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Early Childhood Education Policy

1 
Purpose

The Ministry recognises that early childhood education is important for laying the foundation for a child’s future.  It sets the cornerstone for cognitive, physical, emotional, social values and attitudes, spiritual, language and cultural values.  A child’s development can be fostered by positive learning experiences in the early years, and such experiences, based on a developmentally appropriate and flexible curriculum, provide an excellent foundation for formal schooling.
This Policy aims to establish and maintain a policy framework for Early Childhood Education in Tonga which ensures that children aged 3 to 5 receive a quality, equitable, education in an environment that is inclusive, culturally appropriate, safe, secure and clean.  

2 
Organisational Scope

This Policy is a Ministry wide policy and applies to all Early Childhood Education providers in Tonga including a person holding a teaching, managerial or administrative position in any early childhood education centre.
3 
Definitions

For purposes of this policy, unless otherwise stated, the following definitions shall apply:

“Early Childhood Education” or “ECE”
means education, care and learning that occur in a safe and healthy environment, that involves parents to some degree and that develops the potential and quality of life of young children in the present and for the future. 
“early childhood education centre” 
means an early childhood education centre that is a kindergarten or full day care centre 
“children”
in relation to an early childhood education service means the children attending or participating in the service; and “child” has a corresponding meaning

“recognised qualification”
in relation to a licensed service that is teacher led, an early childhood education teaching qualification recognised by the Tonga Teachers’ Registration Board for registration purposes under the [Early Childhood Education (Registration of Teachers) Act 2011].

4 
Policy Content and Guidelines

4.1
Vision statement

To develop quality early childhood education programmes which will ensure that children grow up as competent and confident learners, healthy in mind, body and soul with a sense of belonging and identity, enthusiasm and opportunities of learning.
4.2 
Guiding principles

4.2.1 Quality early childhood education

A quality early childhood education will be characterised by the following features:

(a) Appropriate child/teacher ratios, group size and an enriching, well equipped, caring and secure environment in approved and accredited locations

(b) Programmes should be co-ordinated and delivered by qualified, registered early childhood education teachers in developmentally appropriate, educationally sound, and culturally appropriate, inclusive and safe learning environments

(c) Programmes respect the uniqueness of every child, as and the way they are

(d) Programmes are inclusive and actively engage parents and communities by acknowledging their critical roles, rights and needs in caring for and educating their children

(e) Teachers undergo ongoing pre-service and in-service training and staff development programmes facilitated by the Ministry of Education

4.2.2
Strong Christian foundation

Early childhood education service providers should weave Christian values and beliefs into the curriculum and programmes to ensure that young children are aware of God, and in accordance with the Tongan motto, “God and Tonga are my inheritance.” 
4.2.3
Inclusive

Children must be nurtured in a loving, caring and inclusive environment at all times, irrespective of their physical or mental capabilities. 
4.2.4
Empowering

Children must be encouraged to respect their heritage including Tongan customs and traditions, the Tongan language and most importantly, Tongan skills, knowledge and values.
4.2.5
Collaborative

The Government of Tonga, Ministry of Education, early childhood education service providers, teachers, parents, churches and communities must work in partnership to establish and maintain a strong early childhood education sector for Tonga. 
4.2.6
Holistic

Programmes should build a strong foundation for children in all areas, including physical, social, emotional, cognitive, language, cultural and spiritual development.
4.2.7
Advocacy

Early childhood education service providers should work in partnership with the Government, Ministry, parents, churches and communities to advocate for and create an awareness of the importance of early childhood education in Tonga.  
4.2.8
Encouragement

Early childhood education service providers should encourage teachers and parents to be the best resources in providing early childhood education for the children of Tonga.
4.3
Service Delivery Models

4.3.1
Kindergarten
A kindergarten is a centre in which learning experiences are provided by teachers for children between 3 and 5 years of age in a free play environment.  Well-planned activities and programmes promote and enhance children’s’ holistic development as well as physical, social, cognitive, emotional, spiritual formation and cultural and language development.  

All kindergarten programmes in Tonga must provide half-day learning and development programmes for children aged 3 to 5. 
4.3.2
Full day care and education centre

A full day care and education centre supports working parents and families by providing full day care and education programmes for children aged 1 to 5.  There should be special facilities for meals, rest and sleep.  Parent involvement must be encouraged.  These centres should be staffed by trained ECE teachers and health workers.  Parents are required to pay child-care fees.
4.3.3
Play group
This programme is organised by a group of parents who take turns to supervise the programme or get together for the children to socialise and learn together.  Play groups are usually suitable for children under 2 years of age.  
4.3.4
Transitional programme
A transitional programme is intended to bridge the gap from home to ECE centres and from ECE centres to primary schools. A transitional programme should include children with special needs, children from birth to pre-school entrance and the most disadvantaged children. 
4.4
Registration of ECE schools 
Every early childhood education centre in Tonga must be registered pursuant to the [Education (Early Childhood Centres) Regulations 2011] and owned either by a community, church or properly constituted management authority.
4.5
Minimal Requirements for Early Childhood Education providers 

4.5.1
Duration of programmes

Early Childhood Education providers may determine the intensity and duration of the pre-school services they offer to young children.  However, the table below indicates the recommended hours per day to be followed by service providers in Tonga.

	Early Childhood Service Delivery Programme
	Hours per day
	Days per week

	Kindergarten
	3-4 hours per day

(eg 9am to 12 or 1pm; 

1pm to 3 or 4pm)


	Four to five days a week

	Full Day Care and Education Centre (Child care)
	6-8 hours per day

(eg 8am to 4 or 5pm)
	Monday to Friday


4.5.2
School Fees

Kindergarten programmes must be free for all children aged 3 to 5 in Tonga who attend half day programmes.

If children attend more than four hours per day, parents must pay the ECE provider for the additional hours.

If children under 3 years of age attend full day programmes (child care), parents must pay the ECE or child care provider according to their prescribed fees.

Play groups must be free of charge, and parents may determine the time, place, days, learning and socialisation opportunities for their children.

4.5.3
Staffing requirements 
Every centre must have the following staff capacities:

(a) A head teacher who is responsible for the overall administration of the centre;

(b) At least two staff members who are responsible for the everyday care of the children, in accordance with the class size and adult/child ratio requirements outlined below.
Every ECE teacher, including the head teacher, must be registered in accordance with the Early Childhood Education (Registration of Teachers) Regulations 2011.  The minimal qualification for registration shall be a Diploma in Early Childhood Education or similar qualification.

The Ministry of Education is committed to providing quality teachers for the provision of early childhood education in Tonga.  It will therefore provide relevant pre-service and in-service training to teachers in accordance with the Education Act.

4.5.4
Curriculum

Until such time that the Ministry develops and introduces a curriculum for Early Childhood Education in Tonga, each service provider shall be responsible for the curriculum which is taught at the centre.
The Early Childhood Education curriculum for every centre must ensure the following:

(a) Be based on a developmentally appropriate and flexible model that responds to children’s learning needs;
(b) Acknowledge how children learn;

(c) Take into consideration each child’s age, developmental stages, abilities, interests, skills and knowledge;

(d) Reflect the need to extend children’s learning, and provide continuity of learning experiences across, between and within all stages of early childhood education.
ECE teachers must implement curriculum and assessment practices which:

(i) Reflect the holistic way that children learn;

(ii) Reflect the reciprocal relationships between the child, people and the learning environment;

(iii) Enhance children’s sense of themselves as capable individuals and competent learners;

(iv) Encourage learning by responding to the environment (people, places and things);

(v) Empowers children to learn and grow;

(vi) Ensures that all learning contexts are meaningful and appropriate to the socio-cultural and spiritual formation in which the children live.
4.5.5
Class size and adult/child ratio
The adult/child ratio for every early childhood education service centre in Tonga will be as follows: 

	
	Infants
	Two year olds
	Three year olds
	Four to five year olds

	Group size
	8
	12
	16
	24

	Adult/child ratio
	1:4
	1:6
	1:10
	1:15


4.5.6
Language of instruction
The language of instruction at every early childhood education centre shall be the Tongan language.  English can be introduced during early childhood years in forms of songs, poems, basic terms and through the use of books, oral and written lessons.  However, the bulk of instruction should be in the Tongan language.
4.5.7
Physical environment, operation and administration 

The Early Childhood Education provider must ensure that the physical environment and the day to day operation and administration of the centre is in accordance with the Early Childhood Education Regulations 2011.  A provider that does not comply with these requirements will not be allowed to operate the centre and may not be issued with a license to register.
4.5.8
Children with Special needs
Care and education must be provided for and inclusive of children with special needs.  Early Childhood Education providers must ensure the following:

(a) The assessment records for children with special needs are kept on file for future reference.  This information is confidential and must not be shared without parental consent.
(b) Activities in each centre must be age appropriate and developmentally appropriate.  They should enable children with special needs to be actively engaged in learning.

The Ministry of Education in consultation with the Ministry of Health will coordinate early intervention services for children with special needs.  
4.6
Working in partnership with other stakeholders

To address the full range of childrens’ needs, early childhood education providers should work in partnership with other stakeholders that provide services for children.  These may include a children’s health programme, dental care services, mental health services, or family resource centres.
4.7
Code of Ethics for Teachers of ECE

Every ECE teacher will abide by the Tonga Code of Ethics for Teachers of Early Childhood Education.
5 
Implementation
The Early Childhood Education Senior Officer and ECE Staff Professional Development Team will be responsible for the effective implementation of this policy, in consultation with the Chief Executive Officer of the Ministry of Education, Women’s Affairs and Culture (MEWAC). 

6 
Monitoring and Evaluation
The [name responsible body or officer] is responsible for the monitoring and evaluation of this policy and recommendations for review.  To ensure that this policy is up to date and remains relevant to all early childhood centres, non government organisations, educators, churches, parents and local communities, the [responsible body or officer] shall ensure the following:

(a) there is regular monitoring of progress and implementation of the initial policy and thereafter on an annual basis;
(b) review results are disseminated to ECE centres, non government organisations, educators, parents, churches and communities;

(c) seek legislative amendments to existing legislation and subsidiary regulations as applicable;

(d) seek support and assistance from relevant national, regional and international organisations as required;

(e) initiate and support research in the early childhood education sector and collate data in order to review and ensure the effectiveness of the ECE policy.  
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