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Abstract:

Kindergarten teachers have experienced significant changes in their
employment contracts since 1992. In 1996 the New Zealand political
environment of an upcoming MMP election combined with the issues of
women, women's work and the discourses relating to kindergarten teaching and
teachers. The outcome of this combination was a regaining of some previously
lost employment conditions, as well as improvements “against the odds”. This
article discusses the historical struggle for employment conditions in the
kindergarten service and the events of the 1996 employment negotiations.

Don’t be too polite girls, don’t be too polite

Show a little fight girls, show a little fight

Don’t be fearful of offending, in case you get the sack
Just recognise your value and we won't look back.'

The Gendered History and Background of Kindergarten Teaching

Kindergarten teachers, along with all workers in the early childhood
service, have been paid less, historically and currently, than other
teachers within the education service. In an earlier paper, Duncan (1996)
has argued that kindergarten teaching, as a form of employment, has
been positioned by two factors: firstly, its strong links with small
children, which have often led it to be viewed as “caring”, rather than
“educating”; and secondly, the distinctive nature and issues
surroundinga predominantly women-based profession. As the Ministry
of Education stated:
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The early childhood sector is staffed almost entirely by women.
The concern with these teachers is not their low status relative
to male early childhood teachers but the low status of early
childhood teachers as a whole compared with teachers in other
sectors and with similarly qualified employees in other sectors
of the economy. (Ministry of Education, 1992, p. 13)

In 1990, permanent full-time teachers in kindergartens received only 73
percent of the salary of all other full-time teachers in the rest of the
education sector (Dunn etal., 1992, p. 35). Thus, even after averaging for
age differentials between the services, kindergarten salaries “still lagged
some 13% behind other teachers” salaries” (Dunn et al., 1992, p. 35).
Many writers have discussed the perceived link between kindergarten
teaching and “mothering”. Work with young children is seen as
“mothering and caring” (Cook, 1983, p. 15), that is, fulfilling the
emotional, custodial and emotional needs of the child, rather than as the
“presumed intellectual functions of the rest of the system” (Cook, 1983,
p- 15). Writers have argued that while kindergarten teachers are seen to
be doing the same work which women voluntarily do in the home and
in the community, often for no monetary remuneration, it is difficult for
teachers to argue for payment for worth (Cook, 1983; Cook, 1985; May,
1985; May, 1993b).

It has been argued that the engendered nature of kindergarten
teaching has some inbuilt contradictions for teachers (Duncan, 1994a;
Duncan, 1994b; Duncan, 1996). On the one hand kindergarten teaching
celebrates women’s work, promoting its importance and thus
challenging and contesting its demotion and trivialising by dominant
voices in society. But at the same time its gender-specific nature can
place teachers in a powerless position for negotiating wages and
working conditions. Women still bear the greatest responsibility in our
society for wider family and care commitments, whether these be to
partners, children or elderly relatives. The labour market choices they
can make are correspondingly limited. This has been traced in studies
examining women'’s career progressions and advancements (Apple,
1986; Casey & Apple, 1989), and becomes problematicin alabour market
system “where individual self-interest is elevated to the level that is in
the Employment Contracts Act” (Sayers, 1992, p. 234).

Similarly, the government’s social and fiscal agendas for education,
combined with the labour reforms such as the Employment Contracts
Act, have continued to play a large role in the employment lives and
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positions of kindergarten teachers. Teachers require supportive
employment conditions to maintain quality provision in early childhood
settings (Mitchell, 1996). However, early childhood facilities, constrained
by lack of funding and regulations, “have not had a good record in
upholding and imposing quality standards” (May, 1992, p. 89). Mitchell
(1996) argues that appropriate government funding and a supportive
state infra-structure is essential for this quality (Mitchell, 1996). These
writers argue that these conditions have not occurred in New Zealand.
Since 1990 government polices in the early childhood sector have
reflected, what writers have called, an increasing agenda towards
privatisation of the sector (Mitchell, 1996; Wells, 1991). This move can
be seen in a variety of legislative changes. The most significant of these,
in terms of kindergarten teachers’ employment, have been the removal
and re-instating of compulsory teacher registration for all teachers in
state and integrated schools, and kindergartens (1996); the introduction
of bulk funding as a mechanism to reduce government expenditure and
responsibility for directly paying teacher salaries (1992); and the State
Services Commission’s ability to delegate employment-negotiating
responsibilities to local kindergarten employers (1991).

It has been argued that bulk funding of the early childhood sector
has become a key lever for fiscal restraint for kindergarten employers,
who have been facing the reality of impending funding shortfalls
(Wylie, 1992). The State Services Commission also maintains its
discretionary rights to veto any settlement it may not agree with. So
despite having devolved responsibility to the kindergarten associations
over wage negotiating, the Commission remains a pivotal force in the
processes ensuring that employers do not exceed the budget constraints
that the Ministers of Education and State Services are expecting.

Simpson (1993) describes how wages in the public service sector
have historically and continually been used as “a political and fiscal
instrument for dealing with deficits in the public accounts” (Simpson,
1993, p. 144). A combination of bulk funding, the Employment Contracts
Act, and devolved management structures are not only the recipe for
fiscal restraint in the kindergarten service, but also the opportunity for
the government to withdraw from direct accountability for the
kindergarten teaching service (Wells, 1991, p. 123).

Through this devolution of management of the kindergarten service
and employment-negotiating responsibilities, a whole new relationship
between teachers and association representatives has begun. While
consistent with the general thrust of government reform, this has
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presented a new perspective for those within the kindergarten service,
who, rather than dealing in a competitive labour market with their
employers, have enjoyed a co-operative partnership in the past.

Behind all these changes has been the labour market philosophy of
a “new right” agenda, which has significantly influenced all political
activity over the last six years in which the National Government has
been in office. Writers have expressed concern at the new right stance
in early childhood, allowing market forces to dictate provision and
standards (Lauder et al., 1988; May, 1990; May, 1992; Dalli and Meade,
1991). Duncan (1994a) claims that policies which derive from these
philosophies (such as maximising choice and competition), when
applied in the early childhood market, have the effect of driving down
costs of the service (particularly to the government). At the same time,
these policies call into question the provisions for quality control and
standards for the safety of children, and the need for realistic working
conditions for the teachers and workers (Duncan, 1994a).

The agendas of consecutive new right governments have set a
powerful context for the kindergarten service and the teachers within
the service. The emphasis on competitive individualism (Peter and
Marshall, 1990, p. 176) is incompatible with a kindergarten service
which hasalways worked on co-operative management, team work and
power sharing. Trying to separate providers from consumers, teachers
from employers, or teachers from parents and children, is undesirable
and unworkable in a service where these people are often one and the
same (Lauder, et al, 1988:26; Lauder, 1991, p. 13). Likewise, the
co-operative nature of early childhood education has always been its
greatest strength; “it is precisely the activity of community struggle and
co-operation which provides the gain of social solidarity and the
long-term stability of communities” (Lauder, et al., 1988, p. 26).

The New Zealand Free Kindergarten Service

The struggle by women for women and children forms a significant part
of the history of the kindergarten service. This struggle has been carried
out from the beginnings of the kindergarten movement when the
“well-to-do ladies” of society not only founded the kindergartens but
continued to fundraise, support and promulgate the service for many
decades. This work was not for themselves or their own children, but for
the “needy children” and families of New Zealand. It was believed that
the power of early education and care provided by the free
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kindergarten would shape the child for good moral living, and thus
build a better society for the future. The initial intention was for
provision of free kindergartens by well-to-do “patrons” for the so-called
“needy” families, but as the worth and value of the service became more
widely recognised, communities began to take responsibility for
establishing, funding and maintaining kindergartens for their own
children (Dempster, 1986). This struggle for provision, funding and
ongoing maintenance of early childhood services was the work of
women struggling against the status quo, arguing against injustices
towards children and women, and challenging neglect by those in
power and decision-making positions (May, 1990a; May, 1990b; May,
1993; Meade, 1990; Stonehouse, 1989; Wells, 1991).
As MacNaughton (1996) highlights:

It is hard to connect images of struggle, conflict and oppression
with the “nice ladies of early childhood”. Yet there has been
considerable struggle and conflict in the early childhood field
over many issues of policy and practice. (p. 1)

This struggle has addressed many issues and involved a great deal of
opposition over the 107 years the free kindergarten service has been in
existence. Funding to maintain provision of the free kindergarten has
continually been a major concern.” Over time, the worth of a child’s
early yearsand the value of early childhood education experiences have
been established (Davis & Thornburg, 1994; Podmore & Swann, 1995).
Despite this, the fight to retain a freely accessible kindergarten service
continues and is as relevant today as it was in the 1880s.

Kindergarten Teachers and Employment

The first New Zealand free kindergarten teachers were young women
who worked as volunteers in a philanthropic way in kindergartens.
They were predominantly from middle-class families who could
support them, not only through their training, but also while teaching
(Heslop, 1990, p. 18). It was not until 1948 that the state began paying
kindergarten teachers’ salaries (Heslop, 1990, p. 18). This was within a
climate of growing acceptance of the educational value of sessional early
childhood experience for young children — one which complemented,
not substituted for, the family setting (May, 1990, pp. 99-101).

Then and now, union involvement and representation has played
a significant role in kindergarten teachers’ professional lives. The New
Zealand Free Kindergarten Teachers Association (NZFKTA), established
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in 1952 as a professional and service organisation for kindergarten
teachers, began this process. A significant milestone wasreached in 1958
when the association received formal recognition allowing direct access
to the Minister of Education for the first time, and so enabling salary
claims to be lodged (Clark et al., 1983, p. 17). The 1960s saw a decade of
rapid growth within the kindergarten services, raising issues that are
still relevant today, issues which form much of the work of the present
union, the New Zealand Educational Institute: Te Riu Roa (NZEI Te Riu
Roa).’ These include “salaries and conditions of employment,
professional status and the training of kindergarten teachers, roll
numbers and children with special needs” (Clark et al., 1983, p. 17).

In an article reviewing the history of NZFKTA, Simpson (1993)
describes the early 1970s as a time of change for kindergarten teachers.
She argues that during this time, kindergarten teachers were mainly
young single women with non-political goals, focusing on training (p.
345). During the 1970s the organisation became more political in an
attempt to improve the status of the kindergarten profession. Rosslyn
Noonan joined the organisation as general secretary in 1976 and her
commitment to women and children and the professional skills which
she brought to the position “made the next five years a time of growth
and gain for the association” (Simpson, 1993, p. 346).

The 1980s saw teachers continue to struggle to improve basic
conditions and to regain lost ground after two and a half years of a
government “wage freeze”, which was eventually lifted in November,
1984 (K.T.A. News, Dec 1984, p. 5). A major salary claim was lodged
with the Government in 1985 in an effort to attract into kindergarten
teaching “skilled people [and a] cross-section of people who are
representative of our society” (K.T.A. News, July 1985, p. 1). The
NZFKTA also identified the urgent need to stop experienced teachers
from leaving the service and to this end sought to address the issue of
pay relativity with primary teachers. For the first time kindergarten
teachers took nationwide industrial action over this claim, holding stop
work meetings both in, and outside of, contact session times, thus
indicating the strength and depth of feeling over the inequitable salary
positions (K.T.A. News, 1985). The catch cries of this campaign were
“Kindergarten Teachers need more Dough” and “Crime Doesn’t Pay
and neither does Kindergarten Teaching”. This was a significant
development as it was the first time kindergarten teachers had taken
industrial action over matters affecting pay and working conditions.
Although not taken lightly, industrial action was used again throughout
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the later 1980s to make strong statements about later salary claims, and
again in the early 1990s over other proposed Government policies (for
example, the Employment Contracts Act).

Kindergarten teachers and employers, as state sector members
(under the State Sector Act), have long been subject to all the state sector
regulations and conditions of employment (Wells, 1991, p. 119).* This
has led to kindergartens having a distinctly different position from that
of the rest of the early childhood sector. However, despite the status of
kindergarten teachers as part of the state sector, their calls for relativity
within the education sector have not been heeded. Kindergarten
salaries remain significantly below those of the rest of the education
sector. Small children are often not deemed to be “worth” much, despite
numerous claims about the importance of the early years of life for a
child. Thisisreflected in education pay structures, whereby the amount
a teacher is paid increases with the age of the child being taught
(Mitchell, 1993, p. 6). Kindergarten teachers have similar qualifications
to those of their professional colleagues in the primary service, yet they
continue to receive less remuneration, as Tables 1 and 2 show.

Table 1 Comparative Salaries of Teachers in the Kindergarten and the
Primary Services in New Zealand

Kindergarten Teacher Primary Teacher

Annual Salary 1995 1997 1995 1997
Starting salary:

Diploma only 20,872 22,202 23,000 23,000

Diploma + degree 23,683 24,986 26,000 26,000*
Maximum:

Diploma only 28,158 29,707 34,380 36,103

Diploma + degree 31,142 32,855 38,545 41,860

* By 1997 qualification groups for the primary service will be redefined
and the starting salary for a teacher with a four or five year degree will
be higher. For this example these differences have been excluded.
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Table 2 Comparative Salaries of Head Teachers in the Kindergarten
and the Primary Services in New Zealand

Kindergarten Head Teacher Primary G1 Principal®

Annual Salary 1995 1997 1995 1997
Starting salary:
Diploma only 29,504 31,127 36,780 40,500
Diploma + degree 32,486 34,273 40,269 45,000
Maximum:
Diploma only 32,486 34,273 40,967 48,000
Diploma + degree 35,471 37,422 44,908 48,000

A G1 principal is usually a sole charge teacher responsible for up to 29
children, or a teaching principal of a two-teacher school with up to 58
children.

A kindergarten head teacher may have one other teacher to assist, and up
to 60 children (2 sessions of up to 30 children per session) or two other
teachers and up to 90 children (2 sessions of up to 45 children).

There can be variations to these arrangements.

(Sources for both tables: NZEI Te Riu Roa (1995a), Primary Teachers’
Collective Employment Contract 1995 to 1998; NZEI Te Riu Roa (1995b),
Kindergarten Teachers’ Collective Employment Contract, and NZEI Te Riu
Roa (1996g), Union Ratification Meeting notes.)

Kindergarten, primary and secondary teachers began the 1991
employment negotiations in an allied approach resulting in an
employment award package’ which was jointly settled in 1991. A formal
agreement was put in place by 30 April, before the Employment
Contracts Bill became law. This provided protection for teachers for
another twelve months, but left the existing pay and conditions intact
under a new collective employment contract. While this gave twelve
months grace, it also meant another twelve months with no
improvement to salary and working conditions.

The year 1992 saw the kindergarten service (along with the other
education sectors) negotiate its first contract under the new terms of the
Employment Contracts Act and within the new arrangements since the
introduction of bulk funding.® The interim Collective Employment
Contract of all education sector unions expired on the 31st of July 1992.
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Despite an attempt to take a sector-wide approach to salary
negotiations, the State Service Commission and employers made it clear
at the outset that the times had indeed changed since the 1991 roll-over,
and insisted that each education sector be negotiated separately. Each
expired award, and its contents, ceased to exist, and every employment
condition had to be re-negotiated into the new contract — nothing was
automatically included.

The 1992 contract negotiations were protracted over seven months.
The settlement left the teachers with a clear understanding that the
climate for negotiating had indeed changed and a more politicised
activism would be needed to regain lost ground and lost conditions. The
1992 settlement maintained teachers’ existing pay rates, with no
improvements but no losses for permanently employed staff.
Kindergarten relievers received the harshest settlement, with pay rates
capped at a new daily amount and some allowances removed or
substantially altered. For all permanent teachers an “hours of work”
clause was introduced which gave employers new discretionary rights
to call teachers to work in times which had previously been seen as
“holidays”. Statutory holidays were the only holidays specified in the
contract.” Substantial changes were made to sick leave entitlements,
maternity grant payments and other allowances. When the contract was
finally ratified, most kindergarten teachers were relieved at the number
of conditions which had been retained. However, with some lost
conditions and a nil wage increase, the scene was set for 1994 where
teachers and the Combined Early Childhood Union of Aotearoa
(CECUA) hoped to secure a pay increase and prevent the loss of any
more existing conditions.

By 1994, when the next employment contract was due to be
negotiated, there were severe recruitment and retention problems
within the kindergarten service. Nationally 35 percent of all positions
were advertised (NZEI Te Riu Roa, 1995c). Kindergartens were
struggling to survive on funding rates that were based on 1991
expenditure figures, and some kindergarten associations had huge
budget deficits. The Dunedin Kindergarten, for example, was facing a
deficit of $90,000 by the end of 1995 and insolvency in 1996 (Dunedin
Kindergarten Association, 1995). It became clear that kindergartens
nationally were in a funding crisis.

At this time it again became readily apparent to teachers, parents
and association members alike that political activism was going to be
needed to protect and maintain the free kindergarten service. While

166 Judith Duncan and Lee Rowe

bodies such as the kindergarten associations and teacher unions had
historically been set up to act as support and lobby groups, teachers and
parents alike realised that these organisations by themselves could not
take total responsibility to represent the best interests of children or the
service. Women joined together to tackle the issues they felt were
injustices. Two examples from Dunedin demonstrate the passion and
politicisation that these “nice ladies” of early childhood entered into “for

the sake of the kindergarten service”.*

First example

In April 1995 a group of kindergarten parents representing many of the
Dunedin kindergartens met to discuss their concerns over a likely
Dunedin Kindergarten Association deficit, and to brainstorm ways of
supporting the teachers in ensuring kindergartens remained open and
retained their existing unique philosophy. The group proposed a public
meeting to make known the plight of the kindergartens and the
Dunedin Association (Dunedin Kindergarten Association, 1995).
Working alongside teachers, the group organised a public meeting on
25 June in Dunedin. Approximately 400 people attended the meeting,
including teachers, parents, educationalists, and representatives from
the Dunedin Association and political parties. The publicity surrounding
the meeting raised the funding issues clearly in the minds of the
Dunedin public and resulted in national media coverage (National
Radio, Insight 2 July, 1995).

Second example

Dunedin kindergarten teachers (along with others) were very
concerned over the eventual 1995 employment contract settlement. The
changes to their employment conditions, offset by a small 2 percent pay
increase, left teachers feeling dissatisfied not only with the settlement
but with those who had represented them in that settlement.” The
particular issue of concern centred around the increase in the number
of teaching sessions per year and a specification of an entitlement of 5
weeks annual leave. By being expected to work more sessions, the
teachers felt that they were then working to pay for their own wage
increase. The advantage of having annual leave specified in the
employment contract for teachers was that, without this, employers
could insist on their teachers working all but the minimum three weeks
(plus statutory days) as set out in legislation. Dunedin kindergarten
teachers believed that based on “custom and practice” teachers were
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entitled to 12 weeks annual leave. They sought legal advice from a
lawyer specialising in employment contracts. The resultant advice did
not support the union’s position.” When presented with the
employment contract to ratify, Dunedin teachers voted 56-0 against
ratification. Concerned that this action by itself would not be enough to
stall the contract settlement, Dunedin teachers personally contacted as
many other kindergarten teachers as possible throughout New Zealand,
encouraging them to vote against the settlement and thus motivate
NZEI Te Riu Roa to further investigate the leave provisions. This was a
particularly significant action for kindergarten teachers— demonstrating
changing feelings towards their union representation. Striking or taking
militant action of any kind has never been taken lightly by teachers, as
the conflicting discourses of caring for children versus taking action on
their own behalf have always been a source of tension for teachers."
This action was therefore unprecedented, as it was targeted not at the
government or employers, but at the union which represented the
teachers. Despite this action, the contract was nationally ratified for a
nine month term ending in November 1995 as an interim measure
(NZEI Te Riu Roa, 1996a). In response to this, Dunedin members passed
a vote of no confidence in NZEI Te Riu Roa (Landreth, personal
communication, April 20, 1995).

1995 Budget and Funding

Inthe 1995 budget the additional available funding for the kindergarten
service was minimal.”” At the same time, the government paved the way
for increased hours of work for teachers by removing the cap on the
number of funded sessions kindergarten associations could operate.
While this offered the potential for generating increased revenue, it was
seen asyet another threat to teachers’ working conditions. By proposing
to reduce teachers’ noncontact and “term break” times, it had the
potential to undermine the quality of early childhood education for
children by removing, or at least eroding, the time teachers use for
planning, meeting with parents and all the other tasks necessary to
maintain a quality learning environment.

In response to the perceived inadequacy of funding for
kindergartens, a united group comprising teachers, NZEI Te Riu Roa,
kindergarten associations and parents launched a sustained combined
national funding campaign in an attempt to increase government funds
to realistic funding levels so as to maintain a free and accessible early
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childhood education for all. This included intensive lobbying of MPs,
national media coverage, circulation of a national petition, a national
day of action, culminating in a three day hearing by the Parliamentary
Science and Education Select Committee. The Committee
recommended to the government that favourable consideration be
given to an increase in kindergarten funding. In November 1995 once
again the kindergarten employment contract expired.

1996 - Women’s Work, Women’s Worth and the Women’s Vote

The political climate in 1996 was very different from that in any other
year in which teachers had been negotiating their employment
conditions and pressing for increased funding for the early childhood
service. The scene had been set: the combined funding campaign for
accessible early childhood education continued; there was support from
the Science and Education Select Committee for increased funding for
kindergartens; it was an election year; and, significantly, it was the first
MMP election for New Zealand. Politicians began to listen to their
electorates, as the women’s vote was seen as one to be “courted”. In the
past the calls to have women’s work “count for something” had been
widely ignored, and calls for recognition of women’s work had been
seen to produce contradictory outcomes.” The new political climate of
1996 meant that in both the funding campaign and the employment
campaign the call for women’s work to be adequately funded and
supported began to be picked up not only in the media, but by
opposition MPs and “hopeful” politicians. The outcomes were positive.
On Thursday afternoon (20 June, 1996), Trevor Mallard, MP for
Pencarrow and Labour’s associate spokesperson for education, pressed
the Prime Minister in the following exchange:

Trevor Mallard: Rephrasing my earlier question, I ask the Prime
Minister whether, when the New Zealand Educational Institute
and the State Services Commission reach an agreementas to the
rate of pay increase, the Government will then provide the
additional funding by way of supplementary estimates to cover
that?

Rt Hon. ] B Bolger: As in all the negotiations that the State
Services Commission conducts, if it reaches an agreement that
is consistent with the Government’s policy, then of course we
pay the money. (NZEI Te Riu Roa, 1996b)
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NZEI Te Riu Roa saw the Prime Minister’s response as positive. The lack
of government funding had been perceived as the main stumbling
block. Now the challenge was to turn the Prime Minister’s words into
action (NZEI Te Riu Roa, 1996b).

As the year continued, teachers came no closer to a contract
settlement. Despite the recommendations from the Science and
Education Select Committee, additional funding in the budget was
again minimal (2.5%); the service was facing its worst staff recruitment
and retention problem ever;" and the pressure was on for teachers to
work additional sessions so kindergartens could continue to operate.

“The teachers face a Hobson's choice. They must either work much
longer hours or accept a tiny funding increase which goes no way to
rectifying the erosion of their pay since 1990”7, said Ms Slowley, an
NZEI Te Rui Roa spokesperson. “The kindergarten service was very
fragile, and had only survived the past five years because teachers
worked longer hours with larger groups.... There is no way teachers will
be persuaded to pay for their own pay increases by teaching more
sessions” (Staff Reporter, 1996b).

The teachers became more vocal, directly challenging the National
government policies in an attempt to emphasise the issues for the
public. Kindergarten teachers had decided “we’ve got to put our foot
down somewhere and this could be it” (Staff Reporter, 1996d). Media
releases, newsletters and radio interviews expressed the outrage over
the government’s treatment and lack of support for women, and
women in the kindergarten service, users and providers alike.

The government’s treatment of kindergartens and kindergarten
teachers is absolutely disgusting. Kindergartens provide a
service that is largely staffed by women, supported by women
through hours of voluntary work, set up by women and used by
women. The government’s failure to provide a justified pay
increase for teachers and an unconditional funding increase for
kindergarten sends a strong signal to the public of the contempt
in which it holds women. (NZEI Te Riu Roa, 1996d)

Although the government had now settled the other education
employment contracts (primary and secondary), kindergarten teachers
were offered a nil wage increase in June. They were outraged. The link
between kindergarten teachers as a group of women workers and the
nil wage offer could notbe ignored. NZEI Te Riu Roa National Secretary
Rosslyn Noonan said the union viewed the nil wage offer as
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“... absolutely disgusting. I'm actually quite shocked by the contempt
the Government is showing for this group of really dedicated,
committed women workers” (Staff Reporter, 1996c). She compared the
kindergarten negotiations with the recently settled secondary teachers’
pay claim. “The Government had emerged from the recent bitter
dispute over secondary teachers’ pay saying it wanted a more
constructive way of negotiating,” Ms Noonan said, “... yet its actions in
the kindergarten teachers’ talks hardly showed a constructive attitude.
It seems to me that the Government is sending out a strong message
that the only thing it respects is very strident and macho action and I
think that’s pretty disturbing” (Staff Reporter, 1996c).

Hopeful that in this time of political change some improvement
might indeed have been possible, in the face of government rhetoric,
kindergarten teachers, parents, NZEI Te Riu Roa and kindergarten
association members maintained support for both the funding
campaign and the contract negotiations.

Kindergarten teachers have made an enormous impact. There
is huge support from parents and the community, the
politicians are feeling the pressure and many, including
government MPs, have publicly stated their support.
Government ministers are clearly interested in resolving the
funding issue. Cabinet continues to meet, the election is
looming. All these factors, place us in a strong position and we
must keep campaigning. (NZEI Te Riu Roa, 1996f)

Through the combined energy of the teachers, parents, NZEI Te Riu
Roa and kindergarten associations (predominantly women), the effects
of this activism became noticeable with shifts in government funding
policy occurring not once but three times in 1996.

1. 1996 Budget announcement: Funding increased to $2.9725 per child per
hour (an increase from $2.90), effective from 1 January, 1997 (NZEI Te
Riu Roa 1996e);

2. July Package: Two options presented: a) Maximum of 320 sessions to
be retained and funded at a new rate of $2.9725 per child per hour; or
b) the existing rate of $2.90 per child per hour to be retained, with lifting
of cap on funded sessions from 320 to 360 per year, effective from 1
January, 1997 (English, 1996c);

3. September Agreement: Hourly rate to be increased unconditionally from
$2.90 to $3.09 per child per hour; however the cap of 360 sessions to
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remain as government policy (effective from January 1 1997). (English,
1996a)

While the very successful funding campaign had been targeted at
ensuring that the government would supply adequate finance for the
kindergarten service to continue to operate, it proved difficult to
separate this outcome from the kindergarten teachers’ own employment
contracts negotiations. One directly affected the other. Indeed, the
teachers often came under attack for “self interest and political
manipulation” as the two campaigns became conflated in the minds of
commentators in the media."

Associate Education Minister Bill English said today [4 October,
1996] he was sorry some kindergarten teachers had decided to
strike for a second time and questioned their commitment to
resolving the pay dispute.

Last week the Government agreed to a significant increase
in funding for kindergartens...The associations and the
Government believed this would provide the room to move to
find a settlement....At this stage of the dispute it is difficult not
to believe that this strike is politically motivated for the week
running up to the election. It is in everyone’s interests to settle
this claim. Hopefully that can happen after the election when
there are less political pressures at work. At the end of the day
it'’s the children who suffer and that is the big pity of this
situation.” (English, 1996b)

Four days from the election (held on 12 October), an employment
contract settlement offer was received by the union from the
government. Strike action which had been planned for election week to
highlight the issues for those heading to the voting polls was called off.
“The government’s eleventh hour $7 million pay offer to kindergarten
teachers shows it is finally taking account of the issues important to
women”, said the NZFI Te Riu Roa National Secretary, Rosslyn
Noonan. “While the offer was ‘not ideal’, it was significant enough to be
put to members to vote on.... It shows the government is finally waking
up to the fact that the way they are treating kindergarten teachers has
ramifications on how women view the government” (Staff Reporter,
1996a).

While this settlement occurred at a politically expedient time for the
Government it contained conditions that could be seen as gained
“against all odds”. Not only did the settlement include an increase of
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5.5 percent across the salary rates (from January 1997) and a one-off
immediate payment for teachers, butit also included new and improved
employment conditions - redeployment and redundancy provisions,
improved maternity leave and maternity grant. Importantly, it also
contained a commitment to a job evaluation which is the first step to
consideration for pay parity and relativity within the wider education
sector. The significance of these provisions cannot be overestimated in
a “flexible labour market”. Since the introduction of the Employment
Contracts Act, the devolution of decision making in schools (1988), and
bulk fundingin early childhood (1992), commentators have argued that
this flexibility may provide advantages for the employer, but means
“quite a different thing for teachers, especially those who are women”
(Court, 1994, p. 111). Working conditions which are particularly
significant for women have often been the first to be cut — maternity
grants, and additional leave for family reasons, for example. Travers
(1989) was concerned that women teachers would be forced to fight all
over again to win rights such as maternity leave provisions, permanent
part-time work, domestic leave (for caring for family members), and
preference to get a job back after childcare leave ( Travers, 1989, p. 36,
cited in Court, 1994, p. 86).

Kindergarten teachers had experienced just this struggle, losing
much ground in what could be argued as essential employment
conditions for women since 1992, and regaining some of what they had
lost, as well asimprovements in new conditionsin 1996. These gains can
be seen in terms of political expedience. For once, being a women'’s
occupation had procured positive outcomes, “against all odds”, for the
kindergarten teachers, largely because this was a time when the
Government wished to capture the voting public. Alongside this, the
continuing belief in the worth of the kindergarten service for children
and families, and thus the worth of those who work with and for the
children - the teachers — has provided a powerful discourse. Women
once again have united together, as they have historically done in early
childhood education, to challenge dominant views which continue to
undermine women’'s work and denigrate the value of early childhood
provisions.

Conclusion

The 1990s have been a time of political change and turmoil for the early
childhood sector. As in the depression years of the 1880s when women
combined together to fund, supportand promulgate a free kindergarten
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service for New Zealand’s children, the political activism, energy and
positive belief in women and women’s work has driven early childhood
education since the 1880s. As the call for recognition for women'’s needs
and women’s work was politically expedient in 1996 (the first MMP
election year), teachers were able to regain lost ground in terms of
employment conditions, “against the odds”. The combined work of all
those interested in the kindergarten service was able to influence the
funding policies for the service, and the movement bought some “more
time” for the kindergartens to continue to operate under their
traditional philosophies. The challenges ahead will not be easy now the
election is over. The campaign for a free and accessible early childhood
education for all will continue as the inequities of early childhood
provisions and access remain a reality. For kindergarten teachers the
prospect of a job evaluation will be the first step in addressing the issues
of relativity with their teaching colleagues.

Notes

1. This first verse of the song “Don’t Be Too Polite Girls” was
reproduced in the Women’s Subcommittee Choir of the Wellington
Trades Council Song Book from the Builders Labourers’ Song book.
Since the start of the choir in 1979 it has been their theme song, and
the most popular.

2. While the term “free” is generally used to indicate that all children
may attend irrespective of race, gender, creed, ethnicity, class, etc.,
itis also used here to mean literally “free”, i.e., involving no form of
compulsory payment.

3. Kindergarten teachers have been represented by the New Zealand
Free Kindergarten Teachers Association (NZFKTA) from 1952-1989.
Amalgamation of the NZFKTA with the Early Childhood Workers
Union (ECWU) formed the Combined Early Childhood Union of
Aotearoa (CECUA) 1990-1994. CECUA then amalgamated with the
New Zealand Education Institute Te Riu Roa, which now currently
represents early childhood interests as well as those of primary
teachers and various other education support staff.

4. As part of the state sector, kindergarten teachers are state sector
employees, but their direct employers, under recent legislation, are
the individual kindergarten associations.

5. National awards were the employment documents before the
Employment Contracts Act.

6. Fora full discussion of bulk funding and changes to the funding for
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the kindergarten service see Duncan (1994a); Wylie (1992) and
Wylie (1993).

7. Otherannualleave was specified in legislation such as the Holidays
Act.

8. These examples are chosen as they are known to the authors. They
are just two examples of the many campaigns, activities and
initiatives which were happening nationwide at the same time.

9. The increase was 2.5 percent for teachers and 3.5 percent for head
teachers.

10. A similar case had been previously argued and defeated at the
Auckland Employment Tribunal in 1994. Teachers thought it
important to define leave entitlement in such a way as to protect it
with an explicit contract provision.

11. For further discussion on the contradictory discourses of
kindergarten teachers with regards to union activism, see Duncan
(1994a & b), and Duncan (1996).

12. This increase was less than 1 percent (0.87%), $2.90 per hour per
child, and was inaccessible until 1 March 1996.

13. For further discussion see Duncan (1996) and Farquhar (1995).

14. Nationally, 45 percent of vacancies were advertised in 1996, with 60
percent in Auckland (Staff Reporter, 1996c).

15. See Duncan (1996) for further discussion on how claims of teacher
self-interest were used against kindergarten teachers arguing for
the interests of the children and the kindergarten service.
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