

Kindergarten associations are currently subsidising MPSUs with funding from standard kindergartens. However, as the kindergarten funding crisis deepens and more associations operate at a deficit, they are unlikely to be able to afford to continue to be as generous.

It has been recognised that MPSUs provide good quality, cost effective early childhood education in rural New Zealand (Ministry of Education 1995, Kennedy et al. 1990). When compared with identified early childhood quality characteristics, MPSUs rate highly. The smaller group sizes and higher staff-child ratios have been shown to result in teachers spending less time supervising children, more time interacting and facilitating play and allowed more opportunities for sustained interaction (Kennedy et al. 1990). The employment of only trained teachers with a Diploma in Teaching (Early Childhood Education) or its equivalent ensures that programmes are developmentally appropriate and based on the early childhood curriculum. A partnership with parents / whānau
, another quality indicator, is an integral part of the MPSU relationship. Parents / whānau and teachers work closely to prepare facilities, equipment and buildings, to raise funds, manage the finances of their group and to ensure that sessions run smoothly. Of MPSU parents interviewed in 1988, 82% believed that they benefited personally from the service (ibid.). Indeed, these parents' comments on the service were very favourable overall: 94% were very happy with the service. Parents appreciated the variety and value of the activities provided: the access to educational equipment, the well designed programmes and that their children were learning personal and education skills (Ibid.).

There are many difficulties for professionals and for users of MPSUs arising from current policies. These include the infrequency and the short duration of visits, the often unsuitable accommodation that is used, the lack of specialist training or induction for teachers (resulting in poor retention) and, above all, inadequate funding. The provision of good quality early childhood education in rural areas requires attention at present if parity with urban New Zealand is to be realised. The most pressing issue is the funding of MPSUs. The broader policy issue for Government is the provision of tangible recognition of the special needs of rural New Zealand communities by funding early childhood services at a level which reflects its real cost.

The provision of additional funding for the establishment of more Mobile Pre-School Units to service rural communities would reduce the distances travelled by existing MPSUs so that more frequent sessions of longer duration would be possible at each location. Increased funding would also ensure that buildings and outdoor areas were made safe and appropriate for young children and the development of specialised pre- and in-service training for MPSU teachers could be undertaken.

conclusion

Good quality early childhood education has long-term, positive outcomes for all New Zealanders. Successive reports have accepted this but, despite repeated recommendations, early childhood education in New Zealand has never been fully government funded. Current government policy is to increase participation in and improve the quality of early childhood services. One means employed to do this is to encourage private providers in this sector of New Zealand education. Private providers however, are more likely to locate their services in areas of high population density where there is an assured market rather than in rural New Zealand. One of the outcomes of this policy has been a continued lack of early childhood educational services in rural parts of the country.

Although MPSUs have proved to be an effective means of delivering early childhood education to rural New Zealanders, the service could cease through lack of funding. To meet the Government's early childhood policy objectives MPSUs require targeted resources to extend their services to provide rural New Zealanders with more frequent sessions, of longer duration. If government objectives are to be met, appropriate buildings and play areas must become the norm rather than the exception and dual enrolment with the Correspondence School should be encouraged to ensure that rural children and their parents have access to a full range of information, support and educational resources. Failure to do so will result in the continued early childhood educational inequity which is apparent for young children and families in rural New Zealand.

The future of Mobile Pre-School Units is dependent on policies that recognise the disparities apparent in the provision of early childhood services between urban and rural New Zealand. It is difficult to provide cost-effective educational services in areas of low population density. The continued provision of early childhood education in sparsely populated areas of rural New Zealand is, to an increasing extent, dependent on government policy which recognises its special needs through specific funding policies.
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ministry of education comment

The Ministry of Education provided the following comment on the preceding paper:

Government funding policy related to early childhood education services is provider neutral, in that no distinction is made or encouragement given on the basis of the profit or non-profit nature of the provider. However kindergartens do receive a higher hourly rate than other services.

No early childhood services are state owned or operated. All are either privately or community owned.

The early childhood education sector has never been fully funded. All chartered early childhood education providers are funded by way of a subsidy (sessional funding). Where parents pay fees, a fee subsidy for low-income parents is also available (Department of Social Welfare Childcare Subsidy).

Rural children participate in early childhood education at a rate comparable with participation in other areas. However there are differences in patterns of usage, in that rural children attend services for fewer hours per week on average and are more likely to use playgroups, kohanga reo and playcentres than children in other areas.

Mobile kindergartens are provided with a base level of funding. Those operating with average enrolments per session of fewer than 20 children are funded for 20 children.

Mobile kindergartens have always operated for one or two sessions per week at each venue. Sessions have also traditionally been shorter than three hours. These are matter of local kindergarten association policy and are not the result of government funding policy.

The 1996 Budget included increased funding for The Correspondence School to increase early childhood enrolments for children in rural areas.
� Family, commonly referred to the extended family





