Summary of feedback on home-based ECE services regulatory proposals 
Background

In early 2007, the Ministry of Education (the ministry) undertook a discussion process with the home-based early childhood education (ECE) sector on regulatory proposals that were specific to home-based ECE, and on which further input was required, as part of the ECE regulatory review.  A discussion document, Having Your Say – Regulating home-based early childhood education was distributed to home-based ECE service providers and other interested parties in January 2007. It invited the sector to provide feedback on a number of proposals through a series of discussion meetings, a freepost feedback form or other means. 

Home-based ECE services make up approximately five per cent of the total ECE sector. As at July 2006 there were 201 home-based ECE networks, with approximately 10,000 children enrolled. There are approximately 40 providers of home-based ECE, with the seven largest service providers accounting for seventy per cent of the sector. 

Characteristics of participants and respondents

Participants from at least 68 per cent of service providers took part in meetings run by the ministry to discuss the proposals. Respondents from 53 per cent of service providers gave written feedback.  Respondents included larger home-based ECE providers, such as Barnardos, PORSE and Linmark, as well as small and new providers. The NZ Home-based ECE Association participated in the discussion process and provided a sector submission. 

Feedback came from a range of coordinators, managers, owners and educators and others.

	Respondents’ roles in home-based care sector 


	Number

	Coordinator / team leader 






	37

	Manager / owner / director
 / financial administrator


	21

	Educator


	16

	ECE academic, training institute


	4

	National professional/ business organisation



	2

	Parent







	1


Sector Views on the Issues
Terminology

The sector generally supported the use of the term educator in regulations (82 per cent of written responses). The term was seen as professional, emphasise an educative role, and avoid confusion with other caring roles such as elder care and foster care. 

Seventeen per cent of respondents did not like the term, arguing that it sounds harsh, is inappropriate for babies and toddlers, loses the nurturing component, or implies a level of qualification that is not required.  Most of these preferred the term ‘educarer’. 

The sector did not see implementation difficulties with using the term. Some mentioned that they would update their documentation over time to reflect the change. Most recognised that they could continue to use their own terminology for communicating with their communities, regardless of the change in regulation. 

Coordinator’s role
The proposed coordinator’s role was supported by most discussion participants. Eighty two per cent of those providing a written response on this issue also agreed with it. Many welcomed the clarity and child focus provided by the definition. Most felt the role was well-written. 

Suggested amendments to the role included reordering the words to say ‘education, care, comfort …’ and referring to ‘professional leadership’ as well as support. 

Many respondents believed their coordinators’ roles already encompassed everything in the definition. Others said they would need to check, and possibly update, job descriptions. A few respondents felt that the proposals could increase coordinators’ workloads and may have resource implications.  

Of those who did not agree with the proposed coordinator’s role (18 per cent), many felt it was usurping the educator’s responsibilities. They argued that the coordinator was there to support the educators and / or that the coordinator could not be responsible for the children as they were not on-site. 

Role of the Educator
Several people suggested that there was a need to define the ‘role of the educator’ to complement the coordinator’s role. The absence of such a definition may have contributed to some people’s perception that the proposed ‘role of the coordinator’ usurped the educator’s role. It was suggested that definition of the role of the educator use similar terms to the role of the coordinator, but without reference to ‘overseeing.’ This was seen to add clarity and enhance educators’ status. 

Service Definition
Eighty one per cent of respondents who answered this question agreed with the proposed service definition, with most stating that it either made things clearer or represented no change from the current situation. Those who did not agree, mainly from one provider, felt that the proposal would split up their service. The written feedback was consistent with the views expressed at the discussion meetings. 

Service size
Seventy eight per cent of respondents who answered this question supported option 1, namely a service size of ‘at least one coordinator and no more than 60 children receiving education and care at any one time.’ This option was also preferred by most discussion meeting participants. Reasons included that their service was already below this size, and that the option focussed on quality for the children. Some noted that a transition time might be needed to enable the few services that currently have more than 60 children present at any one time to comply. Generally, this option was not seen to have resource implications.

Participants at one meeting, however, felt that option 1 would increase costs for services that currently have over 60 children, or that might have expected to grow to over 60 children. Another participant was concerned that, coupled with the need to distribute children between standard rate and quality rate networks because of funding rules, the service size limit of 60 children could increase costs. 

Five respondents supported option 2 which proposed to regulate the number of educators per coordinator. Most, however, rejected option 2 as being unrelated to quality and / or unworkable.  No participants in the discussion meetings supported option 2. One respondent did not think any maximum service size was necessary. 

Ten per cent of respondents proposed other options, notably an option presented to the Lower Hutt discussion meeting that:

Each home-based care and education service must have at least 1 coordinator and no more that 60 (actual) children per FTE coordinator with a maximum of 180 (actual) children per service.

Those who favoured this option argued it provided flexibility and catered for the diversity of small, large, urban and rural services. They argued that basing the roll on actual children, rather than children present at any one time was necessary to promote quality. 

This option was put to subsequent discussion meetings, where most disagreed with the proposition that actual children should be counted, because of the disadvantage to services with a large number of part-time educators and / or part-time children. They saw this as potentially leading to a reduction in services accepting part-time children, thereby reducing participation and removing the flexibility that is an important feature of home-based ECE. 

Maximum distance and travel times

Distance was discussed in the booklet, but no specific question was asked about it. A number of people argued that distances between coordinators and the homes where the children are should be regulated. 

Suggestions included requiring the coordinator to be within a maximum distance of 100 or 200 km from the homes in which the service is provided, being in the same island or town as the homes, requiring that the ‘travel time’ be less than 1 or 2 hours, or requiring the service’s boundaries to be the same as boundaries used in the telephone directory. 

On the other hand, some believed that rural areas might lose services if distances or travel times were regulated. Stewart Island and Te Anau were mentioned as examples of places that services were unlikely to be able to reach if a distance requirement was included. 

Coordinator Availability 

Coordinator availability was not covered in the booklet, but became relevant when proposals, such as the coordinator’s role, service size and the absences of requirements for distance, travel time or educator qualifications were assessed. For these reasons the issue of coordinator availability was raised in discussion meetings. 

All discussion meetings felt that someone should be available in emergencies at all times the service was operating. The most common view was that a coordinator should be ‘contactable’ (for example, by mobile phone) at all times children are receiving the service. 

Many services indicated that their coordinators are already required to be contactable regardless of whether a network is operating at standard or quality rate. Some thought this was an existing requirement for all services. 

The current situation in which quality rate services, in which all educators are qualified, are subject to Funding Rule requirements for coordinator availability, while standard rate services with unqualified educators are not, was not seen to make sense.

Some participants suggested that a person other than a named coordinator could be the contact person, but most believed that being able to be contacted fell within the role of the coordinator.  Given that coordinators are not on-site to provide immediate physical assistance in the event of an emergency, it was suggested that services should have emergency management plans in place.

Minimum age of educators
Eight four per cent of respondents who answered this question felt that being 20 years or older was not a genuine occupational qualification for educators. Many argued that the current regulation deprives young nannies of the opportunity to be supported in a licensed network at the start of their careers. 

A number proposed a lower age requirement: either 17, because it is the age at which one can get a police vet, and the same age as staff in ECE centres, or 18. 

Nearly all services were confident that they would be able to select suitable educators if the requirement to be over 20 was removed. Some noted that few people under 20 would have suitable premises to be home-based educators. Others stated that parents selected their own educators and were unlikely to choose young or immature people. 

Thirteen respondents felt that being 20 or over was a genuine occupational requirement because the role is isolated, and many under 20-year olds lack the required maturity and life experience. 

The written feedback is consistent with the views expressed at the discussion meetings. 

Contacts / Observations 

Sixty two per cent of respondents who answered these questions agreed with not changing the requirements in relation to frequency of contacts and observations (subject to the wording amendment to allow educators to be contacted when no children were present). 

There was, however, considerable debate at the discussion meetings about observations of children. A number of participants argued that each child should be observed by the coordinator every month. These services argued that this was the intent of the current provision, and was their present practice. 

Others participants were supportive of visiting each child each month, but were concerned that it might not be possible to always comply with such a requirement in practice. Although a few people said that a strict requirement to visit each child each month would be unworkable, discussion meeting participants generally agreed that there should be a requirement to observe each child each month, as far as practicable. 

It was felt, however, that there should be provision for some children to be observed outside the home, in order to facilitate the coordinator observing each one. For example, many services run a playgroup, and some children might be observed interacting with their educator there. The coordinator would continue to be required to visit each home at least once per month, for example to ensure continued compliance with health and safety practices.

Because this option was developed in the course of discussions with the sector, it was not included in the feedback questions in the discussion book. Nevertheless, most of the 38 per cent of respondents who did not support the current requirement, wanted each child to be observed each month. Some suggested all practical or reasonable efforts should be made to observe each child each month, in order to allow for exceptional circumstances where it was not possible to observe a particular child. 
Fitness to be an educator

Ninety one per cent of respondents who answered this question agreed with this proposal. Participants at discussion meetings agreed with this requirement, but suggested guidance be provided. 

Criminal convictions
Seventy nine per cent of respondents who answered these questions agreed with this proposal. Those who didn’t included a large number of respondents from one service who felt that everyone in the household should be police vetted. 

Respondents from one area felt that police vets should be undertaken every two years, to bring home-based ECE in line with Child Youth and Family (CYF) requirements for Out of School Care and Recreation. They also stated that CYF requires driving convictions to be checked and suggested home-based ECE regulations should require this. 

Some respondents argued that families in whose homes nannies worked should not be subject to requirements relating to criminal convictions. 

The written feedback is consistent with the views expressed at the discussion meetings. 

Qualifications
The absence of a proposal to introduce regulatory requirements for educator qualifications at this stage was a widespread theme. Forty five per cent of respondents thought that qualifications should have been addressed in this discussion round. Their views were supported by reference to research about the importance of educator qualifications for quality in home-based ECE. 

Of those who agreed with the proposal, some expressed disappointment that progress on home-based ECE qualifications had not been made, and urged the ministry to make this a priority project on the 2007/08 work programme. 

A minority of respondents, on the other hand, supported the absence of mandatory for educator qualifications because they believed such a requirement would have a negative effect on home-based ECE and prevent them from selecting from the full range of potentially suitable educators. 

The written feedback is consistent with the views expressed at the discussion meetings. 

Those who wanted regulatory minimum qualifications expressed a range of views about the appropriate type and level of qualification to mandate. An NZQA level 5 qualification or module 1 of the home-based care certificate were most frequently suggested. 

� ‘Participants’ refers to those who participated in Ministry of Education meetings to discuss the proposals. ‘Respondents’ refers to those who provided a written response. These two groups overlap. 





