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Strategies for Reforming Early Childhood Education

Objectives

The major objectives of the strategies for the reform of early childhood education - education of children 3 to 5 years - are:

· To expand the offerings in early childhood education to meet the demands throughout the sub-region. 

· To strengthen the partnership between the private and public sectors with a view to providing this level of education on a more equitable basis. 

· To improve the quality of the education offered. 

The essence of these strategies is to make the present structure larger and more effective.

The elements of the current model of early childhood education that would remain virtually unchanged are:

· Shared responsibility for providing schooling between the private sector, the Churches, other non governmental organizations, and Government. 

· User fees. 

· Decentralized administration and decision making, with a high degree of involvement of communities in all aspects of governance. 

· In-service training as the main modality of training teachers. 

· Low costs per student enrolled. 

General Philosophy of Early Childhood Education

Early childhood education is conceived as education to nurture and support the intellectual, social, moral and physical development of children at this stage. It is conceived also as education to prepare them for entry into the formal school system. The provision of education at this level must be particularly sensitive to socioeconomic inequities since intervention at this stage can most effectively arrest or even reverse conditions with far reaching adverse effects. Because of this strong preventative aspect early childhood education can be the most cost effective component of social compensatory programmes.

This level of education also provides the first point of interaction between the home and school. It is here that the socialization and mental stimulation of the child as a member of the wider community begins. The early childhood education programme must therefore begin the process of the formation of the child as a Caribbean person through the awareness of his identity as a national of a specific country within the wider Caribbean.

The focus of early childhood education should be on readiness and the exploration of the physical and social environment through play and concrete experiences associated with language development.

In all of the territories of the OECS this level of education - early childhood or preschool - is the fastest growing of all educational levels and requires special attention if it is not to suffer from the same problems that plague the other levels of the education system. Although it is recognised throughout the sub-region that the demand for early childhood education has as its basis a strong custodial element, it is accepted that children aged 3 to 5 years, especially children in deprived circumstances, need interventions through early stimulation and education programmes. Proper health and nutrition are also vital elements.

Reform Strategies

The following are the proposed strategies for achieving the stated objectives:

Strategy 9. Continue to promote and facilitate private initiative and philanthropic contributions as the major sources of the creation of preschools.

The majority of preschools that already exist are owned and operated privately, that is, by individuals, the Churches and other non-governmental organizations. The success of this approach, based on the willingness of non-governmental sources to provide early childhood centres, justifies the continuation of this approach.

Although Governments and Ministries of Education recognize the value of early childhood education it is prudent that they continue to rely on other sources to provide the schools at this level, given their heavy commitment to other levels of education and the limitations of the public purse -

Consequently, Governments should continue to encourage and promote the establishment of early childhood centres by non-government sources and refrain from establishing Government preschools except in circumstances where needy children are at risk. In this regard note is taken that in some territories, Governments have not only established preschools but have made considerable inputs into privately run centres and have actually established centres jointly with community groups where educational inequities might otherwise have been created had Government not intervened.

Strategy 10. Introduce appropriate legislation and administrative guidelines to ensure effective regulation of the establishment and operation of preschools.

In the sub-region generally, the Education Act of each territory covers the education of the child from age 5 to 15 or 16 years. Where the legislation includes children below the age of 5 years, it is often not specific. Consequently, Ministries of Education are unable to exercise much, if any, control over the conditions that exist in pre-schools.

Legislation must therefore be developed through the consultative process involving all the partners, as a means of protecting the children and maintaining standards of public health and safety.

Strategy 11. Permit the establishment of preschool departments within primary and all-age schools where these schools are under-utilized.

There are primary schools with facilities (and teachers) that once catered for larger enrollments. Their current enrollments,however, are less than the capacities of the schools. In such cases younger children could be admitted into those schools with little or no additional cost to the school system. This has been done successfully in one territory in the region accompanied by an intensive training programme for the teachers to meet the needs of this younger group of pupils. Such an approach could be adopted wherever it is feasible throughout the Subregion.

Strategy 12. Promote the mounting of awareness programmes for parents and other care givers in the home.

Programmes must be developed at the primary, secondary and adult education stages which not only pay attention to nutrition and health practices, but also focus on the home and Community as centres of learning, so that parents, guardians and older children become aware of their role in helping younger children to learn. It is also necessary to re-orient parents and guardians concerning what constitutes good early childhood education. This should not only enable them to support the programme of early childhood centres but also to re-direct their child rearing practices especially where these relate to the provision of toys and the creation of opportunities for play among children.

Strategy 13. Provide Government assistance for the following:

a) Teacher Training
b) Curriculum Development, Design and Production of Materials
c) Teachers' salaries

a) Teacher Training

There are several centres for the training of preschool teachers within the sub-region and the wider Caribbean. Many of the teachers at the preschools have little or no training, and what they do have, has been acquired on the job. The coordinators/supervisors of early childhood education attached to the Ministries of Education (often through a UNICEF grant) have mounted a number of regular in-service teacher training workshops, but these are inadequate to meet the needs of this rapidly growing educational level.

Territories must pool their resources by contributing their available expertise to expand the offerings and strengthen the structure of the existing sub-regional centres, such as VINSAVE in St Vincent and the Grenadines. Governments must continue to assist the preschool teachers within their territories to meet the cost of training in the sub-region.

b)  Curriculum Development

Curriculum Development and Materials Production. The Bernard Van Leer Foundation Project in Early Childhood Education in Jamaica produced some excellent curriculum materials which are being used in various forms throughout the sub-region. Much work needs to be done in a coordinated and consistent way to improve the adaptations of this material and to encourage the development of other relevant materials.

Too often it is felt that play equipment for early childhood centres needs to be manufactured and imported from overseas, and where this is not possible centres have suffered. Simple but effective and safe equipment has been produced successfully at minimum cost within the region.

Territories must seek to promote community involvement in the provision of play equipment and toys for local early childhood centres.

c) Provide Government support to ensure that preschool teachers are paid a reasonable wage

Many preschools are being run at very low cost, and the owners are unable to pay proper salaries, hence they attract many unskilled and untrained teachers. In some such cases these teachers are paid less than the minimum wage of the territory. Where such disparity exists, Governments should be obliged to supplement the salaries of such persons to ensure that they be paid at least the minimum wage. The ultimate aim must be to link the salaries of preschool teachers to those of other teachers within the education system.


