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Hon Jeremy Rockliff 
Minister for Education 
Level 10, 15 Murray Street 
HOBART   TAS   7000 
 
13 July 2016 
 
 
 
Dear Minister Rockliff 
 
Re: Proposed changes to the school starting age in Tasmania 
 
 

As the Commissioner for Children and Young People my role is to advocate for equity and rights for all children 

and young people in Tasmania. My role is also to advocate on issues regarding the wellbeing of the child and 

to influence policy development relating to children and young people.   

 

During the last three decades, there has been extensive and compelling research telling us about the 

importance of the early years of a child’s life.   Findings are unequivocal that these first five years present a 

critical and a not-to-be-missed opportunity for learning and development which will provide a child with the 

necessary foundation for later academic and social success.  

 

It is now abundantly clear that a child's start to life will determine their future prospects. 

 

Professor James Heckman, Nobel Prize winning economist and researcher, makes it very clear that there is no 

more important an area in which to invest than in the early years of a child’s life.  We know that quality early 

learning persists for a life time.   

 

The Australian Government has, over the last several years, placed early childhood learning and education as 

a key focus of effort. At the national level good progress is being made through a range of policies and 

strategies to better support the early years of a child’s life. 

 

The focus on quality early learning is clearly backed by the evidence; this is also about offering greater equity 

and universal access. Our children deserve the best educational and learning opportunities and these must 

be commenced early.  

 

Here in Tasmania we need to improve our poor retention rates and provide a higher quality education for all 

that promotes lifelong learning from an early age. The proposed provision of higher-quality early childhood 

education for young Tasmanians will enable more of our children to participate in richer learning 

environments, sooner; this is particularly important for children who may be living in situations of 

disadvantage. 

 

The evidence clearly indicates the best start to life for a child is through play based learning up until six or 

seven years of age, and then followed by formal schooling. There is strong evidence for the positive impact on 

a child’s development of rich extended playful learning experiences. But to be effective this must be of a high 

quality. 
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The evidence points towards offering children high quality play based learning in childcare, 

followed by the first two years in the school environment in a rich play based school 

environment. Quality early learning can be offered in either a day care environment, or in 

the early years of school. This requires skilled and qualified early childhood educators.  

 

The reality is that Tasmania has far too many children who are not receiving the rich play-

based developmental opportunities that will be critical to them growing up to live a life that enables them to 

reach their true potential. Put simply - access to quality early learning for these children is one of the keys to 

overcoming the impact of early disadvantage on educational outcomes and life opportunities. 

 

The proposed changes involving a school start age six months earlier will offer more children a better start, 

especially those from disadvantaged backgrounds. I have been advised that these children are to be engaged 

in high quality play based learning on school premises, provided by qualified early learning teachers.  I note 

that quality play based learning in a school context should be informal, nurturing, collaborative and play 

based. 

 

This play based learning is critical to a child's ability to be school ready when they enter formal schooling.  

   

I believe that Tasmania is at an important crossroads where we have a decision to make about our children’s 

future. Do we continue doing the same or do we make evidence informed changes that will improve the 

prospects for future generations of Tasmanian children.  If we continue doing the same things we will 

generally get the same outcomes.  The proposed change will accord many more children their rights to the 

best possible education and address equity issues for those who need extra support. 

   

Prior to formal schooling commencing, many children attend child care. It has become evident through the 

research that across Australia significant reform is needed in the child care sector. School readiness will be 

greatly improved if this national reform is fully implemented.  

 

The part quality childcare has to play prior to children enrolling in preschool is also of great importance.  

Benefits of high quality child-care for children include greater social skills, more advanced vocabulary and 

greater impulse control.   

 

The reputable Mitchell Institute recommendations have my full support. 

 

Key Mitchell Institute Priority Recommendations   

 

1. Establish affordable access to preschool as a legislated entitlement, make a permanent commitment to 

funding Universal Access for 4 year olds, and commence work on extending Universal Access to 3 year olds  

2. Scale up evidence-based, high-intensity programs for the most vulnerable children, prioritising the 

communities in each state that are in the bottom decile for developmental vulnerability in the AEDC  

3. Ensure the National Quality Framework is achieving its objectives and is appropriately resourced to do so, 

and that all services are meeting the NQS, at a minimum, by mid-2017  

4. Deliver a national early childhood data strategy that establishes the information infrastructure needed to 

drive policy and practice improvement into the future.  (Mitchell Report 01/2016. Quality Education for All) 

Early education is one of the most significant investments that governments can make. It has positive impacts 

on all children and is key to overcoming the impact of early disadvantage on educational outcomes and life 

chances.  (Mitchell Institute – Fact Sheet. Quality Education for All. 20th April 2016) 

Key findings 

 Every year (nationally) around 60,000 children arrive at school vulnerable and already behind 

their peers 

 One in three children do not attend early education for the number of hours needed to make a 

difference. 
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 There is a widening gap in learning and wellbeing between the wealthiest and 

poorest children. 

 The kids missing out on early education are the ones who will benefit most 

 A third of early childhood services that have been assessed are not yet meeting 

minimum quality standards. Providing a developmentally-appropriate, play-based learning 

environment is the standard that services struggle with the most. 

 

Quality ECEC programs can assist children with the transition to formal schooling, preparing them emotionally 

and socially for the school environment, and assisting with motor skills, language, cognitive development and 

concentration. The benefits of quality early childhood services for children from disadvantaged backgrounds 

are particularly significant (AIHW 2011; COAG 2008c) – from ROGs 2015. 

 

By offering free optional quality early learning at three and a half years of age, the Education Department will 

be supporting a component of the necessary and evidence based reform in the “before school” area.  

 

I note that some critics of the proposed changes state that three and a half year olds will be required to 

attend formal schooling. This is not in my understanding.  It is unhelpful to state that children as young as 

three and a half will be sitting in formal class room settings.   

 

I understand that it is proposed that these children will be engaged in quality play based early learning 

activities.  By offering free, non-compulsory high quality early learning to three and a half year olds, greater 

numbers of children will be supported to better reach their developmental potential – especially those who 

require the most support. To me this is an equity issue that is being addressed. 

 

Many parents who cannot afford quality early learning for their three and a half year old children will now have 

access, should they so choose.   

 

On my reading of the draft legislation children born in 2016 who are four years and six months of age at the 

start of the year must be enrolled in Prep or be provided with registered home education.  

 

The Department of Education will need to ensure it maintains its commitment to high quality early learning 

standards and that refinements to the early learning curriculum are made on an ongoing basis. 

 

The proposed move to offer parents the opportunity to enroll their child in kindergarten, six months earlier 

than is currently possible, will be a boost to the development of many children.  I support the proposed plan 

that three and a half year olds are offered access into a non-compulsory kindergarten play-based 

environment.   Parents and caregivers are critical partners in all efforts to improve a child’s educational and 

developmental outcomes and will now have this is an option for their child.   

 

Whilst I have and continue to offer my support for these changes to early learning it must be on the proviso 

that the government over the next three and a half years invest in early childhood teacher recruitment and 

training, upskilling of existing teachers where required and more work towards meeting the National Early 

Childhood Education and Care Standards (ECEC).  

 

If  Tasmania children from an early age, are offered access to higher quality learning and development 

opportunities, there will be a transformation in educational outcomes that will not only benefit the whole state 

but will see a whole new generation of Tasmanian young people live happier, healthier and more productive 

lives. 

    

Researchers in educational and social research at the University of Tasmania have, in recent years, clearly 

demonstrated the powerful results that can be achieved for young people when the school system is 

characterised by high expectations, high energy and a strong collective commitment. 

 

The draft legislation changes being proposed to early education are a good start.  It is also important that the 

Department of Education continues to evaluate, review and respond to the available evidence regarding early 

learning and education.   
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In essence - If we keep doing the same – we will continue to get the same results and this 

is no longer acceptable.  

 

I support the proposed reforms to early childhood learning and education as I believe they 

promote better access and equity and are especially positive for disadvantaged children. 

 

 

 

Regards 

 
Mark Morrissey 

Commissioner for Children and Young People 


