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Context

The Audtrdian Education Union represents teachers and other education workers in preschool
education, schools, TAFE , Adult Migrant English Services and Disability Services. The AEU has
160,000 members throughout Austrdia, with abranch or associated body in every state and territory
and afederd officein Mebourne. Itisaso amember of Education Internationa, which bringstogether
education unionists from around the world.

The framework and the brief for the development of anationa plan for preschool education camefrom
the Federd Early Childhood Committee of the AEU, which is made up of early childhood
representatives from every sate and territory.

This discussion paper about the development of a nationa plan is one of a set of inter-related
documents, including anational AEU policy statement on preschool education and an action planwhich
ams to raise the profile of early childhood education and the status of early childhood teachers and
education workers, and to campaign for the resources and structures which would ensure that al
Audrdian children have access to preschool education of the highest qudlity.

In that context, the Committee found that there was no clear picture about the provision of preschool
education across Audrdia | was commissioned to prepare this discusson paper both to begin the
process of mapping what we currently know about preschool education acrossAustrdiaand to discuss
how we might develop a nationa plan and whét thisinvolves.

There are a couple of things that should be said here about the starting points and parameters of this
paper.

Underlying this project isacommitment to universal accessto at least one year of preschool education
for dl Audrdian children and a view that the Commonwedth Government will have to accept some
responsibility for the redisation of this vison, in partnership with the states and territories. Smilar
perspectives have been reflected in nationa reports, such as reports by EPAC and the Senate
Employment, Education and Training References Committee.

Having seen the impact of privatisation in al sectors of education, both in terms of actud trandfer of
servicesand interms of user pays, the paper - and AEU policy - isbased on abdlief that thisvison can
best be achieved within the framework of a high qudity, properly resourced public education system.

The AEU as an education union has a focus on and congtituency within education, so this discusson
paper is clearly focussed on preschool education and its place within the education continuum, as an
integra part of the early childhood education offered by a high quality, properly resourced system of
public education. The paper recognises that preschool education is delivered in increasingly diverse
locations and settingsin some Audrdian sysems and thisisreflected in many of the recommendations.
It isfair to say, though, that not dl of the implications for early childhood services asawhole are fully
worked through at this point, and that's one of the reasons that thisis a discussion paper.



The focusis on ensuring not only that al children have access to preschool educeation, but that it is of
highqudity. Qudity ischaracterised in AEU policy by appropriate child teacher ratiosand group Szes,
appropriately quaified and trained teachers and education workers, and enriching , well equipped,
caing and secure environments dl of which should be defined and enforced by regulation.  All
Ausdrdian children should have the right to access a qudity preschool education, irrespective of their
location or family circumstances. From a nationd perspective, this raises issues about both resources
and structures.

The current role of the Commonwealth

The Commonwedth Government plays a sgnificant role in al sectors of education from higher
education to schools. It dso playsamagor rolein funding child care - although not preschool programs
offered in child care settings. Bt it takes no responsbility for preschool education.

The Commonwedth used to play amgor role in funding preschool education, about 60% by the mid
1970s. After aperiod of declining contributions, Commonwedth involvement ended abruptly in 1985
as abudget cut measure. At that point, the Commonwedth provided just over $33 million.

Givenwhat we know about the importance of apreschool education experience, the current failure by
the Commonwedth Government to take any responsbility for preschool education is not only
inconggtent but illogicdl.

From anational perspective - however good preschool educationisinindividuad statesand territories-
the current Situation isincond stent and uncoordinated. Thereisno coherent policy, thereareno nationa
gods, there are no coherent strategies to ensure that dl Austrdian children are able to exercise their
right to a free, public, high quality preschool education. And preschool educetion is badly under-
resourced, in some systems more than others.

So that's the garting point for arguing that it’'s time that the Commonwedth again took its share of
responsibility, both in terms of funding and in working with the states and territories to develop a
nationa framework for preschool education.

Participation

We cannot even be certain of the proportion of Australian children who access apreschool education.
Not only arethereinconsistencies of structure and nomenclature but existing figuresareincons stent and
incomplete.

At the time that this report was written, the best figures gppeared to be those in the 1998 Report on
Government Services, which seemed to suggest that about 70% of 4 year olds attend preschool and
in most systems, participation is around 90%. That report suggested that the NSW participation rate
for children in the year prior to going to school was very low, about 30.7%. The 1999 report has
thrown this into complete confusion, with the figure thet last year was claimed to be tota enrolments
in funded preschool services now being cited as the figure for children enrolled in the year prior to
school in dl preschool services while for the following year, there are two inconsistent figures for
preschool enrolments that specifically exclude programsin long day care centres.



The 1996 ABS Child Care survey showed that about 76% of dl 4 year olds attending formal care are
at preschool. Theother 24% arein long day care, family day care and occasiona care. Moreover, this
doesn’'t even addressthefact that in Western Audtrdiathe 5 year oldsare the main focus of preschool.
Nor does it address the issue of preschool education programs offered in child care centres.

Yet at the same time the Senate Committee noted that most states and territories were suggesting
preschool education participation rates of between 83% and 97%.

So, the redlity istha we have no true idea of the participation rate. On the basis of the data available
at the time, this report estimated that about 80,000 children are missing out on a preschool educetion.
But even if only 10% of children are missing out, that’s close to 30,000 children. The redity is,
particularly if our definition of preschool education incorporatesarequirement for quaified teachersand
education workers, the proportion missing out is likely to be much higher than that.

Evidence from Victoria, where cuts and unit funding have led to massive feeincreases, isthat children
from low income and disadvantaged families were most likely to be missing ouit.

Structures
While thereis no nationa cong stency about which Department isrespong blefor preschool education,
across Audrdiait is most commonly the Education Department.

This is true for the ACT, Northern Territory, South Audtralia, Tasmania, Western Austrdia and
Queendand. (But in Queendand, community kindergartensarefunded by Education, operate under the
umbrela of the Creche and Kindergarten Association of Queendand, and are licensed by the
Department of Families, Y outh and Community Care.)

In Victoria, preschool education is the respongihility of the Department of Human Services, while in
NSW the Department of Education is responsible for 75 preschools, usually attached to primary
schools, and the Department of Community Servicesis responsible for community providers.

Whileit istrue that community providers form the largest group of providers, thisislargely dueto the
sructure of preschool education in NSW and Victoria. If you leave NSW and Victoria aside, across
therest of Audtrdiapreschool educationisby and large seen asanintegra part of the education system,
with Education Departments asthe dominant providers. In most systems, thereare clear structurd links
to government primary schools.

Inthe Northern Territory and Tasmania, preschool education isusualy located in primary schoolsand
part of the school. Staff are employed by the Department, funding is via the school budget, resources
are shared. That is the dominant mode in Queendand aso, with about 34,000 children in preschool
programs in government schools, and about 6000 in community kindergartens that aso cater for
younger children. In the ACT, the most common mode is a purpose built facility close to a primary
school dthough a small number are located within schools. They are funded and staffed by the
Department and administered by parent management committees. In new suburbs preschool and child
carefacilitieswill be co-located in the same building on primary school Stes.



In South Australia, there are about 100 centres located within schools but most are located in
community facilities. They are nonetheess funded and staffed by the Department. New preschoolswill
be built on school Stes.

In Western Austraia, preschool education has undergone a fundamenta change that began with the
introductionof voluntary full-timepre-primary educationin 1993. Asaresult, the Education Department
is the mgor provider of both pre-primary and kindergarten programs. The transfer of kindergarten
programs to the Department began in 1997 and programs offered by both schools and remaining
community providers are linked to government schools, with staff provided by the Department.

Only in NSW and Victoriaisthe picture quite different. In NSW, the dominant community preschool
providers operate under the same arrangements that apply to long day care centres. All centres with
more than 30 places must employ a qualified early childhood teacher, and about 44% of preschools
and 41% of child care centresare not required to employ ateacher. Itisnot however known how many
long day care centres actudly run a preschool program.

InVictoria, too, community providersare thelargest group, dthough the growth areaisinthe provison
of preschool programswithin long day care centresand arecent change has enabled schoolsto provide
preschool programs.

It would appear that the two larger states, with their lack of structural linkages between preschool
educationand schoals, havelessstructured focus on theissues of educational transition and on the need
to build connections between the educationd experiencesof preschool and school. Thegreeter reliance
on user pays also cregtes greater inequities in access and provision in those dtates.

The linkages and networks for teachers, particularly in those systemswhich have aclear focuson early
childhood education that alows early childhood teachers to move across year levels, obvioudy assst
in the development of curriculum links. The Western Austraian approach, for example, is one which
sees early childhood programs as an integrd part of the school and vauesthe role of early childhood
teachersinwhole school policy development and collaboration. Where preschoolsare part of aschool,
or co-located, there is the potentia to share resources and facilities, including, asin Tasmania, access
to specialist teachers or as in Queendand, provison for non-contact tie with the support of other
teacher. It is dso important to note the parity of employment conditions that preschool teachers
employed by Education Departments have with school teachers.

None of thisisto deny the need to ensure linkages aso between child care services and preschool
education. The ACT is dearly heading thisway and Tasmaniais dso movingin thisdirection, with the
transfer of child careto the Department of Education and with many schoolsdeve oping linkswith child
care providers, including in afew cases, co-location. Clearly there are mgor issues which need to be
thought through in this. But the redlity isthat acrossmost of Audtrdia, sysemsaremoving closer intheir
linkages to the school system. And if there is to be any form of nationd framework developed, it is
going to be alot easier if there are a least some broad commonalities in structure, whatever precise
form preschool education takes in each system.



S0, our recommendations to begin that part of the debate are these:

Ovedl respongbilities:

C that the Department of Education in each state and territory be responsible for preschool
education. (It isup to othersto determine whether this should also apply to al early childhood
services).

C that the nationa framework be developed through MCEETY A

C that a representative nationd Education Commission be established to provide advice on
education, including early childhood education.

Preschoal provison within the states and territories:

C that a nationd policy framework for preschool education be developed within an overal
perspective on early childhood education, which takes into account both the developmenta
needs of preschool education and the curriculum frameworks of the early primary years. Be
very clear on what is meant here: preschool teachers would be the firgt to riot if they thought
that preschool education was to become anintroduction to primary. But thereisa clear need
for greater smoothness in continuum, and for teachersin preschool and school to understand
each other’ s perspectives, priorities and strategies. In making asimilar point, the 1996 Senate
inquiry argued for the need to review the K-2 curriculum so that it could then be carefully
articulated with curriculum developed for the pre-compulsory years.

C That where this doesn't exit, links be established between preschool education and
Departments of Education, including the development of trangition programs, early childhood
curriculum guidelines and where possible, integration or co-location with primary schools.

C That recognized models of exemplary practice in relaion to qudity preschool curriculum and
trangtionprogramsbeinvestigated and shared, and that networks of early childhood educators
be resourced to ensure that information, strategies, experiences and resources can be shared
and educationd innovations disseminated.

C That al preschool programs be delivered by qualified early childhood teachers and education
workers, and that the Commonwedlth, States and Territories develop a strategy for ensuring
thisis done.

And last but not least-

C that the Commonwealth, in partnership with the States and Territories, investigate and share
information about exiging links betweenearly childhood education and child careand provide
modes for how such links should ensure that the best possible educationd practice is
paramount in the early childhood education sector.

These recommendations are not about one size fitting al. They are about ensuring that didogue and
sharingis possible both within sysems and acrossthe nation, so that every system can strivefor the best
possible outcomes on the basis not just of itsown particular history and emphasis, but in knowing what
is happening e sawhere too.

Let me just very quickly give you a few more aspects of the concerns that arise from a nationa
perspective.



Hours of attendance

Tablel
AVERAGE ATTENDANCE HOURS
1995-6 1996-7

NSW 59 6.2
VIC [10]* [10]*
QLD 125 13.1
WA 155 17.2
SA 110 110
TAS 10.0 10.0
ACT 110 105
NT [101* [101*

Source:  Steering Committee for the Review of Commonwealth/State Service Provision, 1998 Report on Government
Services, Vol. 2, pp.699-780

Information for Victoriaand Northern Territory not available viaROGS, and the tabl e usesinformation from the relevant
state/territory

Average attendance hoursvary markedly from systemto system but with the exception of NSW, 4 year
olds in other systems are getting at least 10 hours per week and sometimes considerably more. In
seeking to establish the right of al Audtrdian children to have access to a preschool education,
suggesting 10 hours per week asthe minimum entitlement for dl Audtrdian children for a leest the year
prior to schoal is a very modest claim. Clearly any grester provision than this minimum should be
maintained.

Moreover, the nationd policy framework should include determination of the optimum weekly
attendance time and develop Strategies and time lines to move towards that optimum.

Special needs

While the national dataisvery patchy, thereisevidence that children from disadvantaged backgrounds
are under-represented in participation in preschool educetion. The participation rate of Aborigina and
Torres Strait Idander children, for example, remains sgnificantly lower than those of other Audtraian
children. In the NT, children from remote and rura areas are under-represented. In Victoria, the
introduction of cuts and unit cost funding have led to evidence that familiesfrom lower socio-economic
backgrounds are likely to be missng ot.

A commitment to equity requires a national policy framework which ensures that no child is
disadvantaged because of the state or territory in which they live, or because of their family
circumstances.

Inaddition, additional resourcesand support must be equitably provided to ensurethat the educationa
needs of dl Audralian children with specid needs are met.

Whatever successful programs are operating within individua statesand territories- WA, for example,
has developed acomprehensive state strategy to identify gaps and resources and to devel op programs
targeted at children with particular needs/circumstanceswhich requiresupport - a anationa levd, there
is neither congstent data nor the capacity to identify successful models and programs and ensure their
adoption elsawhere. Inthe interests of equity, there mugt be a coherent framework for the redress of
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disadvantage and the specia educationa needs of children who do attend preschool programs.

What' s needed hereis:

C Deveopment of anationa data base which gives a particular focus to the identification of barriers
to access for individud children with specid needs and for disadvantaged groups. The proposed
National Research centre could perform this function.

C Deveopment of anationd picture of current programs and supports currently offered by individua
states and territories with a view to identifying gaps and under-resourcing as well as exemplary
mode s which have the potentid to deliver qudity education.

Thereis currently no mechanism to enable dl of usto share the successes and the problems we face
and that is clearly absurd . But there is so aresource problem in mogt if not al systems.

We argue that the Commonwedth Government in partnership with the states and territories should
develop and fund a Preschool Equity Program to ensure both that dl children have access to high
quality preschool education and that their speciad educationa needs are addressed. Within that
framework, the Commonwedth should retain its current responsibility to provide targeted funding for
preschools places and programs for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Idander children.

Affordability
Table2
AVERAGE WEEKLY FEES
1995-6 1996-7
$ $

NSW 37.0 30.0*
VIC 9.50 9.76
QLD 0 28.00*
WA n.a 0.23*
SA n.a 3.70
TAS n.a 0
ACT 4.5 4.0
NT n.a n.a

Notes:  NSW fees are provided on an hourly basis and have been listed on the basis of ten hours attendance for comparative
purposes; this does not necessarily reflect hours attended.
Queensland fees do not apply to preschools in government schools, which are free; the increase is due to the inclusion of
community kindergartens for the first time.
In WA, the average includes preschool services for younger children, primarily 4 year olds.

Source:  Steering Committee for the Review of Commonwealth /State Service Provision, 1998 Report on Government Services,

Vol. 2, pp. 699-780

Information from the 1998 Report on Government Services indicates that there are widdy different
barriers to access across Audtralia, based on capacity to pay.

Fees are higher in those systems relying on community providers, dthough there isa question of cause
and effect here. In both NSW and Victoria, subsdies are lower than the rest of Audrdia, and thus
parents are forced to make a greater contribution. In Queendand, the high fees listed for 1996-97
reflect the charges of community kindergartens, since preschool education in schools, where the vast
mgority of 4 year olds are enrolled, isfree.



Funding levels must be increased to end the rdiance in some systems on parent feesand fundraisng in
order to provide basic services. Part of the nationa plan should be to endeavour to reach agreements
that those dates and territories will reduce and eventudly diminate their reliance on parentd
contributions for public preschool education.

Staff-student ratios

Table3
STAFF- STUDENT RATIOSIN AUSTRALIAN PRESCHOOL GROUPS
Staff-student ratio Qualified teacher -student ratio

NSW DSE preschools:

multiple unit 2.20 multiple units 1:20

single units 2:25 single units 1:25

DCS services: 1:10 1 if more than 30 children
VIC 1:15 1:30
QLD 2:25 1.25
WA 4y.0. 2:20 1:20

4& 5y.0. 2:20 1:20

5y.0. non purpose

built/transportable 2:25 1.25

5y.0. purpose built

perm. centre 2:27 2:27
A <15 children: 1:.15* 1:15

15-25 children: 2:25 1:25

26-36 children 3:36 2:36
TAS 2:23 1.23

(0.5 centre) 2:25 1.25
ACT 2:25 1.25
NT 2:20 1:20

Notes:  * The staff ratios for South Australia are complex, being based on average attendance rather than on enrolments.: see
explanation below.

Sources. Moyle et a 1996, AEU branches and associated bodies.

The nationd standards for long day care centres provide a primary contact staff-student ratio of 1:11
for children aged 3 and over, and in 5 systems the licensing regulations provide for alower ratio.

Despite the sgnificant body of research which shows the importance of group or class Sze and staff-
gudent ratios to the outcomes of early childhood education, there are no national standards for
preschool education staff-student ratios.

The South Audrdian ratio is actuadly complex, being based on average attendance rather than
enrolments. The gaffing ratio of 1:10 or 1:11 trandatesinto about 2:25 on an enrolment basis. Y ou will



note both the differences between systems -with Victoria being a particular scandal- but dso thet, in
generd, theratios are too high acrossthe country. It isthe AEU’ s policy that preschools be staffed on
ardio of onetrained teacher for every 10 children. Giventhe priority of ensuring accessfor dl children,
such aratio would need to be phased in over time. In the immediate, some national standard must be
set as part of the strategy of moving towards high quality and universal preschool education. A ratio of
2:20, for 4 year olds, which dready gppliesin WA andthe NT, should be achievablein the near future.

In addition, it is suggested that preschool programs for 3 year olds should be based on a minimum
nationa standard of 2:15, comprising one qualified early childhood teacher and one aide/assstant.
Group sizes for 4 year olds should be restricted to a maximum of 20 where they are staffed by a
teacher and assgtant, and there should be standards set for case loads aso: initidly 50 and moving to
40 as the nationa gaff student ratio isimplemented.

Such nationd standards should gpply to al locations in which preschool programs are funded and/or
receive state registration/licensing.

Qualified preschool staff

A critica characterigtic of aqudlity, focussed preschool program isthat it is planned and provided by
a qudified Early Childhood Education teacher who has specidised skillsin developing and providing
an educationa program for young children.

While dl sysems require qudified teachersin al preschool education -gpart from NSW wherethisis
only for centres over 30 - not dl systems at this point require specific early childhood qudlifications
dthoughitisat least deemed desirablein every system. The Senateinquiry accepted theview that early
childhood education requires a specidist qudification.

Inaddition, regular professond development iscritical to the maintenance of quality programsthat are
relevant and linked to the changing developmenta needs of children. In some systems, such as WA,
both teachers and ancillary workers access five days professond development a year. In Victoria,
perhaps the other extreme, responses to a 1996 AEU Victorian Branch survey indicated that the
magority of preschool teachers received up to one day of staff development, with 25% receiving no
work time at dl.

All workersin early childhood education should be appropriately qudified, and they should dso have
accesstoaminimum of five days professiona development. The AEU supportsthe 1996 Senate report
cdl for the devel opment of adraft set of national goalsand guidelinesfor best practiceinthe pre-service
educationandtraining of early childhood practitioners, which should highlight theimportance of working
closdly with parents and should be developed in consultation with al stakeholders by the proposed
Education Commission. Early childhood practitioners should be included in a renewed Nationd
Professiona Development Program. And they should be entitled to fair and reasonable employment
conditions, which means opposing the trend to increased casudisation and precarious employment in
at least some systems. Preschool teachers and early childhood education workers should aso be
entitled to the same rates of remuneration asther colleaguesin schools, irrespective of the location or
sting in which they work. That applies dready where preschools are linked to Departments of
Educetion.



And in relation to issues to do with employment conditions, it is worth noting that parents want to be
involved in their children’s education, and systems should structure and nurture partnerships between
parents and teachers. Exemplary modes should be investigated and disseminated and, where this
doesn’t exist, employment functions should be undertaken by the gppropriate central agency on behalf
of dl public and community providersin each state and territory. Structureswhich demand that parents
act as employer, personnel manager and chief fund raiser are inappropriate and distract from the
education of the child. Structures and programs which encourage the development of partnerships
between educators and parents in democratic and inclusive decison making and in the education of
young children must be encouraged and actively supported.

Funding of preschools

Table4:
ACTUAL TOTAL EXPENDITURE ON PRESCHOOLS
92-3 9%-7 CHANGE
$m $m
NSW 66.0 86.2 30.7
\VIC 704 62.4 -11.3
QLD 79.1 83.5 119
WA 304 38.7 271
SA 2.7 4.1 5.7
TAS 101 87 -136
ACT 82 11.2 35.6
NT 10.1 120 18.6
AUST 316.0 351.8 11.3

Source: Commonwealth Grants Commission, report on General Revenue Grant Relativities 1998 Update, AGPS

The Commonwed th Grants Commission (CGC) tells usthat in 1996-97, atotd of $351.8 million was
spent on preschool education around Augtrdia. Thisisan 11.3% increase on the $316 million spent in
1992-93 in nomina terms.

When cdculated on the basis of expenditure per head of population, an average of $19.10 was spent
on preschool education, up 6.2% on what was spent in 1992-3. Victoria and Tasmania actudly cut
their expenditure in money terms over thet time.

Expenditureper head of popu|ati0n varies ACTUAL EXPENDITURE ON PRESCHOOLS

subgantially across the states and PER HEAD OF POPULATION
territories. In 1996-97, it ranged from
$13.62 in Victoriaand $13.82 in NSW -
the two lowest spending states - to
$64.96 in the Northern Territory. While
some differences are to be expected as a
result of geographic and other differences 10
in cost factors, the redity isthat the lower 0
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cogts of both Victoriaand NSW reflect a NSWoVIC QLD WA SA L TAS ACT NT - AUST
higher expectation of parental [ 92-3 96-7
contributions within a more user-pays

oriented framework.
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The CGC cdculates the standardised expenditure that would be required in each state and territory to
provide an average leve of service, taking different costsfactorsin each system, such asthe degree of
urbanisation, geographic or socio-economic factors, into account. Anything defined as a policy
difference is not taken into account. On that basis, NSW is spending 72.8% and Victoria 74.7% of
what the CGC cal culated they would need to spend to provide an average leved of service. That isjust
based on what is now spent, not on any assessment of need.

If we accept the premise that up to 80,000 children are missing out on apreschool education, it would
cost about $150 million to provide them with such access on an unchanged policy basis. Thered costs
would vary from system to system.

This does not take into account the need to improve resourcing in anumber of areas, including group
szes, pupil staff ratios and employment conditions. Nor doesiit take into account the need to provide
supplementary funding to meet both the specia needs of children not currently accessing preschool
education and to reduce excessve fees and fundraising which exist in some systems and act as a
sgnificant barrier to access.

Towards a national model of preschool education

So, how do we pull dl thistogether?

We face different structures and models. Welack acoherent and consistent national database. There
are no agreed national godss for preschool education. In this context, it is not possible to provide a
detailed nationd modd for preschool education but it is possible to give a sense of such aframework.

The most critical and first sep is the achievement of a commitment from both the Commonwedth
Government and the States and Territories to develop a nationd policy and funding framework for
preschool education, based on cooperation and partnership between dl stakeholders. Given that the
paper has argued that preschool education must be seen as an integral part of early childhood
education, responghility for its management must rest with the States and Territories. The
Commonwedlth would thus make its contribution in partnership with the States and Territories and
within that base framework. The development of nationa research and data bases aswell as nationd
gods and policy frameworks, and the structures to achieve them, would be part of this process.

The recommendations contained within the AEU report provide a starting point for the development
of that national framework. In broad terms, such a nationa framework would include an active
commitment to universal access of at least one year preschool education as an integral part of early
childhood education. It would include the development of national standards to provide the basis for
proper resourcing mechanisms and levels. (This would include, for example, minimum standards in
relation to hours, to staff sudent ratios, to case loads, to qudifications, to professona development).
It would include an active commitment to equity and redress of disadvantage. And it would include a
nationd infrastructure to facilitate cooperation.

Such a framework would not impose a sngle model on preschool education across Audtrdia But it

would impose some minimum national standards and it would provide the structures and resources to
enable us to share the best of what we offer.

11



Such a framework involves both cost and non-cost items but it would clearly require a substantia
funding commitment from both the Commonwedth Government and from the States and territories,
some more than others. The Western Austrdian experience has shown that, with commitment, it can
be done.

Giventhe absence of coherent data, one cannot provide adetailed costing, but it is possibleto get some
idea of the scope of the investment required.

The 1998 ACT Audit report provided information about the per capita costs of preschool education
inthe ACT. Itisasysteminwhich preschoolsarelinked to primary schoolsathough only rarely located
within the schoal. It recognises and supports the need for trangition programs and curriculum support.
ACT participation rates are reasonablely high, and children attend for 10.5 hours per week. Teachers
in preschools are employed by the Department of Education, have sdary parity with teachers in
schools, and are required to have speciaised early childhood qudifications. Staff ratios are currently
st a 2:25 children, which is greater than the 2:20 recommended as a nationd standard in this paper.
Parents make contributions equivaent to 10.8% of government funding and teachers expressed views
that there were insufficient resources to support the full inclusion of children with disabilities and those
for whom English is a second language.

Usngthe ACT dataasabase, it was possibleto calculate an estimated cost per child across Australia.
The totd estimate is about $2372 per child, or $712 million in total. While thisis a very broad brush
figure, it takes into account the need to provide staff student ratios of 2:20, to provide saaries
commensurate with those in schools, to address special needs and to remove the needs for parentsto
part pay for their child's preschool education through fees and fundraising. It assumes that al 4 year
olds will access a preschool education, which is probably an over-estimate even if it is free and
resourced better to meet specia needs.

Of the totd $352 million spent on preschool education in 1996-97, it is estimated that about $260m
is soent on 4 year olds. Funds spent on 3 year olds should at least be maintained.

So whileitisavery rough estimate, this suggeststhat to have dl 4 year old children in Audtraiacatered
for on the basis of the partid framework outlined here would incur an additiona $452 million than was
spent in 1996-7.

An additiona $450m or so is not of course an inggnificant sum, evenif it overestimates the number of
childrenthat would be enrolled and underestimates the number of groupsthat would be required, given
the redlity of population disperson. It is an ambitious but achievable god. There would be some
additional costs to develop a nationa infrastructure for research and participation, for professiona
development programsand thelike. If existing provison for 3 year oldsis maintained on an unchanged
basis, the total cost of preschool education would thus be about $800 million in 1996-7 price terms.

The AEU discussion paper suggests one possible framework for athree year funding arrangement that
would get us a condderable way towards the achievement of thisvison:
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C provison by the Commonwedth Government of some 22% of current totd funding as
additional funding: 15% as a base block grant and 7% for a National Preschool Equity
Program,

C acommitment by the States and Territoriesto increase their total funding by 5% in each of the
three years, with the contribution from each system negotiated on the gap between current
provision and the proposed national standards;

C negotiated commitments to form part of the funding agreements in relation to movement
towardsthe proposed national standardsand frameworksand for enhanced participation rates:
ad

C an additiona 3% of funding on acost share basisto provide for nationa infrastructure such as
a Nationd Centre for Research, inclusion of preschool education as part of the brief of a
representative Education Commission, incluson of preschool workers in professona
development programs and the development of early childhood networks.

Clearly more detailed costing and policy development will need to be undertaken. It is hoped that the
AEU discusson paper will be auseful beginning both in the development of our knowledge and policy
base and in the encouragement of wider discussions about the creation of anationd plan for preschool
education, within the context and knowledge of each of the current systems..
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