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P.O. Box 59, Mawson ACT 2607

Telephone: 62862527

Fax: 62862195

Email: canberrapreschools@bigpond.com
Website: www.canberrapreschools.org

To our Preschool Parent Associations,

Dear Parents,

It is close to the end of Term 3 and, with the warmer weather and longer days, we are all looking ahead to the end of our children’s preschool year and the end of our own year at the helm of the Preschool Parents Association.  Our time has been one of change, and some uncertainty, as next year will see our Preschools come under the administration of a Primary School.  The entire meaning of this – the real shape of the changes and what will happen “on the ground” – still remains unclear even now, except to say that the early part of 2008 will unfold much like the years which preceded it.

I am writing to you today to pass on the understandings and information known to the Canberra Preschool Society at this time.  The ACT Department of Education and Training will also write to you soon, a letter which will contain specific and official information of interest to all stakeholders – PPAs, P&C Associations, school Principals and preschool teachers.  We in the CPS Council sincerely trust that this letter from the Department will serve to clarify and tie up the matters that have been left in limbo for so long.

I am also writing to reassure you all of the importance and essential role of your Preschool Parent Association.  At various times you may have heard suggestions that the amalgamation of preschools with primary schools will mean that a separate PPA is no longer wanted or needed.  The CPS Council believes that nothing could be further from the truth, and you (and the parents who follow you next year) should take heart that the PPA remains vital and important, and that the CPS will continue to support all PPAs to the fullest extent.

Understandings for 2008

From time to time, at General Meetings and in Issues Papers, we have talked about the possible and probable changes in preschool operations and structure.  Some matters of certainty, such as the new enrolment procedures (enrolment directly through a Primary School rather than through a central office), are already in place and we understand that Primary School Principals have been managing this process quite well with the resources available to them.

On other matters, the CPS has been seeking clarity over specific issues and only recently have we had indications from the Department that these things will be implemented.  These indications have come from two meetings recently held with Departmental officials – meetings that were also attended by the P&C Council and the Australian Education Union.  The intention of the Department to write directly to parent bodies also came out of these meetings.

The following are the major matters of interest and concern, which we have been dealing with all year, and in these recent meetings in particular.

On the matter of funding:  To date, as you are aware, the government has directly funded Preschool Parent Associations.  From this grant (plus additional funds earned by the PPA through voluntary contributions, fundraising efforts and sundry donations), the PPA has served its obligations in the areas of insurance coverage, consumables for the preschool, teaching resources for the education program and other direct expenses.  The Department has provided the facilities, furniture, amenities and utilities, building and grounds maintenance and, of course, the staff.  From our recent meetings, the Department has indicated that its entire range of funding for preschools (both the direct allocations and the centrally-managed spending) has been quantified for the purpose of reorganising future operations.  In particular, where savings and efficiencies can be gained from extending the existing operations of a Primary School to cover the Preschool as well, that will be done.

So in brief, the direct funding to Preschool Parent Associations will be discontinued, and from 2008 – in a process that will probably be phased-in – the Primary School will take over facilities management and provision of consumables.  The Primary School budget will be compensated accordingly.  For PPAs, this means that our historic responsibility for cleaning contracts and for maintaining supplies of sanitary and office materials will come to an end.  For most, if not all, PPAs this will mean a significant net gain to their finances, leaving PPAs to focus on and dedicate most of their resources to the educational program instead of to janitorial expenses.

On the matter of insurance, unfortunately not all of our questions have yet been answered.  Financial and legal officials from the Department are looking into the matter, because the existing group insurance scheme negotiated by the CPS has a number of beneficial features not available under the general insurance that covers government schools.  Our current understanding, pending further advice, is that PPAs will continue to need their own insurance; for public liability at the very least, and probably for physical assets stored on the preschool property.  It remains our hope that some of the risk currently insured may be taken over by the school’s insurance and that this will result in lower premiums for the PPA in the future, but this may not transpire and almost certainly will not impact on 2008.

On the matter of operational relationships with the Primary School:  The CPS has received support from the Department and from the P&C Council for its proposal that a Preschool representative be added to the School Board at each Primary School.  The School Boards themselves are able to make this addition by existing provisions of the Education Act, and the Department is willing to pass on a recommendation to each school to make such an appointment.  Where there is more than one preschool attached to a Primary School, there will still be only one preschool representative on that School Board and the two or three PPAs will need to select one person between them.

On the matter of staffing:  Primary School Principals will take control of all staffing matters at the school including the preschool, from 2008.  The Department has been explicit in directing the Principals that only qualified early childhood teachers should be used in the preschool, including relief and release coverage.  This addresses one of the chief concerns which the CPS has heard in feedback from parent associations, who were concerned that preschool children may find themselves with a non-specialist teacher at some times, a teacher who would be little more than a baby-sitter.  Our understanding is that the Department will not allow this to happen.

As mentioned above, the CPS Council is continuing to work with the Department to settle these issues, and the letter forthcoming from the Department will address these and some other matters.

The Role of the PPA

The Preschool Parent Association is an important historical institution in the ACT.  Since 1943 and until this year, every preschool that has been founded has been in partnership with a PPA established for that purpose.  The Canberra Preschool Society is the peak body of 78 PPAs and our role is to support the PPAs and act as their advocate in dealing with the Department and other key organisations.

As you know, the PPA is an incorporated association.  It has an independent existence, answerable only to its members (along with annual reporting requirements to the government).  No government, department, institution, school, rival organisation, peak body, company or person can force a PPA to dissolve nor to do anything else.  Even your preschool teacher has no right of veto – unless they happen to be a member in their own right, in which case they have only one vote.

It has been suggested that with some of its responsibilities assumed by the school, there will be little or no need for a Preschool Parent Association in the future.  At the CPS, we believe otherwise.  We see not only a continuing role for the PPA as a provider of resources and equipment for their preschool, but as a unique experience through which parents engage fully with their child’s first foray into organised education.

Each PPA is the owner – not co-owner, but outright owner – of an inventory of equipment and material purchased over the years for use in the preschool program.  To the extent that the PPA owns it, the PPA has the right to determine its future disposal.  As long as that inventory remains, there needs to be a PPA to manage it and (in all likelihood as mentioned above) insure it.

However, the place of the PPA is not all about assets and insurance.  It is about bringing parents into the educational environment of their children.  There would not be one preschool teacher who would downplay the importance of that parental involvement.  A specialised parent body – the Preschool Parent Association – is the ideal vehicle for that involvement because all of the members are sharing in the same experience.  They are not required to answer to, or debate with, anyone whose interest or responsibility is divided across the broader school.  Furthermore, since the preschool is a feeder of both government and non-government kindergartens, the PPA brings together parents from the entire community.  Those parents who are looking ahead to private schools would not be as well served, and may lose their voice altogether, without the PPA.

Even when all of the core needs of the preschool are absorbed into the primary school or departmental budget, the Preschool Parent Association will still have its place and its role – because the PPA is its own master, and can define its own role.  It is the hope of the CPS that this role will be an ongoing one of engagement between the parents and the school – through the School Board – to advance the preschool and the best possible early education environment and outcomes.

What is Not True

The details above should reassure you of the importance, the place and the future of the Preschool Parent Association.  You should not be dissuaded or led astray by misinformation you may hear from other sources.  The most important thing for you to remember is the independent legal status of your PPA, which puts your destiny in no other hands except your own and the future membership.  For this reason, you should take careful note of the following:

· You will not be compelled to dissolve and transfer all of your assets to the school.  Nothing in the law allows the government to do this.

· You will not be forced to give your crayons, puzzles, dress-up wardrobe or stereo system to the kindergarten teacher – you own them, you control them.  We do, however, expect and hope that amicable resource-sharing will take place where appropriate.

· The P&C Association at your (primary) school may take it upon itself to create a preschool subcommittee, or something similar.  Nothing can force a PPA to hand over its assets to the P&C.  If you choose to participate in a P&C subcommittee, that will not impact at all on the existence of the PPA.

· Your affiliation with the CPS will not be impacted at all.

If and when anyone should try to convince you otherwise, you can take confidence in the legal status and power of your PPA, and do things your own way – in 2008 and beyond.

A Cooperative Approach

Throughout our dealings with the Department over preschool amalgamations, the CPS has maintained and emphasised the co-operative approach.  Co-operation is vital and desirable for the PPA in dealing with the Primary School Principal, who is making an adjustment of their own in this process, and with the P&C Association, which has certain vested interests at stake.  The current understanding of the CPS is that the P&C Council is happy for PPAs to continue their role in the preschool year, and that on-site school-by-school arrangements between PPAs and P&Cs are one of our tasks for the new year.  In the majority of situations, we appreciate that there are already effective and amicable links between the two parent bodies, especially where the preschool is co-located.  We have no wish to disrupt anything that is working well, and look forward to seeing the best practice come to the fore across the Territory.

What will hurt the co-operative process, of course, is for people or organisations to undermine, disrupt or pre-empt the good work already been done by others.  This is part of the reason why the CPS backed away from any moves to extend its coverage, and the coverage of PPAs, to additional school years.  We encourage PPAs to seek the best possible arrangements within their schools, alongside the P&C and the staff, with due regard for their own specialist role and the established systems of the school.

In Conclusion

Take heart!  You are part of an important and essential institution.  Your PPA is the core of parent and community involvement in preschools, even as they are amalgamated into government primary schools.  If you are on the committee of your PPA, you still have the responsibility to hand over a sound organisation to the next membership.  Bear in mind, also, that parents become members upon enrolment, so if you can reach next year’s group of parents even now you have a whole term in which to engage them in the association, perhaps to identify the next group of office-bearers (rather than have them dropped in the deep end in February).

The nature of preschooling is not changing – it will still be part-time and non-compulsory, and strong parent involvement will still be a feature.  The management structure and funding arrangements will change, but not the hearts and minds of each new cohort of parents bringing their 4-year-old to school for the first time.  The independently established and managed Preschool Parent Association will remain a key to the character of preschools in the ACT for a long time to come.

Regards

John P Darcy
Acting President, Canberra Preschool Society,
On behalf of the CPS Council



20th September 2007
