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1. REPORT SUMMARY

1.1. INTRODUCTION

In 1997, 4119 children were enrolled in 82
preschools.  Government expenditure on the
preschool Service in 1996-97 was $11.7 million1. The
1996-97 cost per child was $2847.  Government
expenditure is used to pay the employee costs of
preschool teachers and assistants and for repairs and
maintenance of building and grounds, utilities and
services and supply of fixed equipment.  Remaining
costs are paid for by the individual Preschool Parents’
Associations.  Costs met by Associations generally
include cleaning, consumables, educational
equipment, excursions and insurance.

For 1996-97 Preschool Education was reported in the
ACT Budget Papers as Output 4.2 of the Department
of Education and Training and also reported as Output
4.2 in the Department’s end of year financial
statements included in the Department’s Annual
Report.  For 1997-98 the Preschool Education Output
has been renumbered to 5.2.

****

1.2. AUDIT OBJECTIVES

The objectives of this audit were to provide
independent opinions to the Legislative Assembly on
whether management of ACT preschools has:

• delivered education services in ACT preschools
which are effective;  and

• provided education services which are efficient
and economic.

                                           
1 This expenditure figure was prepared using full cost allocation and accrual
accounting. It is an adjusted figure from the $13.7m reported in the Department’s
financial statements published in its Annual Report.
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The independent opinions formed as a result of the
audit are set out in the shaded box in page 3 of this
Report.

****

1.3. PRESCHOOL IN THE ACT

Provision of public education services in the ACT is
required under the Schools Authority Act 1976.

As part of public education services the ACT
Government provides preschool education to children
who turn 4 years old by 30 April in a particular year.
The service is delivered through children attending for
10.5 hours per week for 40 weeks of the year.

According to the Department of Education and
Training’s Annual Report for the year ended 30 June
1997 the output of preschool education services in the
ACT is:

"provision of preschool education to all eligible 4
years olds to consolidate and extend learning
experiences with a focus on literacy, numeracy and
socialisation”.

 ****

 

1.4. MANAGEMENT OF PRESCHOOLS

The Department of Education and Training (the
Department) is responsible for the entire ACT
Government schooling program.  Preschools are
managed directly by the Children’s Services Branch of
the Department.
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OPINIONS ON AUDIT OBJECTIVES

ffectiveness

reschool education services are very effective.

Efficiency and Economy

Provision of preschool education services is inefficient and
uneconomic.
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Management responsibilities of the Children’s
Services Branch related to preschools include:

• the development of early childhood education
policy and its implementation;

• leadership, professional advice and support to
preschools;

• human resource management of preschool staff;
and

• financial management of the preschools.

The preschools of the ACT have strong community
involvement and are also politically sensitive.
Community consultation is used in development of
some policies.  An example of a policy development
which included community consultation was the 1997
enrolment policy review.  This review was advised by
a reference committee of community, union and
departmental representatives.  The development
process also included the release of a widely
distributed discussion paper.

In this Report wherever the general term
“management” is used it includes all those with
powers or responsibilities to make decisions related to
preschools.

****

1.5. BASES FOR AUDIT OPINIONS

The basis on which each audit opinion was formed is
set out following:

****
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1.6. EFFECTIVENESS

The opinion that preschool Education services are
very effective is based on the following positive audit
findings.

Access to Preschools

• An estimated 90% of eligible four year old children
attend preschool indicating that access is widely
available (Chapter 4);

• the geographical locations of preschools provide
excellent access for children (Chapter 4);

• the amounts of parents’ voluntary financial
contributions, and other expectations of parents, do
not appear to be deterrents to children attending
preschool (Chapter 4);

• the length and timing of preschool sessions does
not impact on the general accessibility for children
to preschools (Chapter 4);

• access for children with additional and special
needs is generally available (Chapter 4).

Outcomes from Children’s Preschool Experience

• Preschool attendance has a positive impact on
children’s development (Chapter 5);

• preschool attendance makes a significant
contribution to preparing children for the transition
to full time schooling (Chapter 5).

Quality of Service Provided in Preschools

• A good range of preschool experiences were
observed addressing social, physical, emotional,
intellectual, creative and communication needs of
children (Chapter 6);

• There was some visual evidence of attention to
cultural diversity (Chapter 6);
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• Teachers generally are excellent role models for
children and the level of cooperation by children
and their ability to function in a group was most
impressive (Chapter 6);

• The quality of the equipment and materials, the
range number and quality of books, the presence of
computers and the availability of art and craft
materials were most impressive (Chapter 7);

• Close connections were observed between
preschools and parents, and between teachers and
parents (Chapter 7);

• Preschools have links with a wide range of
community services, organisations and agencies
(Chapter 7);

• Generally there is adequate attention to the health
and safety of children attending preschools
(Chapter 7).

Staff Issues

• There were no indications that staff morale or
enthusiasm are significant problems (Chapter 8).

Audit Comment

The large number of positive findings supports the
overall opinion that the preschool service is very
effective.  Undoubtedly the long serving teaching
force and the strong commitment by parents over
many years have significantly contributed to the high
level of effectiveness.

****

1.7. OTHER EFFECTIVENESS FINDINGS

Although most findings in relation to effectiveness
were positive there were a few which were not.  These
follow:
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Objectives and Purposes of Preschools

• There is no comprehensive statement of objectives
and purposes for preschools (Chapter 3).

Program Type and Structure

• It appears there may be a lack of innovation in
some programs and also an overemphasis on
teacher organised activities at the expense of child
directed play as a medium for learning (Chapter 6).

Staff Issues

• Responses from some teachers and assistants
indicated that there may be a shortage in the
provision of Resource and English as a Special
Language (ESL) teachers; however the audit also
revealed other evidence which showed that children
with special needs are being adequately catered for
(Chapter 6);

• During the audit it was noted that access to
Departmental Advisers by teachers and assistants
could be improved; however management have
recently implemented initiatives which should
satisfactorily address this issue (Chapter 8);

• Concerns over limited access to professional
development were noted during the audit; these
concerns should be partly addressed by recent
management undertakings to provide teaching staff
with 5 days attendance annually at approved
planning and staff development activities (Chapter
8);

• While there is a performance appraisal system
addressing teachers’ professional development,
there is no work based performance appraisal
system for teachers and assistants.  (Chapter 8).

Audit Comment

The few negative audit findings identify some areas
where management could potentially generate
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improvements.  Action has already been taken on
some of these.

Although the audit has concluded that a general high
quality of service is currently being provided, it is the
view of the audit that the few negative effectiveness
findings should be addressed.  This will assist the
present level of effectiveness to be sustained into the
future.

****

1.8. ECONOMY AND EFFICIENCY

The audit’s opinion that provision of preschool
Education services are inefficient and uneconomic
is based on the following findings.

 Building and Staff Utilisation in ACT Preschools

• Utilisation of preschool buildings in the ACT is
poor with  roughly half of the preschools being
utilised at less than 50% capacity, with
approximately another 12 preschools (14%) being
utilised at less than 70% (Chapter 11);

• 12 ACT preschools with a total book value of
$3.3m have building utilisation rates of around
45% or less (Chapter 11);

• Recent alterations in preschool enrolment policy
stopped short of rationalisation which would have
had the potential to improve the efficient
utilisation of staff and buildings (Chapter 10).

• Although the average staff utilisation rate across
all ACT preschools is 85%, approximately a third
of individual teachers utilisation rates are below
the average by varying amounts ranging to as low
as 44% (Chapter 10);
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• Staff at approximately one quarter of ACT
preschools are utilised at 76% or less of their
capacity (Chapter 10);

 Teacher Salaries

• The salary rate scale for ACT preschool teachers is
the highest in comparison with other Australian
jurisdictions which provided data suitable for
comparison (Chapter 9);

• A very high proportion of ACT preschool teachers
are being paid at, near, or above the top salary rate
of the general scale for teachers (Chapter 9).

Comparison between ACT Preschools of Salary Expense Per Child

• The annual salary expense per child across 76
ACT preschools varies between $1000 and $3000
depending on which preschools the children attend
(Chapter 10);

• The wide range in salary expenses per child is
largely caused by the wide variations in the
numbers of children attending individual
preschools (Chapter 10).

Total Costs

• for both annual cost per child including overheads
and annual cost per child excluding overheads, the
ACT ranks second highest behind the Northern
Territory amongst predominantly government
funded preschool programs (Chapter 12);

• for both annual cost per child per hour of service
including overheads and annual cost per child per
hour of service excluding overheads the ACT
ranks second highest behind the Northern Territory
amongst predominantly government funded
preschools (Chapter 12).

 Audit Comment
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 The audit’s efficiency and economy findings provide
ample evidence to support an audit opinion that
preschool services are not being delivered efficiently
and economically.  In terms of the ACT’s current
output budgeting and reporting model this means that
the cost to the ACT community of “Output 5.2
Preschool Education” is significantly higher than it
could be.

 Overall the audit concluded that ACT preschools are not
being efficiently or economically run because building
utilisation is poor and teacher salaries are high.  The
audit also concluded that there are opportunities to
improve the across ACT average staff utilisation rate
of 85% given the number of schools operating with
teachers utilised significantly below their capacity.

 Analysis of the ACT’s salary expense per child showed a
wide variation in cost between preschools.  This
variation was found to be mostly related to low child
attendance levels at certain preschools.  The need to
staff preschools with low attendance levels reduces
overall utilisation of both staff and buildings.

 The audit included comparing costs of delivering
preschool services between the ACT and the States
and the other Territory by a per child per year and also
by per child per hour of attendance.  These
comparisons were necessarily made on a cash
accounting basis.

 As summarised in the findings, services provided in the
ACT are more expensive than in the other Australian
jurisdictions compared except for the Northern
Territory.  The ACT cost per child per year was $2128
and per child per hour $5.07.  The lowest cost was
Queensland at $1914 per year and $3.65 per hour.

 It is pointed out that the information used to calculate the
other jurisdictions’ costs was largely based on data
provided by those jurisdictions and therefore could not
be verified by this audit.  While reasonable steps were
taken to make the supplied data comparable, the
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jurisdictions may have applied differing
methodologies, definitions and estimations in the
information provided for the comparisons.  For these
reasons the costs reported should be regarded as
indicative only and not precise information.

 The audit calculated, using the Department’s book values
of schools, that disposal of some significantly
underutilised preschool buildings could potentially
produce once off income of $3.3m.  (Book value is not
the same as realisable value and therefore the figure
quoted is an indication only.)  Naturally any plans to
dispose of properties should consider all potential
alternate uses as well as current market valuations.

 ****

1.9. OTHER SIGNIFICANT FINDINGS

 Preschool Sessions in ACT Preschools

• Amongst ACT preschools, sessions vary in length
from 2 to 4 hours with session lengths ending at all
quarter hour intervals within this range (Chapter
10);

• Although all teachers provide the same number of
contact hours to children, most provide 8 face to
face sessions weekly leaving 2 for preparation and
administration; some teachers however arrange
their programs to provide 6 longer face to face
sessions with 4 sessions for administration and
preparation (Chapter 10);

• The wide range in existing session lengths and
programs indicates that flexibility exists which
could potentially be used to improve efficiency in
utilisation of staff and/or buildings (Chapter 10).

Audit Comment

In Chapter 4, in relation to children’s accessibility to
preschools, discussion is provided on session lengths
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and times.  It was concluded that although there was a
wide range of session lengths and times this did not
have any great impact on preschool accessibility.  It
would seem therefore that there is opportunity to use
potential flexibility to improve efficiency.

Parent Contributions Per Child

• ACT parent voluntary contributions and
community fundraisings, provide the equivalent of
around an extra 11% annually for preschools
expenditure (Chapter 13);

• ACT weekly parental contributions are similar to
contributions in other Australian jurisdictions
where preschools are predominantly government
funded (Chapter 13).

Audit Comment

On the basis of the good quality of the preschool
service provided to children, and also that the current
level of contributions has not restricted access for
children (see Chapter 4) the audit sees no indications
that current contributions are not set appropriately.

****

1.10. CONCLUDING COMMENTS

The clear indications from this audit are that
preschool services are very effective but also costly.
Management decisions in the past appear to have been
directed to maintaining the services at a highly
effective level both in terms of the quality of the
services and unrestricted accessibility to preschools
including location of preschools.

It is acknowledged management staff numbers have
been reduced in recent years and attention has been
given to the efficient utilisation of teaching staff and
assistants.  There is however significant scope for
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further improvement given that in some preschools
staff utilisation remains low.

Little attention appears to have been given to the
efficient utilisation of buildings with a large number
of preschools being underutilised.  The ACT
preschool population varies around 4000 students
from year to year.  However the ACT has preschool
building capacity to house in the vicinity of 7000
students without counting surplus space which may be
available in primary schools.

Addressing Efficiency and Economy Issues

The audit has concluded that there are some actions
which can be taken to reduce the high cost without
detrimentally affecting the quality of the service
unduly.  It is acknowledged that these actions must be
carefully planned and implemented if the quality of
the service is not to be affected and consideration
would need to be given to other users of preschool
premises such as playgroups, playschools and after
school care.

The effectiveness component of the audit did not
produce any strong evidence that carefully correcting
the buildings and staff underutilisation would affect
the quality of services provided.

Addressing the underutilisation of preschools and
staff underutilisation would require some preschools
to be closed and this could result in inconvenience for
some parents.  Alternative transport arrangements
may have to be considered if inconvenience for these
parents is seen to be excessive however as many
preschools are situated within 2 kilometres of a
neighbouring facility excessive inconvenience should
not be great.

In relation to teacher salaries there is probably limited
scope to quickly address the high salaries being paid.
Firstly, because the salary rates payable have been set
by past Enterprise Bargaining Agreements and
industrial awards and therefore reductions to the rates
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cannot realistically be contemplated and, secondly,
since natural attrition is low it is unlikely that the staff
profile can be altered to any great extent by replacing
terminating staff at the high end of the pay scale with
recruits to the lower end of the scale.

Attempts to realign the staffing profile quickly by
using redundancies would incur heavy costs perhaps
more than offsetting the benefits achievable from the
realignment.

A strategy which combines a limited and targeted
voluntary redundancy scheme over a period of years
combined with taking opportunities as they arise from
natural attrition may be the only viable and
sustainable option to alter the staff profile.

More use of mechanisms which allow greater
flexibility in setting staff remuneration and periods of
employment (e.g. contract employment) may also be
of benefit in controlling salary costs.

Increasing Services Provided at Preschool Premises

Additional or alternative actions to address existing
efficiency and economy issues could involve
increasing the services provided at preschool
premises.  For example, if greater flexibility was
encouraged in length and scheduling of preschool
sessions there could be potential to match the needs of
children and families and give parents greater choice.
Consideration could be given to providing additional
preschool hours beyond the standard 10.5 hours to
children perhaps on a user pays basis.

It could be useful to look at the contemporary needs
of families with children under school age, not just
families with four year olds, with the aim of assessing
the sorts of currently unmet needs for support for
children and child rearing that could potentially be
met by the provision of a variety of early childhood
services in preschool settings.

****
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1.11. FUTURE ACTIONS

The following suggestions for future actions are
presented as guidance for addressing audit findings in
this Report which require attention.

Effectiveness

• The Government should develop a comprehensive
statement of objectives and purposes for preschool
services; the statement should be developed
through a broadly consultative process and become
a framework on which to base preschool
education; the development process should
incorporate effective present practices and also
existing unformalised statements of purposes.

• Encouragement and support should be provided
for innovations in program type and structure.

• The current availability of Resource and English as
a Second Language (ESL) teachers should be
investigated; the investigation should include
ensuring that effective identification of children
with special needs is occurring and that these
children are being fully included in mainstream
preschool programs.

• A performance appraisal system should be
developed for teachers and assistants; the process
should allow for clearer role definition and better
teamwork.

Efficiency and Economy

• The low utilisation of preschools should be
reviewed with the purpose of identifying viable
methods to increase utilisation or, failing this, to
consider disposal action.
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• The low utilisation rates for teachers at a number
of preschools should be addressed with a view to
raising the utilisation rates.

• Options which could be considered to address the
low utilisation rates of buildings and teachers
include combining preschools to maximise staff
and building utility, and capitalise on the potential
synergies of better resourced parent groups.

• Attempts should be made to identify a cost
effective strategy to realign the teacher staffing
profile in order to manage the overall average
salary paid to teachers.

 It is acknowledged that those with management
responsibility for preschools may identify more
effective approaches to address the audit’s
findings than those suggested here.  The main
issue is that the findings which should be
addressed are effectively addressed.

****
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2. AUDIT SCOPE AND APPROACH

2.1. INTRODUCTION

Throughout Australia, there is no one single definition
of preschool or approach to preschool education. In
the ACT preschool is for eligible 4 year olds but also
includes some 3 year olds.  In the other States and
Territory, preschool covers 3-5 year olds.  Therefore,
to ensure a comparison of systems the following
definition of preschools has been used: "Educational
programs offered to children in the year  before they
begin school full-time2”.

The intention of this audit was to obtain high level
assessments of the effectiveness and efficiency of
ACT preschools and, where considered necessary, to
examine systems and processes in detail.  This process
allowed conclusions to be drawn as to the
effectiveness and efficiency of preschool services and
also where more specific analysis could potentially
identify effectiveness, improvements and/or cost
savings.

****

2.2. AUDIT APPROACH

Effectiveness, economy and efficiency were assessed
with reference to administrative and operational
structures in place.  Economy and efficiency were
assessed both in terms of the cost of preschool service
delivery in comparison with other States and the
Northern Territory and the resource utilisation in the
ACT program.  The audit did not include a
comparison of ACT effectiveness with that of other
jurisdictions.

                                           
2 “Children’s Services in Australia 1996” The Australian Institute of Health and
Welfare
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Assessing the effectiveness of preschool delivery
included an evaluation by an expert in Early
Childhood Education engaged as a contractor to the
audit.

A variety of possible performance attributes and
indicators was drawn up for discussion and
refinement. The process of finalising the performance
attributes and indicators on which to base the overall
evaluation of performance was a consultative one
involving the following stakeholders

• Canberra Preschool Society;
• Primary Principals’ Association;
• Australian Education Union;
• CPSU and Assistants’ Association;
• Preschool Parents’ Associations;
• Australian Early Childhood Association;
• Schools Directorate - ACT Department of

Education and Training;
• Preschool Teachers Professional  Association;
• Early Years of School Teacher;
• Facilities Planning and Projects - Department of

Education and Training; and
• A small group of parents.

The approach to gathering data included preschool
visits, discussions with, and surveys of, preschool
teachers and assistants. Surveys were also conducted
of parents with children currently at preschool in 1997
and parents of children who attended preschool in
1996.  Kindergarten teachers were also surveyed to
gather their impressions of the outcomes of the
preschool experience.

Surveys were sent to the following groups and
numbers of stakeholders:

• Present Parents (557)
• Past Parents (536)
• All Preschool Teachers (107)
• All Preschool Assistants (110)
• All Kindergarten Teachers (125)
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The audit of economy and efficiency included
obtaining comparative data on the ACT Government
preschool program and other preschool systems
within Australia.  Features of other jurisdiction’s
preschool systems are summarised in Appendix A to
this report.  It is acknowledged that none of the
systems are the same however the audit compared
data from the various systems (as have other studies)
to assist with evaluating the use of ACT public
monies.

Efficiency data was collected from reports within the
public forum, the ACT Department of Education and
Training and other Australian State and Territory
Government Departments.

Both 1996 and 1997 data were used in the audit.

States and Territories may have applied differing
methodologies, definitions and estimations in the
provision of data.  It was not feasible to perform
verification of the data provided by individual States
and Territories, however reasonable care was taken to
ensure that the data used was comparable and
reasonable.  In the chapters of this Report which
compare costs between the States and Territories,
results have not always been reported for all
jurisdictions.  This is because data either was not
available or the data available was not considered
suitable for use.

****

2.3. INVOLVEMENT OF MANAGEMENT IN
PREPARATION OF THE REPORT

During the process of the audit, findings as they
emerged, were discussed with Departmental
management.  Management’s comments and
viewpoints were taken to account in preparing drafts
of the Report.  A final draft of the Report was
supplied to the Department with a request for
comments on the draft.  The Department provided a
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response and the Report was revised where
considered appropriate to reflect those comments.

****

2.4. COMPOSITION OF COSTS

The total cost to the Government for providing
preschool education services was $11.7m in 1996-97
or $2847 for each preschool child.  The composition
of this expenditure is shown in the following table.

Table 2.1  Composition of 1996-97 Preschool
Costs

Aggregate
$000

Per Child
$

%

Employee Costs 8588 2085 73.2
Property, Maintenance
and Utilities 775 188 6.6
Depreciation 833 202 7.1
Other 1534 372 13.1

11730 2847 100.0

As the table shows the major expenditures were on
Employee Costs.  The efficiency component of the
audit therefore concentrated on the salaries paid to
preschool teachers and assistants.

****
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AUDIT OF EFFECTIVENESS
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3. AUDIT OF EFFECTIVENESS

3.1. INTRODUCTION

 In this Chapter the steps taken in the audit of effectiveness
are outlined.  Comment is also provided on the
absence of a Government or ministerially endorsed
general statement on the purpose and objectives of
preschools.

 ****

 

3.2. FINDINGS

• There is no comprehensive statement of
objectives and purposes for preschools.

 ****

 

3.3. AUDIT APPROACH

Effectiveness was assessed from the perspective of
children, who are the recipients of the service, and
parents, who select and make a contribution for the
service, and therefore have an investment in it.

The audit process to assessing effectiveness included
evaluating three components of preschool
performance: i.e. access for children, outcomes from
preschool experience for the children, and quality of
the service provided. To assess these components
generally accepted attributes and indicators of
effective early childhood programs were identified.  A
draft of these attributes and indicators was distributed
to preschool teachers for discussion and feedback
during a professional development seminar.
Alterations were made based on comments received.

The audit procedures for collecting information about
effectiveness included the following:
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• Visiting 11 preschool groups, including observing
classes in operation and discussion with teachers;
in the view of the Department of Education and
Training the preschools visited were representative
of typical preschool staffing and structural
arrangements (e.g. part-time, single, double and
triple units, co-location with a primary school,
stand alone);

• Meetings and discussions were held with the
following groups:

− Preschool Teachers Professional Association
(attendance 28);

− Attending Preschool Assistants (26);
− Resource and English as a Second Language

Teachers;3  
− Parents (small group of around 10 to discuss

draft survey);
− Combined stakeholder group;4 and
− Departmental staff (Preschool and Child

Care Advisers);

• Participating in a professional development
conference held for preschool teachers during the
school holidays;

• Sending questionnaires to preschool teachers,
preschool assistants, kindergarten teachers, and
parents of children who were in preschool in 1997
and in 1996;

• Reading available written information from
individual preschools and from the Department;
and

• Extended discussions and consultation with
Department of Education and Training
management.

                                           
3 These teachers support the inclusion of children with disabilities and with
English as a second language in the preschool.
4 Stakeholders are detailed in Chapter 2.
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The questionnaires supplied to parents and to
kindergarten teachers made a series of statements in
relation to the indicators and provided for responses
to be made ranging from strongly agree to strongly
disagree.

For purposes of this audit,  "Strongly agree" and
"Agree" answers were counted as "favourable"
responses, and "Disagree" and "Strongly Disagree"
were counted as unfavourable.

The audit considered a favourable response rate of
81%+ to be a highly satisfactory result, a favourable
response rate of 50-80% as a satisfactory result, and
less than 50% as a less than satisfactory result.

In addition, qualitative assessment was undertaken
through the questionnaires sent to teachers and
assistants, and discussions with parents, Departmental
staff and kindergarten teachers and the visits to
preschools.

****

3.4. AIMS AND PURPOSES OF PRESCHOOL

According to the Department of Education and
Training’s Annual Report for the year ended 30 June
1997 the output of preschool education services in the
ACT is:

"provision of preschool education to all eligible 4
years olds to consolidate and extend learning
experiences with a focus on literacy, numeracy and
socialisation."

Preschool education aims to assist children to:

• extend early learning experiences, focusing on
literacy and numeracy;

• develop positive attitudes to school;
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• enhance self esteem, communication and social
skills;

• reason and solve problems;
• improve coordination and gross motor skills; and
• use technology.

The services involve the provision of education to the
children across the eight key learning areas designated
in the National Curriculum Standards Framework.
The key learning areas are:

• The Arts;
• English;
• Health and Physical Education;
• Languages other than English;
• Mathematics;
• Science;
• Studies of Society and Environment; and
• Technology

Audit Comment

When planning this audit it was expected that the
audit would begin with an examination of a
government or ministerially endorsed comprehensive
statement about the role that preschools should play in
the lives of children and families in the ACT and the
aims and purposes it should have.   However initial
enquiries revealed that such a statement did not exist.

It is considered that a statement of this nature should
be available to provide an agreed upon framework on
which to base preschool education. It would ideally
provide a base on which innovation could be built and
programs tailored to match the styles and strengths of
the staff as well as the needs of families and children
served.

****
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4. ACCESS FOR ELIGIBLE CHILDREN

4.1. INTRODUCTION

This chapter reviews whether those families who are
eligible and wanting to access preschool services for
their children have access to preschool.

****

4.2. SIGNIFICANT FINDINGS FROM THIS CHAPTER

• An estimated 90% of eligible four year olds
attend preschool indicating that access to
preschool is widely available;

• the geographical locations of preschools provide
excellent access for children;

• the amount of parents’ voluntary financial
contributions, and other expectations of parents,
do not appear to be deterrents to children
attending preschool;

• the length and timing of preschool sessions does
not impact on the general accessibility for
children to preschools; and

• access for children with additional and special
needs is generally available.

 ****

 

4.3. PERCENTAGE OF ELIGIBLE CHILDREN SERVED

The Department of Education and Training has
estimated that 90% of eligible ACT four year olds
attend preschool5.  This high access rate reflects the
esteem in which the preschool experience is held by

                                           
5 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. Children’s Services in Australia 1996,
page 20.
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parents.  The lengths to which parents will go to
ensure that their child has a preschool experience is
evidenced by a number of parents indicating that they
moved from full-time to part-time work to enable their
child to go to preschool.  Other parents indicated
searching out a child care centre which would take
their child to the local preschool, and paying for both
(i.e. paying for full time child care as well as the
preschool sessions).

Audit Comment

The high percentage of eligible children attending
preschool is obvious strong evidence that there are no
practical restrictions to eligible ACT children
accessing preschool.

****

4.4. GEOGRAPHICAL ACCESSIBILITY OF PRESCHOOLS

The geographical accessibility of preschools was
acknowledged by parents. 95% of present parents and
96% of past parents either agree or strongly agree
that their preschool is in a convenient location.

Audit Comment

The very positive response by parents to the question
on geographical accessibility illustrates clearly that
there is very good overall access provided through the
locations of preschools.

****

4.5. COST TO PARENTS AND IMPACT ON ACCESS

The average voluntary contribution parents are asked
to make for  preschool is around $30-$50 per term.
The contributions are used together with fund raising
efforts to meet a proportion of the preschool’s



MANAGEMENT OF PRESCHOOL EDUCATION

28

operating costs.  The success of efforts to gain parent
contributions varies greatly from preschool to
preschool.

87% of past parents and 85% of present parents either
agreed or strongly agreed that "the current voluntary
financial contribution by parents is good value for
money".

With regard to the question of whether or not the
financial contribution by parents should be
mandatory, 63% of past parents and 60% of present
parents either agreed or strongly agreed that "the
current level of parental financial contribution should
be made mandatory".

A number of parents added a comment that if the
contributions were mandatory, provision should be
made for any families who could not afford to pay.

Audit Comment

Despite considerable discussion of contribution costs
to parents, cost does not appear to affect access to
preschool, as indicated by the very high participation
rate in ACT preschools.

****

4.6. HOURS OF SERVICE PROVISION, CHILDREN’S NEEDS,
AND PARENTS’ PREFERENCES.

Part time preschools offer 3 sessions of 3.5 hours
each. Extended day preschools offer 2 sessions of 4
hours as part of their 10.5 hour provision.

Session times can be varied. Changes in scheduling of
sessions are generally suggested by teachers and are
subject to 80% agreement by parents and
Departmental approval.  It is understood that changes
made to schedules prior to the commencement of term
are approved by the Departmental Chief Executive
and announced prior to enrolment completion to allow
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parents to make informed choices. Changes to the
length of sessions may be suggested by Departmental
management but are then negotiated with
representatives of unions and the community.

Overall, the predominant view expressed by parents
was that, fewer sessions of longer duration would
more adequately meet the needs of children as well as
parents.  Teachers and parents observed that longer
sessions, i.e. over 3 hours duration, gave children
more of a chance to settle and engage for longer more
satisfying periods of time in activities and projects.  A
number of parents made comments about the
logistical problems of transporting children to and
from shorter sessions, and of conflicts with other
family responsibilities and needs, such as younger
children’s sleep times.

Many parents wrote about a desire for their child to
have more time in preschool, and related to that, the
desirable nexus or integration between child care and
preschool.  Those teachers who commented on this
issue by and large supported the status quo, including
a separation between child care and preschool on the
basis that they are distinct programs, as well as a view
that 10.5 hours of preschool experience weekly is
sufficient for four year olds.

Although this issue provoked more comment than any
other from parents (and also a lot of comment from
teachers), 69% of past parents and 67% of present
parents either agreed or strongly agreed with the
statement that "Given the provision of 10.5 hours of
preschool per week per child, the length of preschool
sessions and the scheduling of sessions fits well with
my family, work and other responsibilities."  This is a
satisfactory result.

Audit Comment

The variations in length, number, and scheduling of
sessions does not appear to have effectively excluded
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any children from access to preschool.  It appears
from the discussions that the current arrangements do
not create any difficulties for parents which cannot be
reasonably overcome.

The fact that there is a wide variation in session times
and lengths across the preschools, and that these
varying arrangements apparently are not unsuitable
according to a majority of parents, would show that
flexibility in session times and lengths is not a
detriment to the preschool experience for individual
children.

****

4.7. ACCESS FOR CHILDREN WITH ADDITIONAL AND
SPECIAL NEEDS, AND CHILDREN FROM NON-ENGLISH
SPEAKING FAMILIES

Only 2 of  the 43 teachers who responded to the
questionnaire indicated that they had no children in
their preschool classes with additional needs.  The
majority listed several children, most commonly those
with English as a second language and those with a
physical or intellectual disability.

Many teachers, as well as Resource and English as a
Second Language (ESL) teachers who work with
children with additional needs, commented on the
lack of availability of support and assistance to
provide the special help that is needed to fully include
these children in the program.

Further comment on the services provided to children
with additional needs is included in Chapter 6.

Audit Comment

Although several teachers commented on difficulties
in relation to children with additional needs none of
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these difficulties, in a general sense, could be seen as
affecting access to preschool for these children.

****

4.8. CONCLUSION

Within the ACT, preschool is very accessible to
eligible children including children with additional
needs for whom a preschool experience is appropriate.
The audit identified no significant or widespread
barriers to access.

****
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5. OUTCOMES FROM CHILDREN’S 
PRESCHOOL EXPERIENCE

5.1. INTRODUCTION

This Chapter reviews the outcomes for children from
undertaking their preschool experience.  The audit
focused largely on the impact on children, as well as
parents' and teachers’ satisfaction with dimensions of
the preschool experience.  The outcomes were
reviewed under the headings: impact on children’s
development, and preschool to school transition.

****

5.2. SIGNIFICANT FINDINGS FROM THIS CHAPTER

• Preschool attendance has a positive impact on
children’s development; and

• preschool attendance makes a significant
contribution to preparing children for the
transition to full time schooling.

 ****

 

5.3. IMPACT ON CHILDREN’S DEVELOPMENT

The outcomes from an effective preschool education
service should include positive changes to children in
areas of social skills, communication, cognitive, large
and small motor development and in confidence, self
esteem, and attitudes towards learning.

The audit assessed whether positive outcomes were
being achieved from observations made during the
visits to preschools, viewing documentation prepared
by teachers, discussions with teachers, and examining
the questionnaire responses.
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One of the generally accepted means of documenting
information on the progress of preschool children is
through the collection by teachers of observations of
children, keeping a portfolio of each child’s work, and
the use of checklists. There was great variation in the
amount of documentation about children available
during the visits to preschools.  Some teachers had
very detailed observations and notes on individual
children with implications for programming, and
others had little.  However, discussions with the
teachers led to an overall conclusion that they are very
attentive to the developmental needs of each child in
the group, and that they focus their programming on
both group and individual needs and interests.

Teachers noted a number of positive changes in
children e.g. increasing independence, skill
development, understanding and participating in
routines, ability to listen and follow instructions, ease
of separation from parents, social awareness and
increasing social skills, confidence to take risks, and
the quality of work samples.  Teachers cited positive
feedback about progress from parents, specialists and
kindergarten teachers.

The parents’ responses to relevant questions were
highly satisfactory as follows.

• 87% of past parents and 92% of present parents
agreed or strongly agreed that "the activities and
experiences offered to a child are appropriate for
his/her developmental level and interests and
provide challenge and extension".

• 92% of past parents and 96% of present parents
agreed or strongly agreed that "the preschool gives
my child opportunities to develop social skills,
confidence and self esteem".

 Audit Comment

 The observations made during the visits to preschools,
review of teachers’ documentation and discussions
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with the teachers all support a firm opinion that
impacts on children’s development from attending
preschool are very positive.  This view is further
supported by the questionnaire responses from
parents.

 ****

 

5.4. PRESCHOOL TO SCHOOL TRANSITION

The activities undertaken to try to make the transition
to school relatively easy for children, and reports of
how those transitions actually occurred were
considered by the audit.  It was important to canvass
the views of kindergarten teachers who receive
preschool children into primary school, and parents
whose children have moved from preschool to school.

A commonly expressed view, was that preschool is
fundamentally about preparation for school.
However, this common assertion means different
things to different people, and is translated into
practice in different ways.  These differences were
reflected in the variety of comments made by parents,
preschool and kindergarten teachers.

In general, it appeared that preschools give very
serious attention to helping children to become
comfortable and familiar with the school experience.
A large majority of the preschool teachers who
responded to the questionnaire listed a variety of
activities and initiatives undertaken with this aim.
These included: taking children for regular visits to
the school throughout the year, e.g. the library,
assemblies, special events, school tours; changing the
morning tea routine to approximate school; meeting
regularly with kindergarten teachers to discuss
children and programming and working closely with
them; discussions with children about what school
will be like; establishing a buddy system between
preschool children and Year 5 children, and visits to
the preschool by the kindergarten classes.
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The kindergarten teachers, who filled out a
questionnaire, overall gave a highly satisfactory or
satisfactory response to questions about the adequacy
or preparation for preschool.  In summary:

• 95% agreed or strongly agreed that preschool
prepares children socially and emotionally for
kindergarten.

• 95% agreed or strongly agreed that preschool
prepares children intellectually for kindergarten.

• 80% agreed or strongly agreed that the links
between primary schools and preschools ensure a
smooth transition to school.

Parents’ responses to questionnaire items about
preparation for school were highly satisfactory:

• 90% of past parents agreed or strongly agreed that
preschool helped their child be ready for school
both socially and intellectually.

• 95% of present parents agreed or strongly agreed
that preschool helped their child be ready for
school both socially and intellectually.

Audit Comment

The various audit processes undertaken to assess
whether preschools effectively prepare 4 year old
children for attending school in the next year resulted
in the strong view that the preschools are generally
successful in meeting this expectation of preschools.

****

5.5. CONCLUSION

Based on the positive findings the audit view is that
preschools have a positive impact on attending
childrens’ development and the preschools are
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successful in helping children to become comfortable
and familiar with their coming school experience.

In general, the audit team gained the strong
impression that relationships are positive and
constructive between preschools, kindergartens and
parents.  There appears to be considerable good will
on part of both preschool and primary school staff to
work together to the advantage of children and their
parents.

****
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6. QUALITY OF SERVICE PROVIDED

6.1. INTRODUCTION

This Chapter presents the results of the audit’s
evaluation of the quality of services provided to
children in preschools.

The audit relied on the professional judgment of an
early childhood professional contracted to the Audit
Office for the audit, and also parental and teacher
perspectives on quality of the preschool education
services.

To conduct the evaluation a range of factors which
would potentially contribute to the quality of
preschool services were considered using information
obtained from the meetings, discussions,
questionnaires and other sources which were outlined
in Chapter 3.

****

6.2. SIGNIFICANT FINDINGS FROM THIS CHAPTER

• A good range of preschool experiences were
observed addressing social, physical, emotional,
intellectual, creative and communication needs of
children;

• There was some visual evidence of attention to
cultural diversity;

• Teachers generally are excellent role models for
children and the level of cooperation by children
and their ability to function in a group was most
impressive;

• It appears there may be a lack of innovation in
some programs and also an overemphasis on
teacher organised activities at the expense of child
directed play as a medium for learning;
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• Responses from some teachers and assistants
indicated that there may be a shortage in the
provision of Resource and English as a Special
Language (ESL) teachers; however the audit also
revealed other evidence which showed that
children with special needs are being adequately
catered for.

 ****

 

6.3. ASSESSMENT OF GENERAL ATTRIBUTES OF QUALITY

 Introduction

 In order to provide a basis from which to make an
assessment of the general quality of the service being
provided for the children consideration was given to
general attributes which should be present in a quality
preschool educational service.  The results of these
considerations are set out following:

Attending to the social, physical, emotional, intellectual
(cognitive), creative, and communication needs of children

A good range of traditional preschool experiences
were observed. There appeared to be an emphasis on
organised activities such as group games and table
activities, and overall these appeared to address the
comprehensive developmental needs of children.
Many teachers, in describing the basis for their
programming, wrote of a process whereby they
combine attention to key learning areas in the
National Curriculum Standards Framework and
developmental areas of children’s development.

Assisting children to be comfortable with difference (including
differences based on gender, cultural background, ability)
countering signs of bias and prejudice;

There was some visual evidence (in posters, books,
play materials, notices for parents)  of attention to
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cultural diversity.  Several preschools displayed
greetings in different languages.  Almost all
preschools have children from non-English speaking
backgrounds as well as children with special physical
or intellectual needs.

Teachers appeared to deal well with special children,
given the limited resources and assistance available.
Some however, seemed to be of the view that the
focus should be on the child that is "different", rather
than a pervasive notion that all people are different.

Providing for childrens’ needs, interests and experiences

To effectively address children’s needs, interests and
experiences in preschool it is considered that there
should be:

• emphasis on active, child initiated and directed
experiences (i.e. with teacher supervision rather
than teacher direction);

• individualisation of experience based on needs,
strengths, and interests of individual children;

• responsiveness to children's needs and interests;
and

• provision of  a balance of individual and group
experiences, indoor and outdoor experiences.

In documentation,  answers to questions and through
observation, it was noted that there was a choice
given to children, room for the children to take the
initiative and encouragement for innovation, and
several instances were observed of teachers taking up
a child's suggestion or desire to do something
differently to what was being suggested.  Teachers
indicated that their planning focuses very much on
individual children.

There were many activities where children had the
choice of working alone, beside other children, or
collaborating.  This balance is important in an early
childhood program.
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96% of present parents and 91% of past parents
agreed or strongly agreed that "The preschool
program offers a good balance of experiences and
activities”.

Supporting children learning to manage their own behaviour
and for the development of skills and attitudes needed to
function effectively in a group

In the visits to preschools, respectful interactions
between adults and children were observed in every
case.  Children who were violating rules were re-
directed, spoken to calmly and given explanations and
assistance to "get back on track".  In general, teachers
and assistants operated in their interactions with
children as excellent role models for the children. The
level of co-operation of children and their ability to
function well in a group situation was most
impressive.

Encouragement and support for play as a medium for learning

Although the importance of play featured in teachers’
statements about the basis for their program, the visits
and observations did not produce much evidence that
across the whole system priority is given to play as a
medium for learning.  Emphasis seemed to be more
on activities, and in some cases play seemed to be
relegated to one option that children could take up
during outside play.  Most programs had a home
corner,  but few seemed to have dress-ups, and there
was not the attention to play that one is led to expect
from what was written.

This may be due to feeling pressure to do and be seen
to be doing something "educational".  In addition,
parents may not appreciate the value of play and may
see it as an inappropriate focus for preschool. Two or
three parents who felt that preschool did not prepare
their child for school blamed it squarely on the fact
that their child was allowed to engage in "free play"
and not made to "sit down and do  activities".
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Audit Comment

The audit assessment in relation to all the general
attributes reviewed was that the quality of the service
provided to the children was generally of a good
standard.  In the area of play as a medium for
learning, however it is considered that an issue may
exist which could need to be addressed.

****

6.4. QUALITY AND APPROPRIATENESS OF PRESCHOOL
EXPERIENCE FOR CHILDREN WITH ADDITIONAL
NEEDS

The February 1997 Government Preschool Census
indicates that there were 131 Early Intervention Unit
(EIU) , 157 Priority Age Special Needs (PASN) and
322  Priority Age Enrolments with English as a
Second Language (PAESL) students enrolled in ACT
Preschools. This is total of 610 children with special
needs or 14% of total enrolments.

The audit visits did not afford the opportunity to see
many children who have been formally identified as
having special needs however the information
provided by preschool teachers and by the Resource
Teachers indicates that there are considerable
numbers of children in preschools with special needs.
In addition to those children who have been formally
diagnosed, there would appear to be an increasing
number of undiagnosed children who are suspected of
having developmental delays or behaviour problems.
The discontinuation of three year old developmental
assessments means more children with additional
needs undiagnosed may be coming into preschool.
This could be placing an extra burden on staff. Only
two of the 43 teachers had not referred a child for
assessment in 1996 or 1997.

A number of teachers commented on infrequent visits
by Resource Teachers and English as a Second
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Language (ESL) teachers, and the consequent lack of
support as an obstacle to full participation by children
with additional needs.  However, there was a strong
assertion by teachers that they are able to include
children with special needs fully into their program.
They are confident about the experience they are able
to offer.  There is a strong effort to incorporate the
children into activities, in addition to planning special
activities and experiences for them.  A number of
teachers commented on the fact that they base their
program to a large extent on providing a number of
open ended activities so that all children in the group,
including those with additional needs, can join in at
their own level.

Several teachers mentioned using other children to
help children with additional needs, but only a couple
mentioned working with and involving parents.

Most teachers expressed the view that by and large
they are satisfied with the level of inclusiveness they
achieve with all the children in their group, but most
added that they would like more support.

Audit Comment

Feedback from teachers indicated to the audit that
there could be insufficient resources available to
preschools to support the full inclusion of children
with disabilities and children for whom English is a
second language.  Teachers however also stated they
believed that children with special needs are being
fully included in programs.  Further analysis would be
needed to clarify the adequacy of the availability of
specialised teachers.

****

6.5. PRESCHOOL PROGRAM PLANNING

In concluding this Chapter on quality, it was
considered useful to list some common elements cited
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by teachers when asked to write about the basis for
the program they offer children.  These are the values
that came through most strongly in their statements:

• Importance of self confidence and self esteem;
• Stimulating and caring learning environment;
• Informal learning through play, exploration and

experimentation, i.e. direct learning experiences;
• Independent learning;
• Learning as pleasurable;
• Incorporation of children’s interests;
• Building on children’s strengths;
• Open activities so children progress at their own

level;
• Catering for different learning styles;
• Opportunities for challenge and success;
• Curriculum inclusive of all areas of development;
• Curriculum holistic; and
• Modelling as a teaching strategy.

Curriculum development is led by the members of the
Children’s Services Branch of the Department of
Education and Training which is also responsible for
the monitoring of curriculum programs, planning, and
evaluation of children’s learning at individual
preschools.  Each preschool district has a Curriculum
Committee which provides a forum for preschool
teachers to discuss, evaluate, share and develop
curriculum material.

Great variation was noted during visits to preschools
in the extent of documentation related to program
planning and evaluation.  Documentation was
provided in all preschool groups, but some was much
more thorough than others.  It appears that a number
of preschool teachers use the Key Learning Areas
identified in the Curriculum Standards Framework:
English, arts, maths, science, technology, health,
physical education and languages other than English,
in combination with attention to areas of
development, combined with extensive knowledge of
the individual child.
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Audit Comment

Overall, it appears that programming and planning the
curriculum is done thoughtfully and carefully, and this
is reflected in the actual conduct of the preschool
program.

It was noted however that there was little indication of
a great deal of innovation in practice.  In only one of
the preschools visited was the actual program unique
and different to those observed in the other ten
visited.  Its distinctiveness rested largely on the fact
that it derived quite substantially from children’s
interests and was based on an identified means of
planning and offering preschool programs, as opposed
to an eclectic generalist approach. While this is not
necessarily a reflection of lack of innovation, it does
suggest that there may be a need for some teachers to
be encouraged to reflect on their programs and
practices with the aim of ensuring that it is relevant to
the children and families they work with.

In relation to this issue some teachers suggested that
their programs may be a reflection of the somewhat
similar needs of ACT preschool children combined
with teachers’ aims to deliver programs which address
the identified key learning areas.

****

6.6. CONCLUSION

Good outcomes, or effectiveness, are achieved when
there is a meshing of professional expertise, practices
of high quality, and parents' views about what is in
their child's best interests.

The visits and observations undertaken, discussions
held, and documentation provided by teachers all lend
weight to the general conclusion that ACT preschools
provide good to very good quality services to
children.  By and large, they suggest that traditionally
accepted good early childhood practice takes place,
and varied appropriate experiences are offered by
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skilled and experienced teachers assisted by
competent and experienced assistants.  The programs
appear to be child centred, i.e. driven by widely
acknowledged needs and interests of children, and in
some more than others, an imperative to prepare
children for school.

However as commented previously there was little
indication of a great deal of innovation in practice and
this is an aspect which could need addressing.

****
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7. FURTHER QUALITY ISSUES

7.1. INTRODUCTION

Various attributes other than those covered in the
previous Chapters were addressed during the audit.
Comments on these are presented in this Chapter.

****

7.2. SIGNIFICANT FINDINGS FROM THIS CHAPTER

• The quality of the equipment and materials, the
range, number and quality of the books, the
presence of computers and the availability of a
variety of art and craft materials were most
impressive6;

• close connections were observed between
preschools and parents, and between teachers and
parents;

• preschools have links with a wide range of
community services, organisations and agencies;
and

• generally there is adequate attention to the health
and safety of children attending preschools.

 ****

 

7.3. RICHNESS AND APPROPRIATENESS OF ENVIRONMENT

Part of providing a quality service to children requires
that the service be offered in a suitable physical
environment.  For this reason the audit included
evaluating the facilities and the other physical
resources available at preschool locations.

                                           
6 Much of the equipment and materials referred to in this finding were acquired
through parent contributions (see Chapter 13).
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Although there was some variation, in all cases the
environments seen were attractive, well set out, and
contained a variety of appropriate materials and
equipment.  A number of the rooms were
exceptionally rich with opportunities to undertake
activities, and reflected attention to aesthetics.
Outdoor environments varied, with the older more
established ones being more aesthetically pleasing,
more shaded and having more variety of things to do
and places to go.

Audit Comment

Although there were some variations in the quality of
the preschool environments the audit conclusion is
that the environments generally are good.

****

7.4. PARTNERSHIP, ON-GOING COMMUNICATION WITH
PARENTS

Close connections and relationships between the
preschool and parents, and between teachers and
parents, are a key contributor to quality of the service
being provided.   The quality of the liaison was
therefore evaluated as part of the audit.

There is a strong "culture" in the preschool system of
involving parents in the preschool.  Means of
involvement include participation on the parent
committee, fund raising, and the parent roster.  These
opportunities exist in every preschool.

Most teachers listed a number of ways in which they
connect with parents.  These included: information
sessions, informal interviews (face to face and
telephone), Parent Association meetings, information
booklets, newsletters, an open door policy, parent
roster opportunities, notice boards, notes home,
requests for excursion assistance, displays of
children’s work, contribution of skills and talents
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(e.g., cooking, music), information charts around the
room, social occasions (morning and afternoon teas,
picnic), and having a parent library.  A number also
stressed the importance of  greeting parents and
chatting informally with them.  Some mentioned the
importance of making sure parents know that siblings
(usually toddlers) are welcome.

All preschools visited encouraged parents to at least
be on the roster.  Some implemented this much more
traditionally, by specifying specific duties, usually
cutting fruit, making cups of tea for the staff, and
cleaning,  while others seemed keen to just have
parents there regardless of what they did.

From the perspective of parents, the preschool
experience is a positive one for them.  In response to
the statement "The preschool provides a welcoming,
accepting environment for my child and me", 98% of
present and past parents agreed or strongly agreed.

93% of present parents and 86% of past parents
agreed or strongly agreed with the statement that "I
am satisfied with the opportunities offered for parent
involvement and discussion with the teacher about my
child".

A number of parents did complain about the demands
of fund raising and being asked to contribute
materials and time, especially if they are working full
time.

Several parents also mentioned the difficulty of
having any contact with the preschool if they worked.

Audit Comment

In accordance with discussions with teachers,
questionnaire responses etc, the audit conclusion is
that generally the relationship between preschools and
parents is quite satisfactory.
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7.5. LINKS BETWEEN PRESCHOOL AND OTHER
COMMUNITY SERVICES, ORGANISATIONS AND
AGENCIES

The extent to which a preschool is "grounded" in the
community is another indicator of its quality.  This
involves mutually beneficial links and
communication, particularly on behalf of children,
families, and the operation of the service.

The organisations and institutions linked to
preschools were listed by teachers as community
health centres, ACT Life Education, police, fire,
library, child care centres, optometrists, family day
care, aged persons’ homes, ACT Ambulance Service,
University of Canberra, colleges and high schools (for
work experience), occasional care centres, local play
groups, local businesses, and the school dental
service.

Audit Comment

This aspect was evaluated as quite satisfactory by the
audit.

****

7.6. APPROPRIATE ATTENTION TO HEALTH AND SAFETY

There appeared to be appropriate awareness of health
and safety issues.  Information was displayed in
preschools and given to parents.  In observing
program operation, it was apparent that  considerable
attention was given to appropriate supervision of
children.

Teachers were asked to indicate the incidence  of
major outbreaks of illness and serious injuries that
occurred in the past year.  These were surprisingly
few, consisting of  several outbreaks of chicken pox,
head lice, and measles.  Accidents included one
broken arm, and two other injuries.
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The responses from parents about health and safety
were highly satisfactory.  92% of present parents and
97% of past parents agreed or strongly agreed that
they “are satisfied with the level of safety and hygiene
in the preschool.”

However, seven parents wrote about concerns with
the installation of inappropriate outdoor equipment.
The audit team held discussions with management
which indicated that some equipment, which was not
fully suitable for preschool children, had been
installed at preschools without consultation with the
management of the preschools. Management have
advised the audit team that there is now a consultation
process with preschool management when new
facilities are being constructed.

The Department has also made assurances in regard to
equipment which is already in place.  These
assurances include that old equipment is inspected
once a month for damage.  There is also a current
program to remove unsafe equipment.

Audit Comment

Generally adequate attention appears to be given to
the health and safety of the children.  The issue of
‘inappropriate’ outdoor equipment being installed is
of concern.  However the process now in place should
prevent this re-occurring in future.

****
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8. STAFF ISSUES

8.1. INTRODUCTION

During the audit several issues relating directly to
teachers and assistants were noted.  These are
addressed in this Chapter under three headings:
teamwork and role description, morale and
enthusiasm, and access to appropriate professional
development.

****

8.2. SIGNIFICANT FINDINGS FROM THIS CHAPTER

• there were no indications that staff morale or
enthusiasm are significant problems;

• during the audit it was noted that access to
Departmental Advisers by teachers and
assistants could be improved; however
management have recently implemented
initiatives which should satisfactorily address
this issue;

• concerns over limited access to professional
development were noted during the audit; these
concerns should be partly addressed by recent
management undertakings to provide teaching
staff 5 days attendance annually at approved
planning and staff development activities;

• While there is a performance appraisal system
addressing teachers’ professional development,
there is no work based performance appraisal
system for teachers and assistants.

 ****
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8.3. TEAMWORK AND ROLE DESCRIPTIONS

Observations made during audit visits to preschools
showed that responsibilities were very much shared
between teachers and assistants.  In most of the
groups visited, it was not obvious until after
observing for some time which adult was the teacher
and which was the assistant.  This is somewhat
expected, in as much as there is extensive overlap in
roles and responsibilities of staff regardless of
training and background in any good early childhood
setting.

Responses to questionnaires revealed that assistants
generally perceived that they do the same thing as
teachers, although they acknowledge that the teacher
is ultimately responsible for programming and for the
operation of the preschool.  Some assistants implied
that they do everything the teacher does and know as
much as the teacher does, while others expressed
clearly that theirs was a support role, as an assistant.

Teachers wrote about shared  tasks and roles and
collaboration, but  in the end acknowledged clearly
that it is the teacher who has the responsibility.  Some
mentioned that it is the teacher who writes up the
program and liaises with parents and outside bodies.
Some distinguished between planning and
administration as being the responsibility of the
teacher, and the assistant assists in implementation.

Audit Comment

There is some overlap in the roles of teachers and
assistants and this is considered inevitable and mostly
desirable.  Generally, the overlap is seen as
contributing beneficially to the quality of the
preschool services.  There could be a problem
however in individual cases where assistants do not
appreciate the distinction between the roles, especially
where assistants believe they do and know as much as
do the teachers.
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8.4. STAFF MORALE AND ENTHUSIASM

The majority of teachers and assistants expressed
satisfaction with their jobs.

Teachers exhibited a strong commitment and great
love of their jobs.

In relation to job satisfaction complaints were raised
by teachers about the amount of administrative work
which had to be undertaken, and that it seemed to
increase regularly.  Consequently, teachers were
asked in the  questionnaires to list the administrative
tasks undertaken in their roles.  The responses
received listed a wide variety of tasks.

While many or all of the tasks listed could be seen as
core duties of a preschool teacher, it is a true point
that in a primary school many of  the duties would be
carried out by someone other than the teacher.    It is
also a valid point however that preschool teachers
have assistants while primary school teachers do not.

Teachers also spoke about feeling isolated, especially
those in single and part time units.  They particularly
miss the availability of Departmental Advisers, whom
they perceive to be so caught up with administrative
work that they cannot get out to preschools frequently
enough.

Audit Comment

In general the audit concluded that there is no
significant problem with the morale and enthusiasm of
preschool staff.

Although teachers complained of the amount of
administrative tasks they undertake it is the audits
view that their administrative workload is not unduly
excessive although this could be an aspect worthy of
review by management.

One matter was identified however which audit
considered needed to be examined by Departmental
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management.  This related to concerns expressed by
staff over limited access to Department Advisers.

Management responded to this issue when raised
during the audit by providing the following comment:

“The previous structure was a flat structure of 4
Executive Officers (i.e. Departmental advisers), with
one administrative officer to maintain the relief
function of the Unit.  In practical terms, each
Executive Officer spent 2 days a week in the field.
Administration responsibilities took the remainder of
the time.  With the change to a Manager and 3
Executive Officers during the conduct of the audit, the
Manager has taken up the reporting, budget and
administration responsibilities, thus freeing the
Executive Officers to each spend 3 days a week in the
field.”

****

8.5. ACCESS TO PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
EXPERIENCES AND SUPPORT

Teachers’ comments in relation to professional
development were that participation in professional
development activities is limited by the availability of
funds for staff.  Many complained about having to pay
for professional development and having to do it
outside working hours. For some, not having
Professional Development Days as teachers in
primary schools do is a big issue.

A few teachers commented that access to professional
development was adequate.

Assistants, by and large, expressed a belief that they
should be able to participate in professional
development activities during work time and be able
to have access to all the professional development
activities which teachers do.  A number expressed
concern about the impact on teachers’ workloads if
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they are away for professional development during
working hours.  A number of assistants also expressed
the view that there are not enough relevant in-service
or professional development activities for them, and
some saw cost as an obstacle.

Audit Comment

It is considered by the audit that effective early
childhood programs require staff who have access to
new ideas and information and who are encouraged to
reflect critically on their philosophy and practice.
This access and encouragement would usually be
obtained to a significant extent through continuing
professional development.

From the responses to questionnaires by teachers and
assistants it is clear that there are concerns about the
availability of professional development.

Management have stated that the relevant enterprise
bargaining agreements for the 1996-98 period relating
to teachers and assistants incorporate at least five days
attendance annually at approved relevant planning
and staff development activities including four days in
designated stand down periods.  The assistants
agreement had not been signed off at the time of
preparing this Report.

****

8.6. PERFORMANCE ASSESSMENT

It is widely accepted that performance appraisal, if
resourced and backed up with support, ensures that
staff are developing professionally, remaining up to
date with latest practice, and improve their
performance continuously.  Staff  achievements are
also validated by such a process.  Any area of work
needs a means of assisting staff to identify strengths
and weaknesses in performance as a means of setting
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goals and making plans, and identifying priorities for
professional development for staff.

Through discussion and asking questions the audit
found that the Department of Education and Training
has a performance appraisal system in place for
preschool teachers linked to professional development
but not to work in general.

Audit Comment

The significance of the lack of a system which
objectively appraises actual work performance is that
teachers and assistants have only informal feedback
on which to base ideas about their own professional
strengths and areas in need of improvement.

In general, not having a performance assessment
system is likely to result in staff performance
remaining static, or even declining, over time rather
than improving.

****
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AUDIT OF EFFICIENCY

AND ECONOMY
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9. COMPARATIVE EMPLOYEE COSTS

9.1. INTRODUCTION

As Table 2.1 in Chapter 2 shows, the major
component of costs incurred in providing preschool
education services is employee costs.

The employee costs consist primarily of payments of
salaries to teachers and assistants and of related
employee costs such as superannuation and leave
entitlements.  There are also some employee costs
incurred for administrative and professional support.

This Chapter reports on employee costs for teachers
and assistants involved directly in the teaching and
supervision of children in the preschools.

****

9.2. SIGNIFICANT FINDINGS FROM THIS CHAPTER

• The salary rate scale for ACT preschool teachers
is the highest in comparison with other
Australian jurisdictions which provided data
suitable for comparison; and

• A very high proportion of ACT preschool
teachers are being paid at, near, or above the top
salary rate of the general scale for teachers.

 ****

 

9.3. FINANCIAL INDICATORS USED

The principal costs of operating ACT preschools are
staff costs which are mainly expenditure on teachers
and assistants.  The ratios analysed in this chapter in
relation to these costs are:

• Representative Teacher Salary Rates;
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• Teacher Cost Per Child;
• Representative Assistant Salary Rates;
• Assistant Cost Per Child.

The results from these ratios were compared with
those of other jurisdictions which provided data
suitable for comparison.

****

9.4. REPRESENTATIVE TEACHER SALARY RATES

To facilitate the comparison of preschool teacher
salary rates with other jurisdictions it was necessary
for a representative teachers’ salary rate to be
identified for each jurisdiction.  The representative
rate used for the comparison was the middle step of
each jurisdiction’s general incremental range for their
teachers.

Table 9.1  Teacher Salary Rates

ACT7 WA TAS NT

Range $30844
to
$46802

$25116
to
$45493

$27490
to
$42570

$26902
to
$46475

Middle
Step

$38823 $35305 $35030 $36689

Relevant information was not available for
Queensland, Victoria and New South Wales.

As the table shows the ACT’s mid range rate is the
highest of those compared with other jurisdictions
being between 5% and 10% lower than the ACT’s.

                                           
7 ACT Department of Education and Training
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Audit Comment

On the basis of the comparison of salary rates between
Australian jurisdictions, it would appear that high
teacher salary rates are a significant contributor to the
high overall comparative cost of preschool in the ACT
(see Chapter 12).

****

9.5. TEACHER COST PER CHILD

To estimate a teacher cost per child, the representative
teacher salary rate was multiplied by the number of
full time equivalent (FTE) teachers.  This figure was
then divided by the number of children attending.

The comparative results for the jurisdictions which
provided suitable information for the comparison to
be made are shown in the following table:

Table 9.2  Teacher Cost Per Child

ACT WA TAS NT
$895 $1109 $843 $1031

While the ACT teacher salary is the highest amongst
the jurisdictions compared, the ACT showed the
second lowest teacher cost per child. This indicates
that the number of students per teacher is greater in
the ACT with the teacher costs spread over more
students.  This is as would be expected given the high
level of urbanisation in the ACT compared to the
Northern Territory and Western Australia.

****
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9.6. REPRESENTATIVE ASSISTANT SALARY RATES

Table 9.3 shows the salary range for assistants in the
individual Australian jurisdictions which provided
this information.  As for teachers the rate used for
comparison purposes is the middle step of the
incremental range.

Table 9.3  Average Assistant Salary
Rates

ACT TAS 8 NT
Range $22,058

to
$27,115

$23,588
to
$26,109

$23,923
to
$26,461

Middle
Step

$24,587 $24,849 $25,192

The ACT’s result is less than two States compared.

****

9.7. ASSISTANT COST PER CHILD

The following table sets out the comparative costs of
assistants for each child attending preschool for the
jurisdictions which supplied sufficient information to
allow the calculations to be made.

Table 9.4  Assistant Cost Per Child

ACT TAS NT
$478 $336 $467

                                           
8 Tasmanian Department of Education, Community and Cultural Development
Annual Report 1995/96
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The table shows that Tasmania has the lowest
assistant cost per child as their ratio of children to
assistants is much higher than that for the ACT and
the Northern Territory.

****

9.8. ACT ACTUAL AVERAGE SALARIES

Previously in this Chapter a comparison was made of
preschool teachers’ salary scales across Australian
jurisdictions.  The comparison showed that, based on
the middle level of each jurisdiction’s salary scale, the
ACT salaries were higher than other jurisdictions.  It
is also noted that the bottom and upper levels of the
ACT scale are  higher than other jurisdictions.
However the actual average salary paid to preschool
teachers in the year being reviewed was $43544.  This
is well above the representative salary rate used in the
comparison with other jurisdictions.

The ACT teacher salary profile is shown in the
following table.
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Table 9.5  Teacher Salary Level Profile

Teacher Level/Band No. of
teachers

%

Teacher Level 1/Band 1 0 0
Teacher Level 1/Band 2 1.5 1.6
Teacher Level 1/Band 3 1.5 1.6
Teacher Level 1/Band 4 4.5 4.7
Teacher Level 1/Band 5 5 5.2
Teacher Level 1/Band 6 0 0
Teacher Level 1/Band 7 8.5 8.9
Teacher Level 1/Band 8 3.5 3.6
Teacher Level 1/Band 9 5 5.2
Teacher Level 1/Band 10 4.5 4.7
Teacher Level 1/Band 11 4.5 4.7
Teacher Level 1/Band 12 55 58
Other 2 2

95.5 100%
Note: Chart includes full time and part time teachers.  It has not been
adjusted to full time equivalents.

The table shows that 85% of teachers are above the
midpoint of the scale.  This is the reason why the
average salary paid is well above the midpoint rate.

It was also noted that turnover in teaching staff was
minimal for the years 1995 and 1996.

Audit Comment

The profile set out in the table illustrates clearly that
the majority of teachers are at, near, or above the top
of the incremental salary scale i.e. most have been
teachers for many years.  The preponderance of
teachers at high (and expensive) levels, while
contributing to the quality of the system, also
contributes significantly to the costs.

****
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10. COMPARATIVE SALARY EXPENSES
ACROSS ACT PRESCHOOLS AND STAFF
UTILISATION

10.1. INTRODUCTION

In order to assess whether costs were uniform across
the ACT’s preschools a comparison of the actual
annual salaries expense per child was calculated for
each preschool.  The results of the comparison are
included in this Chapter.

The actual salary expenses used in this Chapter are
not the same as the representative salary expenses
used in Chapter 9 to compare ACT teacher and
assistant salaries with other jurisdictions.  The
representative salaries used in Chapter 9 were by
necessity estimated to enable the comparisons to be
made.  The salary expenses in this Chapter are
expenses actually incurred.

Staff utilisation ratios were also included in the audit.
These ratios are included in this Chapter as they help
to explain the salary expense variances between
preschools.

****

10.2. SIGNIFICANT FINDINGS FROM THIS CHAPTER

Comparison between ACT Preschools of Salary Expense Per
Child

• The annual salary expense per child across 76
ACT preschools varies between $1000 and $3000
depending on which preschools the children
attend;

• The wide range in salary expenses per child is
largely caused by the wide variations in numbers
of children attending individual preschools;
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 Staff Utilisation in ACT Preschools

• Although the average staff utilisation rate across
all ACT preschools is 85%, approximately a third
of individual teachers utilisation rates are below
the average by varying amounts ranging to as low
as 44%;

• Staff at approximately one quarter of ACT
preschools were utilised at 76% or less of their
capacity;

• Recent alterations in preschool enrolment policy
stopped short of rationalisation which would
have had the potential to improve the efficient
utilisation of staff and buildings.

 Preschool Sessions in ACT Preschools

• Amongst ACT preschools, sessions vary in length
from 2 to 4 hours with session lengths ending at
all quarter hour intervals within this range;

• Although all teachers provide the same number
of contact hours to children, most provide 8 face
to face sessions weekly leaving 2 for preparation
and administration; some teachers however
arrange their programs to provide 6 longer face
to face sessions with 4 sessions for administration
and preparation;

• The wide range in existing session lengths and
programs indicates that flexibility exists which
could potentially be used to improve efficiency in
utilisation of staff and/or buildings.

 ****
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10.3. SALARY EXPENSE PER CHILD IN THE ACT

The audit calculated the annual salary expense per
child enrolled for 809 of the ACT’s preschools. The
results are in Table 10.2.  The salary expense figure
used in these calculations does not include costs of
Early Intervention Units and Resource Teachers met
by the Child Health and Development Service.

It was found that annual salary expenses for
approximately a fifth of preschool children were less
than $1500 per child, while for approximately half of
the preschool children the salary expense is between
$1500 and $2000 per child. The expense for roughly
another quarter of the children is between $2000 and
$3000 per child.  Two preschools had a cost per child
greater than $3000.  One of these had a cost greater
than $5000.

These figures show that there is a large variation in
salary costs per child depending on the preschool
attended.

The preschools with a salary expense above $2000 per
child were:

                                           
9 There are 82 preschools.  Two were not included in the analysis as one is
Commonwealth funded and the other administered by the school within which it
operates.
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Table 10.1  Preschools with Annual Salary
Expense $2000 or Greater

Preschool Salary Expense Per Child
$000

Duffy 2.0
Duntroon 2.0
Rivett 2.1
Florey 2.1
Yarralumla Montessori 2.1
Yarralumla 2.1
Downer 2.1
Turner 2.2
Mawson 2.2
Red Hill 2.2
Lyons 2.2
Village Creek 2.3
Flynn 2.3
McKellar 2.4
Reid 2.4
Chifley 2.5
Lyneham 2.5
Melba 2.5
Co-op 2.6
Tharwa 2.6
Causeway 2.8
Latham 3.1
Deakin 5.7

Audit Comment

There is clearly a major disparity in the salary costs
per child in various preschools.  Analysis of staff
utilisation rates later in this Chapter provides the
reasons for the variations.

****
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Table 10.2  Salary Expense Per Child Across ACT
Preschools 1997

Salary Cost Per Child for 1996-97 Across 
Preschools

< 1500
18%

1500 - 2000
51%

2000 - 3000
27%

>3000
4%
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10.4. UTILISATION OF STAFF AT ACT PRESCHOOLS

Staffing Decisions

Staffing decisions are guided by a set minimum
viability enrolment number (see Section 10.5) as well
as a number of factors including access across clusters
of preschools.  Factors considered in conjunction with
enrolment numbers are:

• minimum size to ensure a viable group to deliver a
quality education program;

• location of the preschool;

• past enrolment patterns;

• where a cluster of housing (eg Defence forces)
impacts on numbers during the year; and

• where an existing Early Intervention Unit is
operating.

Staffing Utilisation

Staff in preschools are expected on average to be able
to attend to 25 children per class. As full time teachers
teach two classes the potential “maximum” capacity
per teacher would be 50 children.  By comparing
actual enrolments to the staff employed a ratio
indicating the degree of utilisation of the potential
capacity of teachers and assistants was calculated.
For the purposes of the calculation part time staff
were converted to full time equivalents (FTE).

The audit found that based on February 1997
enrolment figures, staff at approximately 21
preschools were utilised at rates 76% or lower than
their capacity potential i.e. their teaching load was
less than 38 students or two classes of 19 each.  This
represents roughly one quarter of ACT preschools.
Utilisation rates in some schools were as low as 44%.
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Overall across all ACT preschools the audit found
that the average utilisation of staff is approximately
85%.

Using budgeted salary rates for 1997-98 the audit
estimated that a saving of $900000 would occur if
staff were utilised at 100%.  Given that 100%
utilisation is not likely to be attained and it would not
afford flexibility for fluctuations in enrolments this is
clearly not an attainable figure.  However it does
show that valuable savings would be made if the
utilisation rate was lifted significantly above the
current 85%.

Audit Comment

In the previous section it was shown that the cost per
child varies greatly between the ACT’s preschools.
The audit considered whether the wide variations in
cost per child was related to differences in staff
salaries or variations in staff utilisation caused by
differing enrolment numbers.  For a quarter of
schools, a combination of differing salaries and
enrolments were considered to be the cause of the
variation in costs.  In 50% of cases however the
variation in the costs was predominantly caused by
variation in enrolment numbers from preschool to
preschool.

The individual preschool utilisation rates identified in
this section confirm that cost per child variations are
being generated mainly by the large differences in the
number of children attending preschools.  Variations
in levels of salaries paid to teachers also contributes
to the differences.

****

10.5. ENROLMENT POLICY

Recommendations for changes to the acceptable sizes
for preschool classes are made annually by the
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Director of the Children’s Services Branch of the
Department of Education and Training.  Advice for
developing the recommendations is provided by staff
of the Children Services Branch following a survey
each August which provides enrolment projections for
the following year.  Consideration is also given to a
range of factors in relation to accessibility.
Ministerial approval is required for implementation of
the recommendations.

The Department recently undertook a review of its
preschool enrolment policies and processes.  The
review considered steps to improve the enrolment
process and also  building and staff utilisation.  A
discussion paper was prepared in April 1997.
Consideration was also given to determining the
appropriate capacity of preschools.

The detail contained in the discussion paper set out
three options for minimum viability sizes for part time
and full time enrolments for a preschool.  Option 1
was recommended as an improvement in “Process and
Timeliness”.  Option 2 and 3 were put forward as
having the potential to reduce under utilisation of
(preschool) space.  Option 1 was adopted.

The minimum viable preschool size options
considered in the discussion paper were:

Table 10.3  Minimum Viable Size of Preschools
Options Considered

Option 1 Option 2 Option 3
Children Children Children

Part time unit 17 17 20
Full time unit 34 42 40
1 1/2 units 67 67 70

Note:  part time = 1 group; full time = 2 groups; 1 1/2 units = 3
groups where a group has an average size of 25 children

Audit Comment

The audit identified which preschools, while meeting
Option 1, would not have met the alternate Options 2
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or 3 in 1997 by comparing the minimum numbers in
these options to June 1997 enrolments.  After
excluding preschools which incorporate Early
Intervention Units it was found that 15 preschools
would not have been operating in 1997 if Options 2 or
3 had been 1997 policy.  The 15 preschools identified
cost $1.2m to operate for the financial year 1996-97.

It is acknowledged that the full $1.2m would not
necessarily be saved by not operating the preschools
identified since ensuring that children who would
have attended these preschools were adequately
catered for at other preschools would generate some
offsetting new costs.

An alternate method to illustrate the cost reductions
which could be achieved through adoption of the
different options is to compare the salary expense per
child generated by a school at the full time option 1
level (34 children) with a school at the option 3 level
(40 students).

A full time preschool operating at Option 1
enrolments generates an annual salary expense per
child of $2300 approximately.  A full time preschool
operating at the Option 3 minimum level would
generate a significantly less expense of $1950
approximately.

****

10.6. PRESCHOOL SESSIONS

The audit considered both the number of sessions and
the length of sessions being provided in ACT
Preschool Programs.

In the ACT children are provided with a total of 10.5
hours of sessional preschool per week however how
the 10.5 hours are made up varies widely.

Length of sessions generally range between 2 and 4
hours with a few schools providing longer than 4 hour
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sessions.  Sessions were observed spanning every
quarter hour interval between the range of 2 and 4
hours i.e. 2 hours, 2 1/4 hours, 2 1/2 hours, etc.

There are 10 sessions potentially available for
teaching in a full week program made up of 5 morning
and afternoon sessions.  Most teachers provide a
program with 8 contact sessions out of the 10
available with 2 sessions reserved for preparation and
administration.  However others provide 6 longer
contact sessions with 4 shorter sessions reserved for
preparation and administration. In both cases a teacher
has two classes with 10.5 hours contact time totalling
to 21 hours actual teaching by the teacher.

Variations from 3.5 hour session times can be
implemented after consultation between the
responsible teacher and a Departmental Adviser from
the Department of Education and Training.  It is also
understood that changes in session times only occur if
80% of parents agree.

Audit Comment

The wide range in session times and longer sessions
being provided by some teachers indicates that classes
of longer duration could be provided where this is not
already being done.  The flexibility in class sessions
and the time available indicate that teachers may have
time available in excess of 21 hours for increased
contact hours.

****
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11. UTILISATION OF PRESCHOOL
FACILITIES

11.1. INTRODUCTION

As shown by the table in Chapter 2, apart from
employee costs, the most significant components of
preschool costs are generated through the buildings
and other facilities used for preschool purposes.  This
Chapter reviews whether the buildings are being used
efficiently.

The utilisation rate of preschools in the ACT was
determined by calculating the number of children
attending as a percentage of the capacity of the
preschool to accommodate children.

****

11.2. SIGNIFICANT FINDINGS FROM THIS CHAPTER

• Utilisation of preschool buildings in the ACT is
poor with  roughly half of the preschools being
utilised at less than 50% capacity, with
approximately another 12 being utilised at less
than 70%; and

• 12 ACT preschools with a total book value of
$3.3m have building utilisation rates of around
45% or less.

 ****

 

11.3. UTILISATION OF PRESCHOOL SITES10

The utilisation rates for ACT preschools are provided
in Table 11.1.

                                           
10 Utilisation rates have been calculated on a Built Capacity of 50 students.
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Table 11.1  Utilisation Rates in ACT Preschools
1996 and 1997

Rate of Utilisation Number of Preschools
199711 1996

Less than 50% 41 37
51-60% 5 3
61-70% 7 12
71-80% 12 7
81-90% 8 9
91-100% 9 10

Source: ACT Department of Education and Training

Of the 41 preschools which recorded utilisation rates
of less than 50%, 26 were within the 41-50% decile.
As can be seen by the comparison with 1996, under-
utilisation of sites increased for the year 1997.

Typically there is some variation in enrolments during
the year. Based on the June 1997 Preschool Census
roughly 14 buildings were operating at below 40%
capacity and a further 29 buildings were operating at
60% or less of their capacity.

Analysis of building utilisation trends between 1994
and 1998 showed a continuing tendency for
underutilisation over this period.

The Department of Education and Training estimates
that 90% of eligible children attend preschool12. Even
if all eligible children were enrolled in Government
preschools, the majority of sites would still be under-
utilised.

Audit Comment

The analysis shows that many of the ACT’s
preschools are not being used to anywhere near full
capacity.  It is also clear that under current
arrangements there are not enough eligible children to

                                           
11 February 1997 Preschool Census
12 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. Children’s Services in Australia
1996, page 20.
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use all facilities to capacity.  This situation is unlikely
to change in the future.  There is obviously a need for
consideration of whether the underutilised buildings
should be disposed of or can be used for alternative
purposes.

****

11.4. SITES WITH HIGH VALUES AND LOW UTILISATION
RATES

As a result of the broad indication from utilisation
rates that many preschool facilities are underutilised
the audit considered whether some schools which
have a low attendance may also have a significant real
estate value. If some schools could be sold and
students provided with their education in the
remaining facilities then staff and building utilisation
rates would improve.  Further, parent contributions
and government funding would achieve more and a
one off financial gain would result from the sale of
property.

12 preschools were identified which had utilisation
rates of 45% or less and had book values aggregating
roughly $3.3 million.

Book values do not necessarily represent market
values.  Book values contain a building component
and a land component.  The building component is the
estimated depreciated replacement cost of the
buildings.  This is likely to be considerably greater
than the actual market value of the buildings.
Conversely the land component is valued on the basis
of current use and this component could be
significantly less than market values.  The book
values are mentioned in this Report as an indication
only of possible disposal value.

The preschools identified are set out in the following
table.
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Table 11.2 Preschools- Building Utilisation Rates
and Asset Values

Rate of Utilisation Book Value
Central $000
Deakin 22% 260
Causeway 30% 150
Pearce 36% 196
Lyons 36% 179
Duffy 43% 310
Northern
Weetangera 23% 418
Flynn 33% 311
Cook 38% 233
Evatt 39% 300
Miles Franklin 40% 343
Hawker 24% 413
Fraser 38% 233
Total $3346

Audit Comment

Several underutilised preschools have been identified
with some likely to have significant real estate values.
The option of closing these preschools, and marketing
the real estate, should be examined.  Particular
circumstances might also need to be taken to account
for some of these preschools.  It is acknowledged that
in cases where preschools have low market values
there could be limited benefits arising from the
disposal of those assets.

When performing any analysis of disposal alternatives
many factors need to be assessed.  Potential
alternative options which would generate increased
use of the underutilised premises should be identified
and examined prior to any disposal decision being
taken. Playgroups which operate at approximately half
of the preschools would also require consideration as
would other significant community usage of the
facility such as playschools and after school care.

****
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12. COMPARATIVE COSTS OF PRESCHOOL
EDUCATION IN AUSTRALIA

12.1. INTRODUCTION

This Chapter considers how much ACT preschool
education services cost in comparison to Australian
States and the Northern Territory. The ratios of
annual cost per child and cost per hour of service
provided per child are compared between States and
Territories with preschools which are predominantly
government funded.

 The information used to calculate the other
jurisdictions’ costs was largely based on data provided
by those jurisdictions and therefore could not be
verified as part of the audit.  While reasonable steps
have been taken to make the supplied data
comparable, States and Territories may have applied
differing methodologies, definitions and estimations
in the information provided for comparisons.  For
these reasons the costs reported should be taken as
indicative only and not precise information.

****

12.2. SIGNIFICANT FINDINGS FROM THIS CHAPTER

• for both annual cost per child including
overheads and annual cost per child excluding
overheads, the ACT ranks second highest behind
the Northern Territory amongst predominantly
government funded preschool programs;

• for both annual cost per child per hour of service
including overheads and annual cost per child
per hour of service excluding overheads the ACT
ranks second highest behind the Northern
Territory amongst predominantly government
funded preschools.



MANAGEMENT OF PRESCHOOL EDUCATION

80

12.3. TOTAL ANNUAL COST PER CHILD INCLUDING
OVERHEADS

The ACT Department of Education and Training’s
reported cost of $2,84713 per child for the year 1996-
97 was based on full cost allocation and accrual
accounting.  However, as other jurisdictions have yet
to implement full accrual accounting this figure
cannot effectively be used for comparison with the
other jurisdictions.

To enable a comparison to be conducted, the audit
requested estimates for, and confirmation of, direct
costs and overhead amounts from the other Australian
jurisdictions.  Based on the information provided by
the other jurisdictions and by the ACT Department of
Education and Training a comparison was prepared
on a cash basis including overheads but excluding
maintenance expenditure.14

The following table shows a comparison of the total
annual cost per child including overheads in
Australian States and Territories prepared on the basis
outlined in the previous paragraph.  New South Wales
and Victoria are excluded from the comparison as
suitable information was not available.

Table 12.1 Total Annual Cost Per Child Including
Overheads

$
Northern Territory 2,879
ACT 2,128
Tasmania 1,927
South Australia 1,917
Queensland 1,914

                                           
13 This figure has been adjusted down from the $3211 disclosed in the
Department of Education and Training’s 1996-97 financial statements to adjust
for misallocated superannuation and leave provisions.
14  Figures for Tasmania include repairs and maintenance expenditure.
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Results from the comparison show that the ACT had
the second highest total cost per child of $2,128 and
Queensland had the lowest total cost per child of
$1,914.

Audit Comment

As the table shows the ACT cost per child is second
only to the Northern Territory.

The overhead components of other jurisdictions’ costs
were estimated by their departments using a range of
allocation bases including student numbers and
teacher numbers.  In contrast, the ACT total cost was
derived from a detailed cost allocation model.  The
ACT cost is consequently probably more accurate
than the other jurisdictions’ costs.

The audit calculated that the ACT’s overhead
component of its full cost is roughly double the
overhead component of some other jurisdictions’
overheads.  This inconsistency casts some doubt on
the validity of a comparison between the jurisdictions
which includes estimated overheads.  For this reason a
comparison of direct costs (i.e. excluding overheads)
has also been performed.  The results of this
comparison are reported later in this Chapter.

****

12.4. TOTAL ANNUAL COST PER CHILD PER HOUR OF
SERVICE PROVIDED INCLUDING OVERHEADS

The number of hours received by preschool children
varies between the States and Territories.  A cost
comparison between the jurisdictions was made by
calculating the cost for an hour of service per child.
The results for this comparison as represented by the
ratio total cost  per child per hour of service are
shown in Table 12.2.
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Table 12.2  Total Annual Cost Per Child Per
Hour of Service Provided Including Overheads

State/Territory Cost Per
Hour of
Service
Provided

Class
Hours Per
Week

$
Northern Territory 5.14 14
ACT 5.07 10.5
Tasmania 4.82 10
South Australia 4.36 11
Queensland 3.65 13.1

As the table shows the ACT has the second highest
hourly cost per child.

Audit Comment

The ACT’s full cost per child per hour of service
($5.07) indicates the high comparative cost of the
ACT’s preschool service.

To illustrate the overall cost effect of the high ratio it
is calculated that if the ACT hourly cost per child
were equivalent to that of Queensland ($3.65) the
annual cost reduction would be around $2.4m.

Alternatively if the number of class hours per child
was increased to 13, the ACT hourly cost would
decrease to a level approaching that of Queensland’s.
Teacher contact time would have to increase to
roughly 25 hours from the current 21 hours if the
increased class hours were to be provided by the same
number of teachers.

****
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12.5. TOTAL ANNUAL COST PER CHILD EXCLUDING
OVERHEAD

The following table shows a comparison of the total
annual direct cost per child in Australian States and
Territories.  This is the comparison with overheads
excluded which was referred to earlier in this Chapter.

Table 12.3  Total Annual Cost Per Child
Excluding Overheads15

$
Northern Territory 2,595
ACT 1,877
Queensland                                                                      1,823
South Australia 1,806
Tasmania 1,780

Audit Comment

The table shows that on the basis of direct costs, the
Northern Territory is clearly the most expensive.  The
other jurisdictions vary by around $100 or less with
the ACT the highest of these.

****

12.6. TOTAL ANNUAL COST PER CHILD PER HOUR OF
SERVICE PROVIDED EXCLUDING OVERHEAD

As stated previously the number of contact hours
provided to preschool children varies between
Australian jurisdictions.  A second cost comparison
between the jurisdictions has been made by
calculating a direct cost for an hour of service per
child.  The results for this comparison as represented

                                           
15 Total direct costs for predominantly government funded preschools (NT, ACT,
SA, TAS and QLD) do not include revenue from fees and fundraising which are
used to cover part of the total cost of running a preschool.  It is estimated that this
figure could be as high as 10% of total direct costs.
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by the ratio total direct cost per child per hour of
service provided are shown in Table 12.4.

Table 12.4  Total Annual Cost Per Child Per
Hour of Service Provided Excluding Overheads

State/Territory Cost Per
Hour of
Service
Provided

Class
Hours Per
Week

$ Hours
Northern Territory 4.63 14
ACT 4.47 10.5
Tasmania 4.45 10
South Australia 4.10 11
Queensland 3.48 13.116

Audit Comment

The ACT’s total direct cost per child per hour of
service ($4.47) indicates that the ACT’s preschool
service is similar to Tasmania but higher than the
other jurisdictions compared except for the Northern
Territory.  If the hourly costs were the same as
Queensland ($3.48) the annual reduction in total cost
would be around $1.7 million.

****

12.7. CONCLUSION

The ACT is a high cost provider of preschool
services.  This is clearly illustrated by the indicators
annual cost per child and cost per child per hour of
service.

If the high comparative costs for ACT employees’
superannuation were included in the comparison of
costs it is likely that the cost difference between the

                                           
16 Report on Government Services  1998
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other Australian jurisdictions and the ACT would be
greater than reported in this Chapter.

Most States and the Northern Territory provide
services in remote rural areas where service provision
would be expected to be more costly. The results for
the ACT therefore need to be considered in the
context of the ACT being a service provider in a high
density urban environment which should allow cost
advantages in service provision in comparison to most
other jurisdictions.

It is recognised that the ACT’s system is small in
comparison to some States.  The system however has
over 4000 children and therefore should be
sufficiently large to ensure any lack of “economy of
scale” does not create significant cost differences.

****
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13. PARENT CONTRIBUTIONS PER CHILD

13.1. INTRODUCTION

This Chapter reviews the amounts of parent
contributions made through payment of fees for
preschool education in Australian jurisdictions.
Contributions from fundraising are also considered.

****

13.2. SIGNIFICANT FINDINGS FROM THIS CHAPTER

• ACT parent voluntary contributions and
community fundraisings, provide the equivalent
of around an extra 11% for preschools
expenditure;

• ACT weekly parental contributions are similar to
contributions in other Australian jurisdictions
where preschools are predominantly government
funded.

 ****

 

13.3. PRESCHOOL PARENTS’ ASSOCIATIONS

Every preschool within the ACT is required to have a
Preschool Parents’ Association.  Generally members
of Parent’s Association are parents of children
currently attending.  The Associations can
significantly influence the way the school operates.

Composition of the members of the Preschool Parent
Association changes regularly as each member usually
only serves during the year or years their children
attend the preschool.

The Associations are responsible for collecting
parents' voluntary contributions, setting the rate of
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these contributions, organising fundraising activities
and paying some expenses incurred by the preschool.
The Associations bear the cost of insurance, cleaning,
consumables and equipment for the preschools.

 ****

 

13.4. FUNDRAISING AND CONTRIBUTIONS IN THE ACT

During the 1996 calendar year, parents and the
community provided a total of $921,00017 to ACT
Government preschools.  This is equivalent to 10.8%
of budgeted Government expenditure on preschools
for 1995-96.

The funds were derived as follows: $268,000 was
collected by Parents Associations through fundraising
activities; total voluntary contributions from parents
for the year were $466,000; a further $187,000 of
other receipts were recorded.

Parental contributions and other fund raising are held
by the preschool to be used for the school’s specific
purposes.  The contributions and other funds are used
to cover insurance, cleaning, fundraising costs,
consumables, excursions, repairs and maintenance of
equipment and a variety of miscellaneous expenses.

Building and playground repairs and maintenance are
paid by the Department of Education and Training.
Departmental management advise that the Department
also makes a contribution to each Parent Association
towards consumables.

In addition, some preschools' parents are asked to
contribute supplies (e.g. toilet paper, cleaning
materials) and to be on a parent roster for cleaning
and other duties.  In virtually all preschools parents
are asked to contribute time, energy and in some cases

                                           
17 This amount was totalled from the financial statements of 76 preschools.  If all
preschools’ financial statements had been taken to account the total parent
contribution figure is likely to be higher than reported here.
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material resources to substantial fundraising efforts
through the year.

****

13.5. PARENT CONTRIBUTIONS PER CHILD18

The figures shown in Table 13.1  represent the
average contributions made by parents per week for
preschool education.  These contributions differ in the
various Australian jurisdictions as to whether they are
voluntary or compulsory.

As the table shows the ACT’s average contribution
are similar to the States and Territories which have
predominantly government funded programs.

Table 13.1  Parent Weekly
Contributions Per Child
ACT QLD SA WA TAS NT
$4-$5 Nil $4 $119 $1.80 $10
Vol Comp Comp Comp Vol

Victorian preschools are only partly government
funded and parents contribute to the full operating
costs including salary costs of preschools.

Audit Comment

The contribution by parents in the ACT for their
children’s preschooling is small in comparison to
Victoria and similar to other jurisdictions.  Also it is
noted that in some jurisdictions payment of the fee is
compulsory.

                                           
18 Contributions are calculated on a 40 week preschool year. The ACT figure is
an average of total contributions divided by the total number of enrolments for
1996.
19 All government run 4 Year old Kinder programs will require a $1 per week fee
in 1998.
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13.6. CONCLUSION

ACT contributions from fundraising, voluntary
contributions and other receipts are significant being
roughly 10.8% of the cash cost of running ACT
preschools.

In Chapter 4 when reviewing children’s accessibility
to preschools it was concluded that the current level
of contributions does not appear to restrict children’s
access to preschool.  In this Chapter it has been shown
that ACT parents’ contributions to preschool
expenditure through fees  are about the middle of the
range for predominantly government funded
preschools in Australian jurisdictions. Parent
contributions through fees in predominantly
government funded preschools, including the ACT,
are significantly lower than those for Victoria.

Given the current good quality of the preschool
service provided to children and also that the current
levels of contributions have not restricted access for
children (Chapter 4) the levels of contributions
appear to be appropriate.

****
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APPENDIX A

STATE AND TERRITORY PRESCHOOL
PROGRAMS

All information obtained from Children’s Services in
Australia 1996 - Services for children under school age
(Australian Institute of Health and Welfare).

****

NEW SOUTH WALES

The majority of New South Wales preschool services are
Provided by the community sector and fall into one of four
categories:

• Community preschools funded by the Department of
Community Services (DCS);

• A small number of mobile and outreach preschool
services funded by DCS;

• A small preschool program funded and operated by the
Department of School Education (DSE); and

• A small number of unfunded preschools.

Department of School Education Preschools

The majority of DSE preschools provide five half-day (2.5
- 3 hours) sessions per child per week, although some
operate 5 days per week, 6 hours per day, and others
provide a mix of 2 full-days and 3 full-days per week.  To
be eligible to attend a DSE Preschool, the child must be 4
years old before 31 July of the same year.

Department of Community Services Preschools

Community preschools operate with full-time or on a half-
day sessional basis.  Also, some may provide extended
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hours.  A child may be enrolled from 3 years old and may
attend for up to 2 years.

****

VICTORIA

Preschool education in Victoria is managed by the
Department of Human Services (DHS).  DHS funds
agencies which manage either one or multiple locations.
The agency also manages the programs.  In recent years, a
number of Victorian preschools have made their provision
hours more flexible with children often attending 3 - 4
hours on 3 days per week.  Traditionally, preschools ran on
2.5 hours sessions, four days per week.

****

QUEENSLAND

The Queensland Department of Education offers varying
levels of funding to three types of preschool services:

• Preschools within government schools;

• Preschools within non-government schools; and

• Community kindergartens.

Government Schools

To enrol in a Queensland Government Preschool, the child
must have turned four in the previous year.  Children attend
five half-day sessions per week, or 5 full days per fortnight.

****
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WESTERN AUSTRALIA

Western Australia call their preschool system pre-Year 1
program.  In recent years, the Western Australian
Government introduced a program whereby services were
offered 6 hours a day 5 days per week.  This introduction
has been done slowly.  By 1995, approximately 40% of
programs operated for 4 full-days per week.

****

SOUTH AUSTRALIA

Department for Education and Children’s Services fund
several types of sessional preschool programs.  The
preschool entitlement is for four terms prior to full-time pre
Year 1.  Children may also be enrolled in "pre-entry
session" in the term before commencing at preschool.  A
maximum of 6 terms of preschool may be attended once the
child has turned 3 years old.

South Australian preschools offer four half-day sessions of
around 2.75 hours each per week for 10 weeks per term.
The session used to be on separate days but now many
preschools offer 2 sessions per day.

****

TASMANIA

Government preschools is offered for 10 hours per week,
usually in four sessions.  The mix tends to be 2 3-hours
morning sessions and 2 2-hour sessions in the afternoon.

Children may attend once they have their fourth birthday
until they enter the pre-Year 1 program.  In urban area,
preschool is offered in morning and afternoon sessions,
with children attending around 4 to 5 sessions per week.

Kindergarten in Tasmania is not treated separately from
full-time education.  Kindergarten is provided by the
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majority of primary schools (kindergarten to year 6) and all
district high schools (kindergarten to year 10).  There is
one kindergarten-only school.  While approximately 80 per
cent of such classes are a combined class comprising full-
time students as well as kindergarten.

****

NORTHERN TERRITORY

Children may attend once they have their fourth birthday
until they enter the pre-Year 1 program.  In urban area,
preschool is offered in morning and afternoon sessions,
with children attending around 4 to 5 sessions per week.

In Aboriginal communities and rural areas many preschool
children will be grouped with children in junior primary
classes.

****
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12 Reports were issued prior to 1992.  Details can be obtained
from the Government Audit Office.

Annexure

Reports Published in 1992

1 Information Technology Management Policies in the ACT Government Service

2 Financial Audits with Years Ending to 30 June 1991

3 GAO Annual Management Report for Year Ended 30 June 1992

4 ACT Board of Health - Management of Information Technology

5 Budget Outcome Presentation and the Aggregate Financial Statement for the Year Ended
30 June 1992

6 Financial Audits with Years Ending to 30 June 1992

Reports Published in 1993

1 Management of Capital Works Projects

2 Asbestos Removal Program

3 Various Performance Audits Conducted to 30 June 1993
- Debt Recovery Operations by the ACT Revenue Office
- Publicity Unaccountable Government Activities
- Motor Vehicle Driver Testing Procedures

4 Various Performance Audits
- Government Home Loans Program
- Capital Equipment Purchases
- Human Resources Management System (HRMS)
- Selection of the ACT Government Banker

5 Visiting Medical Officers

6 Government Schooling Program

7 Annual Management Report for the Year Ended 30 June 1993

8 Redundancies

9 Overtime and Allowances

10 Family Services Sub-Program

11 Financial Audits with Years Endings to 30 June 1993
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12 Reports were issued prior to 1992.  Details can be obtained
from the Government Audit Office.

Annexure (continued)

Reports Published in 1994

1 Overtime and Allowances - Part 2

2 Department of Health - Health Grants
- Management of Information Technology

3 Public Housing Maintenance

4 ACT Treasury - Gaming Machine Administration
- Banking Arrangements

5 Annual Management Report for Year Ended 30 June 1994

6 Various Agencies - Inter-Agency Charging
- Management of Private Trust Monies

7 Various Agencies - Overseas Travel - Executives and Others
- Implementation of Major IT Projects

8 Financial Audits with Years Ending to 30 June 1994

9 Performance Indicators Reporting

Reports Published in 1995

1 Government Passenger Cars

2 Whistleblower Investigations Completed to 30 June 1995

3 Canberra Institute of Technology - Comparative Teaching Costs and Effectiveness

4 Government Secondary Colleges

5 Annual Management Report for Year Ended 30 June 1995

6 Contract for Collection of Domestic Garbage/Non-Salary Entitlements for Senior
Government Officers

7 ACTEW Benchmarked

8 Financial Audits With Years Ending to 30 June 1995

Reports Published in 1996

1 Legislative Assembly Members - Superannuation Payments/Members’ Staff - Allowances
and Severance Payments

2 1995 Taxi Plates Auction

3 VMO Contracts
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12 Reports were issued prior to 1992.  Details can be obtained
from the Government Audit Office.

Annexure (continued)

4 Land Joint Ventures

5 Management of Former Sheep Dip Sites

6 Collection of Court Fines

7 Annual Management Report For Year Ended 30 June 1996

8 Australian International Hotel School

9 ACT Cultural Development Funding Program

10 Implementation of 1994 Housing Review

11 Financial Audits with Years Ending to 30 June 1996

Reports Published in 1997

1 Contracting Pool and Leisure Centres

2 Road and Streetlight Maintenance

3 1995-96 Territory Operating Loss

4 ACT Public Hospitals  - Same Day Admissions
Non Government Organisation  - Audit of Potential Conflict of Interest

5 Management of Leave Liabilities

6 The Canberra Hospital Managements Salaried Specialists Private Practice

7 ACT Community Care  - Disability Program and Community Nursing

8 Salaried Specialists’ Use of Private Practice Privileges

9 Fleet Leasing Arrangements

10 Public Interest Disclosures - Lease Variation Charges
- Corrective Services

11 Annual Management Report for Year Ended 30 June 1997

12 Financial Audits with Years Ending to 30 June 1997

13 Management of Nursing Services



Availability of Reports

Copies of Reports issued by the ACT Auditor-General’s Office are available from:

ACT Government Audit Office
Scala House

11 Torrens Street
BRADDON  ACT  2601

or

PO Box 275
CIVIC SQUARE  ACT  2608

Phone (02) 62070833 / Fax (02) 62070826


