

Statement of the Preschool Parent Partnership

Due to our historical agreement with the Department of the Interior (dated 23rd October 1944) our Parent Associations hold a very different family/school relationship to that generally experienced by parents in both Government and Non-Government primary schools.  We would like to continue our current parent partnership – in preference to the more usual concept of parent participation or involvement in their child’s school held by the ACT Department of Education and Training in the primary school environment.

Current Practice

Briefly, as a consequence of the 1944 Ministerial Approval, with the Department of the Interior, management of ACT Preschools is divided primarily between two entities: the local Preschool Parent Association (PPA) and the Government department responsible for the delivery of ACT preschool education – this is currently the ACT Department of Education and Training (ACTDET).  A third entity, the Canberra Preschool Society (CPS), formed in 1943 to “promote interest in and understanding of the preschool child”
, facilitates the communication between the PPA and the ACTDET.  This is achieved through active representation at the departmental and ministerial level and through providing a high level of administrative and training support to each PPA.

Before the preschool opens the PPA must form a legal entity (that holds the name of the Preschool, for example: Amaroo Preschool Parent Association), have raised approximately $6,000, and have purchased start-up teaching and educational resources.  

The ACT DET provide the preschool building, staff (programming and curriculum quality) and some basic equipment, for example: tables, chairs, some shelving units, a basic “home-corner” set up and teacher’s office equipment (desk, filing cabinet, fax machine and computer).
For the duration of the preschool’s operation the 1944 historical agreement outlines that the PPA must maintain the legal entity that holds the ownership and management of the movable teaching resources and equipment and manage the preschool’s day-to-day operation.

1. The legal entity

The PPA maintains the legal entity, that prepared for the opening of the preschool, through operating in accordance with its own Constitutional requirements.  The membership includes each year’s preschool parents and any other interested person or group.

2. The ownership and management of all movable teaching and educational resources.

They hold ownership of the preschool resources and equipment; managing all aspects that ownership entails, through: approving the purchase of all equipment and teaching resources, maintaining an up-to-date inventory and approving and facilitating any loans, or use, of those resources to any third party,  playgroups, playschools, other preschools, primary schools etc.  The parents must also provide suitable storage for all preschool resources and equipment.  Should the PPA require the use of the preschool for their management purposes (e.g.. meetings, photocopying and other administrative and fundraising functions) they are required to ensure that such activities are undertaken in consideration to the Preschool program and staff needs.

3. The management of all aspects of day-to-day financial operation.

This requires the preparation of an annual budget that is in sync with the preschool community and supports the teacher and their programming.  The parents must source most of the required income and manage its collection, banking, recording and receipting.  Generally this income comes from the family contributions and undertaking a significant level of fundraising; recently this has been supplemented through a temporary ACT Government grant.  All preschool finances must be appropriately recorded and accounted for and reported on to the PPA members, Australian Taxation Office and ACT Registrar General.  Parents also provide and maintain a teacher’s petty cash facility which is intended for the purchase of miscellaneous small items for the Preschool program.

This financial management extends to a necessity of approving all programming operational and financial expenditure.  This includes all aspects of the teacher’s program that requires a financial outlay; activities, projects, excursions, consumables (paints, paper, glue, etc.).  It also includes the provision of all preschool hygiene consumables (toilet paper, disinfectant, soap  etc) and office equipment and consumables (fax paper, printer cartridges, digital cameras, printers, photocopiers etc).  Once PPA approval has been given for various items of the teacher’s programming, such as excursions, they apply for ACTDET approval. 

Where a playgroup or 3 year old playschool utilise the preschool resources, the PPA must approve and guide their presence and use of the resources in consultation with the teacher.  Once PPA approval has been given the teacher then fulfills ACTDET protocol.  The PPA must provide written guidelines for the use of equipment and determine any fees payable to cover the costs, wear & tear etc; and invite the playgroup and playschool members or any other interested preschool community group to join and actively participate in any PPA meetings. 

With respect to outside programs that charge a fee for enrolment or participation, such as 3 year old Playschools who employ their own early childhood teacher, the Playschool Parent Association must also apply separately to the ACTDET for their use of the building.

As the PPA own all teaching resources and educational equipment they are required to insure these items at new for old replacement value and to provide public liability insurance to a stipulated value of $20 million.  In response to the highly family oriented requirements of early childhood programs each PPA also procure a high level of personal accident cover for PPA members, their children, siblings and volunteers (grandparents etc) both on and off-site whilst undertaking preschool activities - including fundraising activities. 

All cleaning, health and hygiene aspects of the preschool program are the responsibility of the PPA.  Originally this was managed entirely through parent participation, via a daily roster system for volunteers.  This aspect is now managed through the use of contract cleaners and the PPA must ensure that the cleaning is of an acceptable standard and are required to act as the channel of communication between the teaching staff and the contracted cleaner or cleaning firm.  The PPA still invite and actively encourages all parents to participate in duty rosters and to undertake various day-to-day cleaning and routine tasks, e.g. laundering the preschool linen (smocks, hand cloths, toy clothing and bedding, towels etc) and fruit or resource preparation. 

Summation

Over the past 60 years of operation ACT Preschool Parent Associations now, collectively, own and manage an total insured value of $6.6 million worth of teaching and educational resources and they contribute a combined annual turnover of approximately $1.5 million towards the highly respected and successful ACT preschool program.  

Whilst parents acknowledge that their role in their child’s preschool year is a “lot of work” they also add that it is largely satisfying and empowering.  The fact that the ACT preschool system has remained remarkably unchanged from its beginnings in Canberra’s post-war reconstruction period in the mid 1940’s attests to its remarkable resilience and responsiveness to the shifting needs of both the community and department.  The organisation of the PPA’s and their representative body, the CPS, have forged a unique parent partnership that has lead to the development of a world class preschool education that is affordable, accessible and largely unparallel to that found anywhere in Australia or overseas!

Shortcomings

All systems can improve – even simple and successful ones:

Whilst the ACT preschool program assists parents in gaining an understanding of preschool education – it has failed to relate the preschool year to the context of early childhood education.  Due to the change in February 1968 where the CPS shifted their direct role of “advisor” to the Department and it was:

“… envisaged that the Society should represent preschool committees and be a focal point for communication between the committees and the department … certain matters such as staffing, programs, buildings, equipment etc. should be referred to the preschool office while matters affecting the community and committees must be referred to the Society.” 

to the composition of the CPS Council was drawn entirely from representatives of the member Preschool Parent Association. The decision significantly enhanced the CPS ability to remain in close contact with its membership issues at the grass roots level and deal quickly and efficiently to the needs of the PPA.  The decision:

· tied the CPS Council to the annual turnover of each PPA, which effectively ended its ability to retain corporate knowledge that was passed, more informally, down from one CPS Council to another as the turnover of membership was not completely annual.  

· significantly diminished its ability to maintain abreast of the relevant local departmental developments and a distancing from the department occurred with respect to joint communication and the department reduced its reference to the PPA’s role with the provision of ACT preschool education.  

· brought to a standstill to the CPS / PPA’s exposure to the national and international developments in preschool education, including the increasingly significant international recognition of the Early Childhood context of children aged between 0 and 8 years).  Effectively holding the PPA’s to a knowledge of preschool education to that of the mid 1980’s.

Whilst it has successfully introduced children into the ACT school system – it has failed to introduce parents to the ACT educational system.  The ACT preschool culture is “parent-driven” and the ACT primary school culture and philosophy is “system-driven”.  It has been noted that preschool parents often experience a distinct sense of disenfranchisement upon entering the primary school environment
.

Parents are part owners and operators of each separate ACT preschool entity.  This ownership leads to the necessity of actively supporting the preschool in its provision of the type of early childhood education programme that they, as owners and users, wish their children to receive and participate in.  The fact that the preschool parent body instigated the preschool through forming the legal entity responsible for its operation – leads the program to be “parent-driven”.   The ACT Department of Education and Training are engaged to achieve the parent’s desired standards and outcomes.

In contrast, the primary school environment invites parents to participate and contribute, where they can, to assist the school achieve greater student success – which is vital to overall improvement in the school’s performance.  Thus, parents are engaged to assist a “department-driven” entity meet departmental standards and outcomes.

The Future of ACT Preschool Education 

As of 2008 all ACT preschools will cease to be a separate entity – they will become the non-compulsory, sessional, entry level year of the early childhood band of education that will be offered at every ACT Government primary school.  Ironically, the original outcome for all ACT preschools was that they become Nursery Schools
 – which operated, in the 1940’s, as a “one-stop-shop” of integrated early childhood services offering childcare, education, health screening and parent support.  The original time-frame for planning this integration of preschools becoming nursery schools was 1949
.

Many ACT preschool parents do not want to lose what they currently enjoy about their community oriented, parent-driven child-centred preschools, for example the:

· authentic partnership of parents in their child’s preschool education brings with it a wonderful family-responsive pedagogy that is not a feature in the primary school environment;

· freedom to participate fully regardless of where the child will be enrolled for their Kindergarten year;

· affordability and convenience of the long-day sessional alternative;

· close working and personal relationship that is built between the teacher, the parent and the child;

· accessibility of the neighbourhood preschool for all ACT parents, including those who work and place their children into a local child care and those parents who are at home with younger siblings and no car;

· child-centred, flexible programming that is designed to meet the child – where they are “at” and to engage learning at each child’s own “pace”;

· family-oriented learning environment, for example: being able to bring younger siblings into the classroom and out on preschool excursions when parents accompany the preschool to supply the necessary 1:4 adult / child ratio;

· relaxed and informal opportunity to meet parents, of the local community, whose children will be attending the same kindergarten as theirs;

· building of community networks that are authentic and effective; and the

· learning of new skills that are transportable into employment or future community service.

As preschools cease to be separate entities and move into the early childhood band of education delivered at each ACT government primary school, they have many concerns regarding to the type of early childhood education that their children currently have access to and to limitations of it being delivered within the confines of a government institution.  ACT preschool parents see this new direction for the preschool year as a systemic acknowledgement of the value and the importance of the early years of each child’s education, however they approach the initiative with an attitude of cautious optimism.

The Canberra Preschool Society would like to forge a new model of parent partnerships for the early childhood band within the new P-2 early childhood schools and for that model to be appropriately translated into the same band within each and every ACT primary school at a later date.


What part of their existing partnership do parents, of the 21st century, want to lose?

The Preschool Parent Association Inc.  and the primary school Parents and Citizens Association Inc. have always operated simultaneously.  The interface between the two entities has never required formalizing – arrangements and cooperation has happened on a case by case basis with respect, acknowledgement and commonality of members. 

In 2008, preschools will cease to be a separate entity and become the first non-compulsory, sessional year of every government primary school, there will need to be a more formal interface between the two parent bodies that exist within the educational system of the ACT. 

Do parents want to continue to:

1. be a separate legal entity?
The entity already exists and was the entity that prepared for the opening of the preschool.  Maintaining this element requires the parent group to: 

a. operating in accordance with its own Constitutional requirements; and 

b. draw a membership that continues to includes each year’s preschool parents and any other interested person or group. 

c. should the PPA require the use of the preschool building / space for their management purposes (e.g.. meetings, photocopying and other administrative and fundraising functions) they are required to ensure that such activities are undertaken in consideration to the Preschool program and staff needs

2. own and manage all their current movable teaching and educational assets? 

PPA hold ownership of the preschool resources and equipment and as a direct outcome of this ownership are responsible all the aspects that ownership entails, through: 

a. approving the purchase of all equipment and teaching resources;

b. maintaining an up-to-date inventory;

c. approving and facilitating any loans, or use, of those resources to any third party,  playgroups, playschools, other preschools, primary schools etc.; and

d. provide suitable storage for all preschool resources and equipment.  

3. manage of all aspects of day-to-day financial operation?

This requires the parent body to continue to:

a. prepare an annual budget that is in sync with the preschool community and supports the teacher and their programming;

b. source the required income and manage its collection, banking, recording and receipting.  Generally this income comes from:

i. the family contributions: and 

ii. undertaking a significant level of fundraising; and

iii. recently this has been supplemented through a temporary ACT Government grant which will not be available in 2008.  The CPS offered this funding to the primary school in exchange for the school administration undertaking the tasks for which the funding was originally intended: the cleaning and consumables.

c. recording, accounting for all financial activity; and

d. appropriately reporting this financial activity to the PPA members, Australian Taxation Office and ACT Registrar General.  

e. provide and maintain a teacher’s petty cash facility which is intended for the purchase of miscellaneous small items for the Preschool program.

f. approving all programming operational and financial expenditure.  This includes:

i. all aspects of the teacher’s program that requires a financial outlay; activities, projects, excursions, consumables (paints, paper, glue, etc.);

ii. It will no longer include the provision of all preschool hygiene consumables (toilet paper, disinfectant, soap  etc) and office equipment and consumables (fax paper, printer cartridges, digital cameras, printers, photocopiers etc). 

g. approve any other entity use of the PPA resources or equipment, for example: a playgroup or 3 year old playschool.  

h. provide written guidelines, to any other entity, for the use of equipment and determine any fees payable to cover the costs, wear & tear etc; and invite the playgroup and playschool members or any other interested preschool community group to join and actively participate in any PPA meetings. 

i. insure all teaching resources and educational at new for old replacement value;

j. provide public liability insurance to a stipulated value of $20 million;

k. maintain the PPA response to the highly family oriented requirements of early childhood programs by providing a high level of personal accident cover for PPA members, their children, siblings and volunteers (grandparents etc) both on and off-site whilst undertaking preschool activities - including fundraising activities. 

l. invite and actively encourage all parents to participate in classroom rosters and to undertake various day-to-day routine tasks, e.g. laundering the preschool linen (smocks, hand cloths, toy clothing and bedding, towels etc) and fruit or resource preparation. 
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