Early Childhood Education 
· Thanks for invitation 

· MY background

· Manukau City Councillor

· CMDHB Board member

· Chair of PFRC

· Chair of COMET taskforce 

· Mother of Travers and three other young adult children

· What we all know is that parents of disabled children want the very best for their children. In fact they want the same for their children as is on offer for all other children. To paraphrase Martin Luther King when asked what he wanted for his people – he replied that he wanted exactly what his white interviewer had and by inference what his white interviewer had BY RIGHT.
· So where does that leave us with the current situation – I want to stress that what I am saying is anecdotal. I have not done any surveys or conducted research on this subject. What I do know informally is that I cannot see disabled children in many of our ECE centres and I’d like to know why.
· Over the past three years I have attended many a ECE opening and I am always on the look out – where are the disabled children

· We have been focused on improving the ECE uptake in low socio – economic areas in Manukau; therefore the numbers of ECE I have visited have been in those lower socio-economic areas. But I can’t find disabled children from within that community who are attending the ECE centres
· So who goes to ECE – traditionally it is middle class parents and anecdotally that is borne out by comments from SENCOs at high decile schools – just as children in those high decile areas go to ECE prior to going to school so do disabled children in those same areas. 

· Naturally there is a huge advantage in having a history of being in the system prior to entry into the compulsory sector. Hopefully there is a resourced transition plan; therapists know the family; the child is known to GSE; there is an opportunity for parents to add credible data into an ORRS application – in other words the system and the family is not only prepared but hopefully understands the system. 
· Once again anecdotally parents who do access the full suite of quality ECE services for their disabled child are full of praise for those services. The last lot of research carried out by the Family Advocacy Charitable Trust (FACT) in 1997 – where parents accessed the services of GSE they were very pleased with those services.

· So why are some families accessing services and not others 

· What we know in the poorer areas of Manukau is that fewer non-disabled children attend ECE so why would disabled children attend? The same logic applies

· An anecdote from a very successful principal in a decile 1 school in Manukau had three disabled 5year olds enrol at her school- all at the same time. None of them had had any ECE experience. None were on any data base. It was starting from scratch for everything.   You can imagine the additional challenges that created for a school already under some stress. The parent’s expectations were very high on the school – but they had been outside all systems for a whole 5 years. This is a very resourceful principal who knows the system like the back of her hand but she was deeply worried at the lack of connection between families with disabled children and ECE opportunities.
· We need to turn this around
· The question we have to ask is why? Why aren’t disabled children accessing ECE at the same frequency as non-disabled children?
· If we agree that probably more disabled children are accessing ECE in higher socio-economic areas, then what can be done about those disabled children in lower socio-economic areas? That is a huge challenge for all of us
· I really only have questions and challenges not answers.

· Who is tracking those children as they move through the various agencies after birth? What coordination is happening between agencies? What are the indicators as to why parents their disabled children appear to disappear into the ether after birth only to emerge at age 5?

· Why is that Counties Manukau has the lowest uptake of Child Disability Allowance in New Zealand and has only marginally increased that uptake after a significant campaign by Work and Income to make sure that all their clients are aware that this is an option for them. Who has the check list on parents and is making sure that they have the necessary information and support so they can make informed decisions?

· We need to realistically support our ECEs that are providing quality education for  disabled children
· I think one of our biggest challenges is the one on one staffing that is required for many of the disabled children that come into the centres.  It can be a lengthy process to get intervention and support for families and whilst this process is being worked through the centres pick up the slack rather than let the child not attend.
Once hours of support have been confirmed then often there is a short fall of support teachers so again the expectation is on us to either find a support teacher or fill the gap with one of our own.
I think staffing is the biggest issue.
· Where is the accountability on those ECE centres who in the view of a number of primary teachers offer little less than a baby sitting service to disabled children rather than the quality ECE they so richly deserve?

· And where is the education and support of parents so that they can make informed choices

· One ECE provider told me – quite honestly - we don’t encourage disabled children to come to our centres because we don’t get the realistic level of resourcing to support them. It creates too much stress on our centre. 

· Let’s not forget how many services some ECEs are interacting with as well – ACC, therapists, GSE amongst others.
· Again anecdotally – we do have a number of ECE supporting disabled children- many of them are not for profit or community based ECE Kakano HIV  – at present with the May budget many are finding it challenging to make ends meet. CM Kindergarten Association has worked out that with the budget cuts in ECE they stand to lose between 700-800k per year. So there is a fragility in the sector that wasn’t there prior to May.

· So in summary there are a few key areas I’d like to have answered – where are disabled children going for ECE? Who is monitoring them throughout their first 5 years? Where is the data on the numbers of disabled children going into the primary sector with or without ECE? What support is out there for ECE and how do we make sure all these questions are answered?
· Another taskforce? I’m happy to have PFRC set one up and organise a meeting of interested parties. In my view we need to use the information we have now and keep asking the questions until we get the answers and the change we seek.
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