Early Childhood Schools – What will they be like?

Forum Thursday 24 July 2008

Centre for Teaching and Learning, 7.30 pm

This forum was jointly organized by the Canberra Preschool Society and Council, following a meeting in June between Carolyn Harkness (Vice President), Dianne Thornton (Executive Officer), Jo Dixon (President), Joan Kellett (Life Member) and Susan Rockliff (Executive Officer).  We were concerned that there was insufficient information available to allow parents to make an informed decision and we were aware of low enrolments, particularly in the K-2 classes.

It was also agreed to send letters to the Chief Executives of Education, Health and Housing and Community Services as a courtesy, informing them of the forum and referring to the personnel who had participated in the P-2 reference group in 2006-07.  The letters were sent after due consultation.  Acting on advice from Mary Burke, Paediatrician, on the P-2 Reference Group, the letter to Health was actually sent to Liz Sharpe who is the Director of the Children’s, Youth and Women’s Health Program within Health.  Liz had also been a member of the reference group.  Only Education acknowledged the letter.  It appears that it was interpreted as not inviting personnel to attend.  When Susan Rockliff followed the letters up with telephone calls, it was revealed that the other departments had not had any ongoing involvement in the planning of the schools, and would consequently have nothing to contribute to the forum by way of information for parents.  The Children’s Plan Interdepartmental Committee was one forum which had been informed of the progress of planning.

Lyndall Read (Manager, Early Years Learning, DET) had agreed to attend the meeting to provide parents with information about what the schools would be like.  As the Department is apparently planning similar information meetings, the questions asked at this meeting are a good indication what parents want to know.

Approximately 17 people attended the forum, held on a cold July night.  There were five members of P&C Council Executive (including Susan Rockliff) and Dianne Thornton in addition.  Most wrote their contact details on a form organized by Dianne Thornton.  Owen Kirk (President, Canberra Preschool Society) welcomed everyone and introduced Lyndall Read.

Lyndall spoke to a Powerpoint presentation, which most of the attendees would have seen before, which outlined the economic, psychological, neurological and social benefits of investment in early childhood.  Ms Read reiterated the neurological basis for investment in early childhood by stating that studies have revealed that 36% of outcomes are determined by “nature” and 66% by “nurture”.  She also spoke about the effect of stress on the brain:  a little is good and necessary, but too much stress is bad.

Although this information had implications for the early childhood schools, no specific information was given about how it would translate into the teaching and learning program.  No information at all was provided about what these schools would look like “on the ground” in 2009, although the final sketch plans were there for examination.  As time was limited, it was suggested that the presentation be limited as people had questions to ask.

Each P&C and PPA had been asked to speak briefly about the situation in their schools and current parent thinking.  This was the most productive part of the evening.

Questions and comments:

Comments

Lyons Preschool Parent Association

The group had input into the plans and philosophy of the new school, and changes were made based on their feedback.  There hasn’t been enough publicity:  people think the school is closing.  There is a need for a preschool parent to be on the school board; CPS and P & C Council have already met with their community and they have worked out a way forward.

Isabella Plains Primary School P & C
“We had all this [i.e. easy access to other services – childcare, doctors surgery at local shops across the road, preschool on site], and a school of 370, until the announcement was made that the school would close.”  This year is the 20th anniversary of the opening of the school, and the P&C plans to mark the event with a “big shindig”. The second Principal this year has been appointed; the affordability of accessing an ECS 0-8 with associated childcare costs.

Scullin Preschool Parent Association
These centres haven’t been sold well to the 2008 parents.  They don’t want their children to be “guinea pigs”. Principals should have been brought on board at the beginning of this year to assist in promoting and organizing; current Principal hasn’t been very pro-active and now they have lost their preschool teacher through illness; transition issues, no guarantee of a place in year 3; childcare – will it be in place in time; what happens to the current PPA?

Southern Cross Primary School P&C

The parents of younger children are “quite excited”, however the school is losing a lot of students. Happy with handling of renovations; P & C is in disarray – many families have already left the school; format of school board will need to be broader.

P&C President, Lyons Primary School P & C (email)

Most students are transferring to Yarralumla PS because of the bi-lingual programme.  Very few enrolments have been received at Lyons PS for next year.  The P&C is deliberating about whether to give its remaining funds to the PPA at Lyons, or to the Yarralumla P&C.  The P&C will arrange a special meeting according to its constitution, to debate a motion to officially “wind up” the organization.  No current parent is prepared to keep the P&C going in case such an organization is required in the future.  They believe that this will enable the parents at the ECC to develop the best kind of parent body for themselves, when needed.  Funds may be left “in trust” with P&C Council also.

Lisa offered her contact details:  lisaramshaw@yahoo.com 0424 808 919

This email was very useful, as it was the first time that at least one school representative had thought about the implications for the parent organization.

Narrabundah Primary School P&C

The President thanked the CPS and Council for organizing the forum.  There isn’t really a P&C at Narrabundah:  the President and Secretary have gone overseas for a few months, and the treasurer is the sole active parent.  There is no motivation to raise money, and apathy is widespread.  The students will be given a “big send-off” by the P&C.  The transition process to Forrest Primary and Red Hill Primary has been arranged.  There was been good consultation around the plans, and as work has commenced the mood has changed.  However, there remains doubt about whether the government is telling the truth about the future.  The majority of parents involved with the PPA are going on to the early childhood centre.  Much more information is needed, such as a weekly email to parents from the Department, bringing them “up to speed” on developments.  No thought has been given to the future of the P&C.  

Steve Wallace, Treasurer of P&C Council, offered to speak to any parent about options for the future operation/winding up of P&Cs.  Stephen08@y7mail.com
6288 4570 (Home)

Other general comments:

Surely “best practice pedagogy” is already in place in early childhood classes, and won’t be limited to these schools?

No information was given about examples of best practice pedagogy to enable parents to know what it meant, e.g. whether the schools would be organized on a traditional class basis, or different groupings, team teaching, etc.

Questions
1. Will the schools open if there are very low enrolments?

Yes.  Obviously not, if there are, say, 20 enrolments K-2.

2. When the schools open, will the range of other services be in place?

They may not be. It is hoped childcare will be available in at least two centres.

3. Why weren’t the principals appointed at the start of this year? [One school has had two principals since Towards 2020 was announced]

The panels have been arranged, and the principal selection is underway.  [The question wasn’t asked, but Council had been informed that the principal positions are the lowest in the principal classification, and would therefore reasonably attract “beginning” principals.]

4. You talk a lot about the importance of transitions.  What about the transition from Year 2 to 3?  [The point had been made that a nurturing environment in the early years would help students deal with transitions because their confidence would be boosted.]

5. Will the cost of childcare be affordable to parents in my community? (arguably, those who could most benefit may not access it.)

6. If I don’t access the childcare program at the Early Childhood School, is my child still guaranteed a place in P-2?  BUT

7. Are there priority enrolment areas for these schools?  No.

8. Will my child be guaranteed a place in Year 3 in the “recipient” primary school/s in the area?

9. If there is interest from NSW parents, will their children be enrolled?  If so, will they also be guaranteed enrolment after Year 2?

10. Will there be enough childcare places for all the children enrolled in the school?  (example of 2 classes per year group)

It is unlikely that all children will access the childcare, or before and after school care, on a full-time basis.

[Keren Ryan, childcare centre manager from “Communities at Work” stated that 44 places is the ideal size for a childcare centre (to ensure quality of care, etc.)]

11. Is this the first information session for parents about the early childhood schools?

[Yes.  There was consultation as part of the second phase of the P-2 Reference Group with the school communities involved.  However, many parents have changed schools since then.  This forum was arranged to compensate for the communication vacuum that has developed in the last twelve months.]

12. Why is the publicity campaign so late?  Parents have already had to apply for preschools, without any information about these schools.

13. How long will the government support this initiative?

14. How will the parents of children in the childcare part of these schools be involved in parent groups/activities?  (e.g. through the PPA, or P&C?)

The time having run out, Jo Dixon (President of P&C Council) thanked Lyndall Read for her time, and hoped that she would convey the concerns of parents to the Department.  The evening concluded at 9.30 pm.

Notes prepared by S. Rockliff & D. Thornton

30 July 2008

5

