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Salutations

It is a pleasure for me to address you today on the occasion of Teacher’s Day.
It is a privilege for me because I know that I stand amongst the men and women who have been given the responsibility to hone the young minds that will in short order be called upon to realize Vision 2030 and take Jamaica to developed country status.
I have the greatest respect for teachers, but I take my hat off to early childhood educators.  Any person, who can dedicate his /her life to being in a room day after day with over thirty children under the age of five, all at the same time, deserves a huge medal.  I have nieces and nephews and even I find challenging from time to time, with all the love in the world. (.
That being said, not enough is said in tribute to our teachers. Our early childhood teachers tend to be the least recognized. Every child who comes through your classroom doors and begins to learn their numbers and colours is receiving a strong foundation for higher learning. It all begins with you.  In fact, every day, you have the responsibility of shaping our society.  You instill the values.  You shape the attitudes. You mould the personalities. 
You have a phenomenal responsibility.  
It is with that in mind that we in Jamaica need to take a broader look at early childhood education.  Early childhood education is defined internationally as ages zero through eight years. However, in our system, early childhood education covers children from the ages of zero through five years.  There have been many studies highlighting the importance of early childhood education.  From them we have learned that, biologically, the first 8 years of a child’s life, and in particular the first 3 years, the development of their brains development is at its maximum. Research has also shown that the first three to four years are critical for the development of their hearing and vision, social and emotional development and for them to grasp the principles of reading and mathematics.  
Studies have also shown that if children are not properly stimulated in the early years, there is a greater probability of them having educational deficiencies.  Very often, the later children receive their education, the less likely it is for them to experience normal development. In light of this, greater focus, urgency, energy and resources are required for the improvement in the quality of our Early Childhood education sub-sector. 

It is alarming to learn that the government is moving further away from rationalizing the ownership, management and operating structure of the community operated basic schools, having cut the budget for early childhood education in this budget year.  Our communities are the bedrock of early childhood education. It has been a part of the cultural tradition of every small village and town across the island, to start a nursery or day care centre for our toddlers and young children.  These often evolve into basic schools where early foundations are laid. 

Young children learn a sense of community in these small basic schools.  Many have very little resources for teaching aids.  Often it is a retired teacher who spends her time moulding the hearts and minds of Jamaica’s youngest assets.  The community basic school is a part of our culture and tradition and needs to be preserved.  It is there that the African proverb, “It takes a village to raise a child” is brought to life.
The expansion and acceleration of efforts in Early Childhood training detailed in the National Strategic Plan need to be implemented. Given the proliferation of community basic schools, specialist training must be provided for persons responsible for educating the youngest members of our society.  There are special techniques and ways of reaching young children that are tried and tested globally.  Jamaican teachers must have access to this information.  This is the only way our children will be able to get to be on the cutting edge.  

I urge all of you in this room to seek to further your own education.  It makes you a better teacher and your children will all be better for it.  You can learn about using technology in your teaching. There are ways to integrate cultural activities into your lesson plans and also to show how real-time social interactions are important for your children.  The more you learn, the more likely it is that your children will gather more from you.  Times are difficult, but this is an investment you are urged to make where you can.  It is my firm belief that the government should continue to assist you where they can.  The Opposition has been very vocal about the need for the development and implementation of all grades 1 and 2 teachers to be certified as being early childhood trained. 
Of course, it is important that a salary reclassification exercise for qualified early childhood teachers be conducted.  Ladies and gentlemen, we have just come to the end of a two-day strike by public sector teachers.   The Opposition understands the constraints that the Government is facing.  However, the Government made the economic decisions it did, with the full knowledge of the prior commitments that were made to public sector workers.  Those decisions have served to not only freeze the wages of the teachers for up to five years, but to increase their expenses. You have been hit on both sides and are under extreme economic pressure.  You too have financial responsibilities. You have to go to the supermarket, pay your rent and mortgages and increased transportation costs.  I believe that the Government can do much more in consulting with teachers, with sincerity, and not with the persistent arrogance that we are now witnessing.  As a people we expect no less from our government.
Much is being said about performance based pay.  Indeed, much is expected of you and you must give everything that you can of yourselves, that is positive and wholesome, to the children you teach.

As I take my leave, I want to remind you not only of your responsibility but your ability to inspire.  Every day that you enter the classroom, despite the mounting pressures and difficulties in life, remember you have the opportunity to instill in someone the values that will take them to the pinnacle of their very being.  You have the opportunity to pull greatness from them and help them to shine.

It is a privilege, use it well.

On this day, Teacher’s day I salute you for your dedication and hard work and I wish for you today and every day – a Happy Teacher’s day.
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