
Introduction to the ECE sector
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• Early childhood education (ECE) is the first part of the New Zealand education and training 
system. 

• ECE is not compulsory, and children may attend from birth through to the start of school.
• Quality early childhood education lays the foundation for future learning. It helps children 

develop essential cognitive, social, and emotional skills that are necessary for success in 
school and later in life. ECE also has an important role in enabling parents and caregivers to 
participate in education, training and work.

Early Childhood Education in New Zealand
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Key stakeholders
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194,978 
children

4,410 
licensed early 

childhood services, 
~2,000 service 

providers

36,843
teaching staff

~122,000 
families

1 government
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Government
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• Prior to the 1980s, childcare and education 
were split. ‘Childcare’ was the responsibility 
of the Department of Social Welfare and 
‘education’ services (kindergartens and 
playcentres) were the responsibility of the 
Department of Education. 

• Integration took place in 1986, with the 
Department of Education as the 
responsible agency.

• In 1989, as part of the Tomorrow's Schools 
reforms, the Department of Education 
became the Ministry of Education. 

Responsibility for early childhood education and care
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The Education and Training Act 2020 sets out 
government’s role in ECE provision
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Government’s role in 
ECE

Set standards to 
support quality 

provision and learning

Support the health, 
safety and well-being 

of children
ECE Regulatory 

System

Licensing services and 
certifying playgroups

Setting minimum 
standards

Health, safety and 
wellbeing of children

Adult-to-child ratios 
and qualifications

Curriculum

Premises and facilities

Governance, 
management and 

administration

Enable parental choice 
by providing for 

licensing and funding 
of different types of 

provision

ECE Funding System

Education 
and 
Training Act 
2020

Education 
(Early 
Childhood 
Services) 
Regulations 
2008

Licensing 
criteria

s548
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Government agencies and their link to ECE
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ECE

Ministry of 
Education

Ministry of 
Social 

Development

Inland 
Revenue

ERO

NZQA

Teaching 
Council

The Teaching Council is the 
professional body for teachers, setting 
and maintaining professional standards 
and registering teachers.

The New Zealand Qualifications Authority 
manages the New Zealand Qualifications and 
Credentials Framework. Evaluates overseas 
qualifications to see how these compare to New 
Zealand qualifications. 

The Education Review Office (ERO) is the New Zealand 
government’s external evaluation agency that informs and 
facilitates improvement in early learning services, kōhanga 
reo, puna kōhungahunga, kura and schools.

The Ministry of Social Development helps 
New Zealanders to be safe, strong and 
independent, through providing a range of 
services and support. In ECE, provides 
various forms of childcare assistance.

Inland Revenue collects most of the 
revenue that government needs to fund 
its programmes. It also administers 
social support programmes, including 
FamilyBoost to assist families with the 
cost of ECE. 

The Ministry of Education sets the direction for education 
agencies and providers and helps the New Zealand 
government reach its goals for education. In ECE, the 
Ministry is responsible for funding, regulation and the 
curriculum.
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Early childhood services
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• The Ministry of Education is responsible for licensing services and making sure services comply 
with regulated standards. 

• Most services are licensed, and there are four different sets of licensing criteria:

• Ngā kōhanga reo are centre-based but have separate licensing criteria. 
• Playgroups are not licensed. Playgroups are certified in accordance with the Education and 

Training Act 2020, under the Education (Playgroups) Regulations 2008. They have separate 
certification criteria to assess how they meet minimum standards. 

Most services are licensed
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Centre-based services Home-based services Hospital-based 
services

Kōhanga reo affiliated 
with Te Kōhanga Reo 
National Trust
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• Early childhood services are also sometimes categorised according to who has programme 
responsibility or involvement:

• Funding rates and conditions are applied to the service types in the above table. 

Further categories can be applied
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Teacher-led Parent/whānau-led

• Education and care (includes casual education 
and care services, Puna Reo, Reo Rua education 
and care, Leo o Fanau Moana immersion and 
Leo o Fanau Moana bilingual*)

• Hospital-based services
• Kindergarten
• Home-based

• Kōhanga reo
• Playcentre
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Observations:
• Increased growth in 

teacher-led ECE services 
following the introduction 
of 20 Hours ECE in 2007

• Long-term down-trend in 
the number of 
whānau/parent-led 
services

• Rapid growth and 
subsequent decline in the 
number of home-based 
providers 

ECE service numbers
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Number of licensed ECE services
Service type 2002 2007 2015 2024
Education & Care 1,612 1,927 2,409 2,666 
Kindergarten 606 618 652 674  
Home-based 194 224 417 248 
Kōhanga reo 545 470 450 416 
Playcentre 492 465 427 382 
Casual Education 
& Care

38 35 9 3 

Hospital-based - - 20 20
Correspondence 
School

1 1 1 1
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• For-profit or not-for-profit
• Standalone services or part of a multi-

licence provider

• Language or cultural focus
• Specific teaching philosophy 
• Based in a workplace or separate
• Associated with a teen parent unit

Diversity of provision

13

Number of services Number of service 
providers

1 service 1628
2 to 25 services 259
26 services or more 17
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• The Early Childhood Advisory Committee 
(ECAC)

• Te Kōhanga Reo National Trust and Ngā 
Puna Reo O Aotearoa 

• Early Learning Regulatory Advisory Group

The Ministry of Education works with the ECE sector
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Teaching staff

15
Proa

cti
ve

ly 
Rele

as
ed



education.govt.nz

• Qualified teacher: a person who holds a 
qualification that can be recognised by the 
Teaching Council for registration purposes.

• Certificated teacher: a holder of a current 
practising certificate that has been issued 
by the Teaching Council, or a letter from 
the Teaching Council advising that 
certification has been approved and that 
the practising certificate will be mailed 
within 4 to 6 weeks. 

Some definitions
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ECE workforce
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Parents and caregivers
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• The Ministry of Education does not have a great deal of data relating to parents and 
caregivers as we primarily interact with early childhood services.

• The Growing Up in New Zealand study found that at two years of age, 56% of children were 
being looked after regularly each week by someone other than their parents. The main 
reason why children were in regular ECE was predominantly because of the work and study 
commitments of their mothers.

• We do not collect data on the fees parent and caregivers pay. However, we know parents can 
have difficulty taking up ECE for their family: 

• The New Zealand Childcare Survey (2017) found that not having care available when 
they needed it was the main childcare difficulty for parents that worked, or wanted to 
work (38%)

• The survey also found that care being too expensive was second biggest difficulty for 
parents who worked or wanted to work (19 percent). 

• Additionally, many services have waitlists, which vary by child age, region and service type.

Parents and caregivers
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Morton, S.M.B., et al 2014. Growing Up in New Zealand: A longitudinal study of New Zealand children and their 
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• The New Zealand Childcare Survey (2017) 
found that 68% of parents who experienced 
difficulties getting childcare also 
experienced work-related consequences 
due to those difficulties. For this group:

• 49 percent made changes to their 
usual work

• 23 percent turned down paid work
• 20 percent stopped searching for 

paid work
• 18 percent were prevented from 

making changes to their usual work
• 5.3 percent resigned from paid work.

Difficulties with ECE can lead to work 
consequences
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Children
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• A relatively high proportion of children in New 
Zealand attend ECE. In March 2025, 96.8% of 
children regularly attended ECE in the six 
months prior to starting school. 

• Participation varies across ethnic groups, with 
Māori and Pacific children having lower 
participation intensity than that of the total 
population. 

• The benefits of ECE attendance are nuanced, 
but key findings show that better quality ECE 
leads to better outcomes, and that children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds tend to benefit 
the most from ECE participation. In 2024, 3- and 
4-year-old children in low socio-economic status 
areas had lower participation intensity than 
those in higher socio-economic status areas.

Children
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Van Huizen, T and Plantenga J. Do children benefit from 
universal early childhood education and care? A meta-
analysis of evidence from natural experiments. Economics 
of Education Review (2018). 66 pp 206-222. Proa
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Number of children participating in ECE
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Age variations
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