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Introduction

As South Australia’s Commissioner for Children and Young People, my mandate under the
Children and Young People (Oversight and Advocacy Bodies) Act 2016 is to promote and
advocate for the rights and interests of all children and young people in the State. This
begins with the State’s youngest children, where the early years are a pivotal time for
children’s development and outcomes now and in the future. All young children in South
Australia have a right to attend preschool and access other early years services.

It is also my role to ensure that South Australia meets its obligations in relation to the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). The UNCRC recognises all
children’s rights from birth across a broad range of areas including in relation to non-
discrimination, families, and play. Particularly relevant to the Royal Commission into Early
Childhood Education and Care is children’s right to education (Article 28). While early
childhood is not explicitly named in relation to education in the UNCRC, General Comment
No. 7 ‘Implementing child rights in early childhood’ states that [tlhe Committee interprets
the right to education during early childhood as beginning at birth and closely linked to
young children’s right to maximum development (art. 6.2)" In Australia, the Early Years
Learning Framework (EYLF) explicitly states that [elarly childhood educators guided by
the Framework will reinforce in their daily practice the principles laid out in the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child’?

As Commissioner for Children and Young People in South Australia, | have engaged with
children in the early years across the State in a broad range of settings, including in my
Listening Tour and the Early Learning Unplugged Challenge Activities as part of my
Commissioner’s Digital Challenge. | have also spoken with children in the early years in
preschools/kindergartens, out-of-school-hours care (OSHC), and Children’s Centres.
Building on my extensive engagement with 8—12 year olds across the State with my
Student Voice Postcards initiative, | am currently using this method of engagement with
children in the early years in early childhood education and care settings and OSHC.

| welcome the opportunity to engage with the Royal Commission into Early Childhood
Education and Care. In this submission relating to 3-year-old preschool | argue for a more
holistic consideration of children in the early years. As the Terms of Reference for the
Royal Commission makes clear, the early years relate not only to formal education, but to
families and communities, with the desire to benefit ‘the social fabric of South Australia’.

There is a high risk that 4-year-old preschool will simply be opened up to include 3-year-
old children, without ensuring that preschool is the best place for these children. This
approach is something which | would strongly reject and view as an inefficient and
expensive exercise which would not necessarily be of benefit to children, families, and the
state of South Australia.

If a key purpose of 3-year-old preschool is to address disadvantage and benefit all
children, then preschool needs to be viewed in the broader context of children’s lives. The
Royal Commission is an opportunity to do something bigger for the benefit of children,
families, and the State with a long-term strategy focused on the early years. It is a
chance to rethink how the early years are approached in South Australia, with a focus on
addressing inequity and improving outcomes for all children. Considering that those
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children who are currently missing out on preschool are those who are likely to need it
most,? introducing 3-year-old preschool without addressing more systemic issues will
likely not benefit these children. The system needs to be easy for families to navigate and
accessible and welcoming for all.

In light of the above, | make the following recommendations:

1.

Ensure 3-year-old preschool is fit for purpose, age and stage appropriate and
differentiated simply from existing 4-year-old preschool.

Establish an integrated early years system, which includes but is not limited to
early childhood education and care.

Engage earlier with families across an early years system.

Provide both universal and targeted services to address barriers to
participation across the early years.

a. Utilise a public health approach to prevent and respond to downstream
impacts of lost opportunities for positive child development outcomes.

b. Focus on place-based services with general principles but capacity to
build local solutions.

c. Develop universal and targeted preschool programs to ensure
opportunities for all children to participate and to break down barriers
that prevent participation.

If you would like to discuss anything further, please do not hesitate to contact my office.

Yours sincerely

Helen Connolly
Commissioner for Children and Young People
Adelaide, South Australia
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1. Ensure 3-year-old preschool is fit for purpose, age and stage appropriate and
differentiated simply from existing 4-year-old preschool.

The push for 3-year-old preschool in South Australia has gained significant momentum,
with the Terms of Reference for the Royal Commission already asking for this to
commence by 2026. Much more consideration of the purpose and methods of infroducing
universal 3-year-old preschool is needed, as there is a high risk that it will simply be 4-
year-old preschool opened up to 3 year olds. If this is the case, it is something which |
would strongly reject. This approach may not have a positive benefit to children:

Without the focus on the specific developmental stage and circumstances of 3
year olds, there is a risk that 3 year olds will be offered either a learning
experience ‘pushed down’ from the 4-year-old curriculum or a ‘sped up’ learning
experience — neither of which is likely to lead to the desired learning and
development outcomes.*

Such an approach is not making the most of the opportunity to do something different,
either in the preschool space or in a more integrated early years system, as outlined in
further detail below. Furthermore, the rapid review commissioned for the Royal
Commission indicates that Australian studies examining early childhood education for 3
year olds has mixed results.®

Universal 3-year-old preschool is a very expensive way of attempting to improve
outcomes for children and may not actually be achieved with this approach. Given that
preschool is predominantly state funded, a universal roll out comes with significant
financial cost to South Australia. It is therefore appropriate to consider how to best
leverage federal funding through the existing childcare system to meet the objective of
increasing access of 3 year olds to quality early childhood education and care. An
integrated early years system must meet the dual objectives of accessibility and
inclusiveness and be delivered in the most cost effective, efficient, and equitable manner
for the whole service system. Introducing universal 3-year-old preschool has the potential
to take funding and resources away from these existing services.

2. Establish an integrated early years system, which includes but is not limited to
early childhood education and care.

The Royal Commission is an opportunity to think about the outcomes we want for all
children across the early years in South Australia, now and in the future. Thinking about
children holistically means considering all their rights in relation to a broad service system
for the early years, which includes but is not limited to early childhood education and
care.

While the economic benefits of investment in the early years, including in relation to
education, has been made for many decades, this should not be the key driver in shaping
how we think about children. Children’s right to the best start in life is non-negotiable and
we have an obligation to have a comprehensive early years system which is accessible
and equitable for all children in the State.
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It has been well established that the early years are critical for children’s development
and wellbeing. The first 1000 days of life (from conception to age 2) is increasingly being
recognised as crucial as mentioned in the Terms of Reference for the Royal Commission.
This means that 3 year olds may be an important focus group but earlier services are
required for the State’s youngest children.

The Australian Education Development Census (AEDC) is an important initiative and
identifies aspects of inequity. However, it has become a dominant way of thinking about
early childhood, with children viewed as in ‘deficit’” | ask how might the system be
different if we thought about the AEDC in terms of children’s rights? What would it look
like if the AEDC domains of physical health and wellbeing, social competence, emotional
maturity, language and cognitive skills (school-based), and communication skills and general
knowledge were things children had a right to rather than domains they are assessed on
in terms of being developmentally ‘on track’, ‘at risk’, or ‘vulnerable’??

We need to think about the opportunities having an Office for the Early Years gives our
State and the possible functions it could have.

Currently early years services work more as a series of components with nothing that
comprehensively links them together. The current South Australian ‘system’ is difficult to
navigate and, as a recent study indicates, ‘often misses those who need it most’.? South
Australia’s new Office for the Early Years has the opportunity to think about children in
the early years in a holistic way.

The South Australian Early Learning Strategy 2021 to 2031 states that the early years
‘system’ includes ‘child health, parent support, education, child care, community services
and child protection.™ The Strategy highlights the importance of a holistic approach to
children, rather than thinking about early childhood and care in isolation. However, at its
core the Strategy is still focused on education. This thinking needs to be extended further
for a comprehensive integrated early years system.

The work of Professor Sharon Goldfeld and colleagues highlights the importance of
integrated or ‘stacked’ services in early childhood, as outlined in the hearings for the Royal
Commission. The Restacking the Odds project highlights the fundamental strategies
needed in the early years in relation to antenatal care, sustained nurse home visiting,
early childhood education and care, parenting programs, and early years of school."
Integrated service delivery is already occurring in South Australia in places such as
Children and Family Centres and Communities for Children, but this is difficult to navigate
and not available to all children and families who need them. South Australia has a history
of integrated services in the early years, as detailed by Professor Sandie Wong in her
submission to the Royal Commission. It is this approach that we need to build on to give
children the best start to life.

Families need integrated support across the early years to provide the best environment
for children’s development and wellbeing. It is particularly important for families to be
supported as early as possible, before the need for engagement with the child protection
system, as outlined in my submission to the Review of the Children and Young People
(Safety) Act 2017.2 This requires investment in a wide range of services and resources for
families before a crisis occurs. Networks of support are needed in the community without
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restrictive eligibility criteria, which take into account a range of structural issues that
increase stress for families, including those relating to poverty and health inequities.

One important aspect of an early years system in South Australia is Children and Family
Health Services (CaFHS), responsible for important services across a broad range of areas
including home visits soon after birth.”® This early engagement with the system enables
children to be sighted and offers the potential for ongoing parent engagement with
services for their children. Other Australian studies have highlighted how nurse home
visiting has ongoing positive impacts for children and their families.” However, CaFHS
needs adequate funding and resourcing to be able to provide sustained support to
children and their families. As it is, CaFHS now only follows up with families viewed as
needing extra support after the first visit, meaning this service is not more widely
available,” and can work to stigmatise families receiving this support. CaFHS could work
better as an opt out system, rather than an opt in system based on strict external criteria
placed on families. To ensure adequate funding and resources for expanded services,
CaFHS could potentially be integrated into a broader early years approach to family
support.

3. Engage earlier with families across an early years system.

All families in South Australia need to have access to a welcoming, trustworthy, and
equitable early years system that is responsive to their needs. Early and genuine
engagement throughout the early years provides an opportunity for children and their
families to be involved with early years services in positive ways from an early age.

The 0-5-year-old population in South Australia is expected to increase by 7,400 children
over the next decade (from 117,200 in 2021/22 to 125,300 in 2030/31). At the same time,
there are ever increasing notifications to child protection making this an opportunity to
do things differently to provide the best early years services for the benefit of children,
their families, and the State. This needs adequate funding and a clear early years strategy
to ensure the best use of money and resources.

| am particularly aware of the high number of notifications to child protection made in
relation to young children and the need for positive engagement which supports families
across an early years system. Statistics from South Australia show that 22% of children
born in 2013-14 were notified by age 5 and 33% of children born 2007-08 were notified by
age 10, as outlined by Dr Rhiannon Pilkington in the hearing for the Royal Commission.
One in ten children were notified before age 1, with about half of these occurring in the
antenatal period. Dr Pilkington’s submission highlighted that these children and families
have complex services needs and these notifications link to ‘vulnerability’ on the AEDC.

Despite the early notifications, South Australian child protection services continue to
spend approximately 80% of expenditure on out-of-home care and other supported
placement services. Little money is spent on much needed family support services and
preventative approaches in the early years.” An integrated systems approach is required
to provide services to families with multiple and complex issues and needs.® It is
particularly important to recognise that there may be intergenerational disengagement
and distrust of services for children and families, as well as experience with the child
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protection system over multiple generations.” Parents may be fearful of intervention from
child protection and therefore remain deliberately disengaged from early years services.?°

School readiness is often a focus of early years services, particularly preschool. However,
it is not just children who need to be ready for school. Families also need to be engaged
early and supported to be on the right track. To do this successfully preschool and other
services need to be developed to engage all children and their families, but particularly
families who are less engaged, and where children may be missing out on their right to
preschool education. Children also need to be ready for preschool, and this is not
necessarily appropriate for all 3 year olds.

One promising example of early engagement with families and children in South Australia
is the Children in the North initiative. In response to a provocation from service providers
in Northern Adelaide “What would it take to reset the future for babies born in 2023?” this
project has emerged as an dlliance of stakeholders intentionally focused on ensuring all
preschool children and their families living in Northern Adelaide get the support and
intervention they need at the time they need it so that they can reach their full potential
and flourish. The project will reset' the trajectory of children in Northern Adelaide, setting
them up for success in the future through collaborating on the activities and deliverables
each agency has responsibility for in a way that supports and is coordinated with the
actions of others.

As the fastest-growing metropolitan population in South Australia, 25% of the Northern
Adelaide population will be under 17 years old by 2030. The project is iterative by design
with a goal to make a difference in real time by engaging with families of children born
in 2023 and working with them in new ways to design the system they think is most
helpful, rather than waiting until all details have been worked out.

Bringing together key State government stakeholders the project will design a system
more responsive to children and families to improve the overall development and
educational outcomes of children in the north. Children in the North is not seeking to add
further complexity to the work of agencies or service providers but will work with current
providers to ultimately create a new way of working that is sustainable and responsive,
and codesigns services with families to deliver what they want to maximise their
children’s health and learning outcomes. Progress depends on developing trust among
government agencies, non-profits, corporations, and community members and shared
responsibility for creation of governance and operational infrastructure to underpin the
new and innovative systems approach. Senior officers of key government departments
have met many times over the past 12 months. Collectively they understand that the
current fragmented system is not responsive to the needs of children or families, including
in relation to early intervention support, and the help families need is hidden behind
complex care pathways and systems. Consequently, many families and providers are
unable to navigate the myriad of service pathways and meet complex service eligibility
or endure long wait times for services.

This project, Chaired by me in my capacity as Commissioner for Children and Young
People and championed by the Head of the Office for the Early Years and the Northern
Adelaide Local Health Network, is built on a foundation of community capacity-building
to ensure that our work acknowledges the connection between the wellbeing of families
and the communities in which they live and focus on the ability of families to draw
support from their own less formal networks within the community.
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Another example of the importance of early engagement is in the work of Professor
Andrew Whitehouse at Telethon Kids Institute with very young children showing signs of
autism. Autism makes up the largest disability category on the NDIS. However, Professor
Whitehouse’s research showed that a pre-emptive intervention with babies who showed
signs of behaviours relating to autism at 9-14 months reduced these behaviours across
early childhood and reduced the chances of being diagnosed with autism at 3 years old?
This kind of early years work is something which the State should be investing in,
improving the current and future lives of children in South Australia.

4. Provide both universal and targeted services to address barriers to
participation across the early years.

a. Utilise a public health approach to prevent and respond to downstream
impacts of lost opportunities for positive child development outcomes.

A public health approach to services includes both universal and targeted services and
would be most effective for ensuring children’s rights to early childhood education and
other services, as advocated for in the Nyland report on the Child Protection Systems
Royal Commission. Primary/universal services are provided to whole communities,
secondary/targeted services for vulnerable families with risk indicators for child
maltreatment, and tertiary services where children experience maltreatment.?

A public health approach enables children to have the best start in life with universal
approaches but also provides the opportunity to deliver more targeted services to those
who may need it. In relation to the AEDC, the Child Development Council recommends
that ‘[kley to reducing vulnerability in the early years is a strong universal platform of
supports and services available to all children, with a targeted strategy on top of this
base.” This enables all children to receive suitable services, reducing vulnerability and
improving child development outcomes.

b. Focus on place-based services with general principles but capacity to build
local solutions.

Building upon the public health approach, there is a need for general principles across the
early years system, with place-based approaches to best respond to the needs of
children and families at a local level. A place-based approach should involve an ongoing
formal process of co-design and consultation with local families.

AEDC case studies highlight how location-based data can be used to improve services in
preschools and other early childhood services, tailoring approaches to the local
community to increase engagement and participation.?* This is a useful and important
way to use AEDC data which goes beyond viewing children as in deficit to thinking more
about the approaches that would best work in local communities. A local community
approach could involve training for leaders, including preschool directors, to further
increase the strategies they can use to identify possibilities for integrated services and
referrals. This could include how to approach healthcare and other professionals to come



no-wosdAad

() Commissioner
“V forChildren&
oung People

into their service and how to link with local communities and services such as free
libraries. A report by The Smith Family also details several case studies where local
approaches are working well in early childhood services®

Family by Family (https://familybyfamily.org.au/) is one example of a model in South
Australia which is co-designed with families and based locally to ensure the best
outcomes for children and their families. This capacity building model could be funded to
work with vulnerable families to support them to engage with early years services and
build the capacity of the community.

Also in South Australia, Words Grow Minds (https://wordsgrowminds.com.au/) is a good
example of an initiative that is universal, but which has also been specifically piloted in
local communities, starting with Mount Gambier, then Whyalla. This initiative encourages
parents to talk with, play with, read to, and sing with their baby. The initiative includes
playgroup sessions at local libraries which are attended by other relevant agencies and
local networks, enabling families to have easy access to a range of services.

c. Develop universal and targeted preschool programs to ensure opportunities
for all children to participate and to break down barriers that prevent
participation.

There are many possible barriers and facilitators to preschool participation, and there are
likely to be multiple complex factors for why children are not enrolled or have low
attendance, including in relation to institutionalised and systemic barriers. Navigating
early childhood services, including in relation to preschool, needs to be made both simpler
and more inclusive, ensuring children’s rights to participation in these services for the best
outcomes now and in the future. This is especially important for children who may be
considered ‘vulnerable’.

Preschool needs to be easily accessible, in local communities, and play based. Both
universal and targeted preschool are likely to be the best approach to ensuring the rights
of all children to have access to preschool programs which meets the needs of children
and their families. Preschool needs to be made relevant to break down barriers for
Aboriginal families, culturally and linguistically diverse families, children living with
disability, and others who do not fit with universal approaches, rather than viewing these
children and families as in deficit.

While 3-year-old preschool is the focus of this call for submissions, this disguises the fact
that many 3 year olds are already attending preschool. According to the Productivity
Commission, nearly two thirds (63.7%, 12,259 children) of 3 year olds in South Australia are
enrolled in preschool. Many, but not all, 4 year olds are enrolled (84.1%, 16,735 children), and
there are also a small number of 5 year olds (16.1%, 3,445 children), and 6 year olds (0.6%,
129 children).?® In South Australia, as in the rest of Australia, preschool is not compulsory,
leaving it as a parent/caregiver ‘choice’ whether to enrol their child in a preschool
program. Currently, children in South Australia are eligible for 15 hours a week of
preschool in the year before starting school, which differs depending on what time of year
they were born?’ Thus 3-year-old preschool is actually preschool in the penultimate year
before starting school. Currently, Aboriginal children and children in care are also eligible
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for 12 hours of preschool a week after they turn 3 years old. In addition, children living
with disability may be able to start preschool earlier.

However, some 3-5-year-old children are under-represented in preschool enrolments
compared to their proportion in the community. For example, children from non-English
speaking backgrounds make up 17.3% of the community but only 14.1% of preschool
enrolments. Similarly, children from regional areas and children from remote and very
remote areas have lower preschool enrolments compared to their proportion in the
community. Children living with disability and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children
have higher preschool enrolments compared to their proportion in the community, as
might be expected with access to 3-year-old preschool encouraged amongst these
children?®

Disaggregated preschool attendance data by region is needed to provide a more
complete picture of preschool attendance in South Australia, but is not readily available.
This data could be used to inform co-design and consultation with local families,
particularly in areas where attendance is low. Data from the 2021 Census indicates that
children in the North of Adelaide have a lower preschool attendance as a proportion of
the local population than those in the rest of metropolitan Adelaide, and attendance
levels are even lower in regional and remote areas.”

Professor Sharon Goldfeld’'s submission to the Royal Commission outlines facilitators and
barriers to preschool identified by parents and providers at four different levels:
individual, interpersonal, program and service, and policy and environment.*° Both parents
and providers most often identified program and service level facilitators: ‘Families feeling
like educators understand their child’, ‘Good communication about what is involved in the
center’s services’, ‘Having information about the likely benefits of one’s child attending the
service’, and ‘Knowing the educators/staff are professionally trained’. The Smith Family
also explored parent and provider perceptions of barriers and facilitators to preschool
participation in NSW and Victoria, identifying similar areas that needed attention like
parents understanding the benefits of preschool, finding the right preschool, having a
simple enrolment experience, feeling welcomed and valued, feeling respected and
culturally safe, and being offered support® These highlight the need for welcoming and
inclusive preschools which are part of an early years system with services which consider
the needs of all children and their families.
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