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THE EFFECTS OF ISOLATION ON PRE-SCHOOL EDUCATION:
Description and Analysis of the Queensland Pre-Scheol Correspondance
Program and the Teaching Styles of a Sample of Parents

JULIE I.. GRANT

INTRODUCTION

In 1974, the Queensland Department of Education introduced the Pre-School Correspondence Program
(PSCP). This educational service, which was the first of its kind in Australia, emerged within the context
of a policy to provide ome year of free but non-compulsory education for all children aped 4-5 years within
the State of Queensland. More specifically, the PSCP was aimed at providing a form of home-based, parent-
taught pre-school education for children whose families lived in remote and isolated parts of the State and
who, therefore, would not have the opportunity to vegularly attend sessional pre-schools. The program aims
to provide opportunities for refining and enhancing parents' skills in both teaching and, more generally,
in interacting positively with their children., As a home-based program, it provides a wide scope for
matching the content and format to the needs, both actual and perceived, of parents and children.
Bligibility to enter the prograwm was initially restricted to those 4-5 year old children who would nermalliy
undertake at least part of their primary education by way of the Primary Correspondence School. The
program was also available te children unable to attend pre-schocl for heaith or medical reasons.
Subsequently, eligibility was extended to also include those children who lived in areas served by small
one~teacher schocls at which no other pre~schocl provision was planned. Typically, such scheols bave total
enrolments of fewer than 35 children. Further extension of eligibility is planned to accommedate all
children who are not able to gain access te regular pre-school facilities. At present, approximately 900
children enrcl annually in the program but this is likely to increase to i,lOO once full implementation is
achieved.

An evaluation of the program's development and operation was instigated in 1975,

In this session, I propose to briefly describe for your I. the population serviced; IT. the
objectives, materials and processes of the program ltself; III. the facets and major findings of the

evaluation; and IV, ocur investigation into parents’ teaching methods.
B

Y. THE POPULATION

One-sixth of Queenslanders live in conditions that can be described as rural. Threughout the
western inland regions, where industry is almost entirely pastoral, the population is sparsely discributed.
Tt is for the families who live in these small isolated pockets of Queensland that correspondence education
is the accepted form of learning. Without the PSCP, few of these families would have access to pre-scheol
facilities.

Fer igsolated families, education costs are high. It is costly in terms of time, effort and effect
upon the individual's life style, in relation to their activities (Fowne, B. 1979).

Lack of communication has a great influence on the lives of imhabitants, In the more sparsely
settled areas, residents rely on Single Side Band radic for communications from property to property.
This is made possible through the Royal Flying Doctor Service (R?ﬁs} Bases on a selected frequency. The
reception of ABC radio programs is subject to atmospheric conditions and many areas are not serviced by
commercial radioc. Consequently, the flow of informatiom from the world at large to the outback is limited

in its gquality and quantity.
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Table | shows the percentages of families enrolled in the PSCP in 1975 who had services such as

radio, television and power.

Mail servieces to the cutback towns are of

Table 1:

Equipment and Services Available to Families a limited nature with deliveties once or twice
Eeuipmant Percent With weekly as the norm. Delivery from outback towns

Cassette Player/Recorder 52 to station properties is usually once weekly, and

24G Vot Power 73

TV, Broadeasts 75 in the more sparsely settled areas, it is non~

Cwn T.V, 603

A.8.C. Reception 95 existent. In addition, 63 per cent had signifi-

Tranceiver 2%

cant delays of one to twelve weeks in the 'wet

season',

An investigation of the fathers' occupations made it apparent that at least 80 per cent of the
fathers of children enrolled, work on the land as graziers, farmers, sugarcane growers, farm managers or
farm hands.

it is true that the rules of eligibility for the PSCP favour the children of families on rural
properties as opposed to rural-urban families. Those with occupations such as postmaster, may live
within 3.22 kilometres of a relatively large primary school and thevefore not be eligible. However,
access Lo pre-school facilities may be as remote a possibility for their children as it would be for a
grazier's children.

Children with a medical condition which prevents their attendance at a normal pre-school may be

admitted te the PSCP even though they are ineligible on distance requirements.

IT. THE PROCRAM
The PSCP which was desigrned for the families with four to six year old children is impressive in
scope and imagination. The key aims and principles of the FSCP were:

(i} to construct a home-based, early childhood education program, taking into account the vériabiiity of
geographic and environmental sebtings and the special needs of the children who would receive the
program;

(i1} to ensure that within thie program, a 'core' was developed which would promote the cognitive,
affective, psycho-motor and (in so far as is possible) the social development of children; and in
particular, that the program mate?ials provide learning experiences in the following specific
content areas:

. self-knowledge and self-reliance in learning;
. language arts and associated skills, including auditory and perceptual skilis;
. appropriate concepts and skills from mathematics and the physical and social sciences,
including the development of relevant problem sclving and inquiry skills;
motor skill development and co-ordination at both the fine and gross levels: and
- imaginative thinking and creative expressien through mugic, movement, dance and various
art media.
(1ii) to cnsure that both the materials and the guidance given to parents in their use, emphasise the
principle of learning, procéeding on the basis of the c¢hild's active involvement with people,
objects and events in the every day environment and through interaction on a 'one-to-one’ basis with

the 'parent-teacher';
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(iv) to maximise, to the extent possible within a correspondence-style program, direct, warm and
positive communication between 'unit-based teachers', 'parent~teachers' and children as a basis for
individvalising the 'core' program to meet particulax family circumstances;

(v) to support parents positively both in the role of teacher and as parent and in particular to
promote the acquisition of those skills and techniques that facilitate the formation of a positive
self-image, self-reliance in learning and a sense of growlng competence on the part of the child;

(vi) to ensure that the role of the teacher both in the 'unit-based' and home situatlons is defined as
'active' and 'supportive': that the initiation of action through suggestion, instruction and
re—inforcement and the sustaining of learning through warm interactions are tveated egual;

(vii} to establish such support services as may be required to supplement the ‘core' educational program;

{viii) to provide such opportunity for peer group soclalisation as may be possible within the limitations
of family circumstance and opportunity; and

(ix) to endeavour to provide a smeoth transition from the pre~school program to primary schooling,

whether this be by correspondence or attendance. (Harley, Grant and Ashby, 1978)

A program theme of 'The Child and His World' was created to view the child within the setting of a
rural Australian, but more basically Queensland, population. The program sequence contains eight major
jearning areas, terwmed segments. The content of each segment covers areas through which basic attitudes,
concepts and skills, important for both present and later learning, can be developed. Material for each
segment is premised on the assumption that learning is a continuous process and that each major learning
area forms part of an integrated whole. Thus, the program materials proceed at two levels. The first is
through the operation of certain teaching constants which remain focal issues throughout the entire
program. These constants refer to matters such as the promotion of language skills, eliciting and using
information, promoting and sustaining interests and utilising the resources of the heme environment so
that the content has relevance to perscnal experiences and environment, Secondly, the materials explore
new content throughout each segment which is related to a particular theme. The program content favours
the use of personal experience, and parents are advised to exerclse choice so as teo individualise the
program.

The themes identified in Figure 1, comprise the titles of the segments that make up the one year,
core progranm.

Eioure 1 Yarious games and activities are suggested Lo increase
igl :

‘The Child and his World

P —

motivation. These include stories, poems, songs, puppet plays, indoor

Personal Self

Retatianahips | Iemtification and outdoor activities and creative activities. At the same time,

reference is made to earlier work with re-inforcement being

independence Daily Living

encouraged. Subject boundaries are blurred and context is flexible

and responsive to both the child's and parent-teacher's interests.

Retationships Environment

The materials relating to each segment are despatched to

Classification | Parception

children every 4-6 weeks and consist of story booklets, concept

building material, activities and games, language experiences,

cassette tapes, and a magazine for parents entitled ‘Contact'. PFeedback pro-formas prepared by the unit-
R

based teachers are completed by parents and serve to indicate the level of the child's activity in the

various learning areas as well as parents' reactions to the materials. In addition te this forw of

feedback, parents are also encouraged to return samples of children's work, and to make up cassette tapes
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incorporating conversation with the child. This data assists the unit-based teacher to obtain a more
rounded picture of the child and of the family.

Cassette tapes included as part of the basic content of each segment, contain material for stories
and language experience, creative movement, song and dance. Personal tapes are also used by unit-based
teachers to communicate with the parent and establish a relationship in which the parent is encouraged to
discuss both positive experiences and any problems they may have with presentation of program materials.

A basic equipment kit consisting of supplies of paints, crayous, paper and other materials, is also
provided to each child at the beginning of the school vear.

'A Resource Book for Parents' provides ideas and suggestions for using equipment and junk materials
available around the home.

Cn enrolment, each child is assigned te a unit-based teacher who will remain in contact for the
year. Each teacher is responsible for approximately 30 families. Families are grouped on a geographic
basis in order te facilitate teacher visits and eunable a more intimate knowledge of the area to be
obtained. It is the role of this teacher to individualise the core program for each child by shifting a
focus, providing supplementary materials and providing guidance to the parent~teacher in the home
situation. Naturally this process assumes a close communication network as the teacher joins with the
family to educate the child. Communication occurs through letters, tapes, visits to the unit by some
parents, and teacher visits to the home.

In the majority of instances it is a parent, generally the mother, who implements the PSCP in the
home (Ashby, MeGaw and Grant, 1973). Thus, the parent-teacher is primarily responsible for directing the
day~te~day activities of the child, Although parents perform a whole range of teaching functions in the
course of bringing up their own children, they often éxpress some anxieties about coping with the more
structured task of teaching their children in the formal semse. Hence, 2 major assumption underlying
the program materials and the procedures, is that as much attention be paid to the development of parent
confidence and guidance as to the development of materials for children.

In the P8CP, emphasis is placed on providing the child with as much opportunity as possible for
learning through 'play' situations. Parents are encouraged to provide an interesting environment and allow
the child opportunity to discover; explore, create and experiment through active involvement with concrete
materials. It is continually emphasised throughout the program that learning occurs through the day-to-day
experiences of the child and is not limited to specific times set aside for the program. Parents are
enéouraged to ke inncvative and improvise where local resources differ from those suggested.

Parents are encouraged to work and learn together with their children when and where they are able,
in their own way and according to their commitments. It is apparent that many families living on cattle
and sheep properties are very dependent on the 'family work force' to share the responsibilities in the
running of the property. Therefore, it is necessary that the family be recegnised as a soccio~economic
unit and as such, education has to continue in terms of the timing and space available for pre-school
activities.

Socialigzation is important in early childhood but many children living in geographically isolated
areas laclk opportunitigs for peer contact. Although most parents recognised advantages of their place of
residence, 39 per cent gave at least one disadvantage - Che most common being no regular social contact
available for children or adults. Even the responsibility of socialisation is shared by the family with

“he unit,  In order toe foster such experience, parents whose children are enrolled on the correspondence
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program are encouraged to join with others inm the formation of playgroups. This extension of pre~school
correspondence is known as the Span Program. Span simply refers to the notion that the playgroups span
distance, time and ages of participants.

Unit-based teachers take the initiative by putting parents in touch with one another, Once a
nucleus is formed, parents with young children not enrolled on the PSCP are also encouraged to join.
Parents often travel great distances to gain social stimulation for children and themselves.

Span groups are of a self-help nature, being planned and organised by parents. Parents make their
own decisions regafding where to meet, regularity and length of sessions, program style and content. The
strength of this approach is thal active members are willing to help each cther.

Span incorporates the idez of geographically accessible families exchanging ideas and benefiting
from mutual contact (Quinnell, 1979). Parents can discuss, in a non-threatening enviromment, techaiques,
problems and solutions in teaching thelr own children.

The PSCP teachers' role is to encourage parents to meet in this self-supportive unit and to support
it from afar in terms of materials and information. A range of support materials, including information
booklets and cassette tapes are provided. In addition, each group receives an equipment kit which
consists of basic play materials for children.

tn additiom, each year a series of workshops is conducted for parents in a number of regional
centres. Parents who are interested in forming, or whe have been involved in, Span groups, are invited to
attend. Assistance is provided with both travel and accommodation. The workshops, usually of three days
duration, are designed to instruct parents in providing activities and experiences for young children in
small group situatioms. Participation in discussions, practical activities and observations of children in
a playgroup setting form the core elements of the workshops, Sessions also highlight ways the PSCP may be
adapted to group situations, as well as offering opportunities for parents to exchange ideas and viewpoints
regarding the organisation and operation of Span groups,

A properly planned educatiom program creates a demand for resources.

The provision of supplementary materials and resources for both the correspondence program and Span
groups is essential. Many families served by the unit do not have access to shops and services available
to their urban counterparts. Thus, a library and Resource Centre was established to provide access Lo
materials to support the program including:

. «¢hild and parent lending library;

cassette tape library;

., Film strips and other visual materials;

basic equipment kit for children;

. Span equipment iibrary; and

toy lending library.

1TT{. THE RESEARCH PROJECT

The implementation of the program provided a unique opportunity to conduct an action orientated
evaluation project. It was recognised from the commencement of plamning the PSCP that new ground was being
broken and that this presented a unique opportunity to evaluate the program. Thus, a research element was
seen as an integral component of the operatiom. It was envisaged that such research and evaluation might

be concerned with investigating all aspects of the PSCP. While the initial thrust was largely towards
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formative evaluation, and thereby provide a basis on which modifications in both materials and procedures
might be introduced, the evaluation was also envisaged as having a summative component in order to provide
a basis for judgement of the PSCP by others interested in adoption or adaptation of all or part of it.
Three specific outcomes of this approach were identified:
(1} soundly based medifications to the services offered - both in terms of their substance and their
mode of integration and delivery;
(ii) data on which others could judge the appropriateness for adoption of 2ll or parts of the PSCP: and
{iii} development of an evaluation methodology appropriate for the study of new program thrusts such as
that provided by the PSCP.
Drawing on the description of the PSCP provided earlier in this paper, it is possible to conceptual-
ise the program in terms of two petworks.
Figure 2 depicts the primary network of elements invelved in the program and indicates the
relationships between elements to be investigated.
Figure 3 depicts the extended network which would result following the introduction of Span groups
and the provision of parent workshops, and also indicates the relationships between elements that
represents the full original concept of the PSCP.

Figure 3:
P.S.C.P. Elaborated Network of Elements

e [T

 — | REGHINAL H
ADVISORY J
—

H CHILDRER: H SERVICE
L
Figure 2: N
P.S.C.P. Basic Network of Elements \

\1’
PARENTS
HATERIALS WF PARENT MATERIALS F—-——»~~ ——, A ¥ \
PARENT
TRAINING
PROGRAM
TEACRER ANG — S

ADMIN, SERVECES e
TEACHER AND 2

e ) ADMIN, SERVICES -

T
] eunn

\‘ o —-—]
/ SERVICES !

SOGIAL
SEAVICES

The evaluation was initially supported by a grant from the Education Research and Development

Committee, Canberra. The project also formed part of a two year international program of studies in early
ehildhood education under the auspicles of the Centre for Educational Research and Innovation (CERI) of
the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OEDC), Paris. The project commenced in late
1974, at the end of the program's first year of operation.
Evaluation of this program, thereby, necessitated the investigation of the following key elements,

namely:

children; . PS3CP materials; and

parents; . Span playgroups and $pan workshops,

teachers;
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The major thrusts of the evaluation project were designed te furnish needed information on aspects
such as:

. demographic details of the enrolled PSCP popuiétioa of children with their families, and the

program's place in Queenslandis educational system;

. description of the aims and organisation of the PSCP in relation to the breader system of pre-~

school education;

. the degree of individualisaﬁion of the program materials through an analysis of the ﬁersonal

communications between parenﬁs—teacherSMChildren through letters, tapes and visits;

. parents' views of the program and of their interactiomns with teachers, and their perceptions
of theif own role and that of teachers and children;
teachers' perceptions of the program and its operation and of their own role as well as the role
of parents;

. description of the objectives, organisation and operation of parént—ruﬂ Span pléygroﬁps, parents’

reactions to their roles within theﬁ,-and an evaluaticn of Span parent wdrkshops;

. description and judgement of program curricula materials by a panel of curricula and early

childhood experts who had no comnection with the program;

. cost benefit analysis of the total program;

. background infermation on the home teaching process, parents’ teaéhiﬁg role, aspects of program

presentation, educatiocnal atﬁitudes, child-rearing practices; and

. analysig of parents’ téaching strategies during selected tasks, i.e. the transactional Process

of mother-child iﬁteraction in the home situafion.

Vigits were made to families for the purpose of interviéwslduring 1975. These were conducted in
the homes of a random 10 per cent sample of 40 parents, to assess the program materials. During these
interviews, ﬁarents described the way in which.they uséd‘the'progrém @aterials and their judgements of
same {McGaw, Ashby and Grant, 1973). Topics raised within the interview included children}s responses
to the activities within the program and parents' methods of presentation. In general, parents'éverw
whalmingly approved the materials received.

Further evaluation of the program materials has béen sought from otherlpecple working in this fleld
{Ashby, Bardwell, Cassin, Clemesha and Grant, 1978). A panel of 'experts' judged the 'core' materials in
order to provide program developers with sufficient information to determine where improvements and
aiterations should be made. The team of specialists was independent of the program unit o as to be able
to examine the goal specifications andljudge their relevance for the type of program and enrolled
population. Their ceomments should provide prégram developers with data that is béth descriptive and
decisive, identifying possible areas of failure‘and reasons for these.

Panel members were first asked to give their impression on the geoals, structure and media they
believed to be relevant to an ideal pre-school correspondence program. The comﬁlete set of program
materials was forwardéd to the panel members. The quéstiénnaires asked members to match the PSCP with
their 'ideal' program along set guidelines. They weré asked to judge the appropriateness of the materials
to the aims of the program, ifs quality of'presentation, interpretabilicy for parents and potential appeal
to children. Questions also réquiféd the panel to assess the presence and clarity of objectives, relevance
of content for achieving objectives, relevance of methods, corrvectness of items, consistency, progression

of content and quality of illustrations. This information is designed to complement the expressed views of
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patents about the materials and children's responses to styles of illustrations.

All the correspondence which occurred between teachers-parents~children in the initial sample
survey, was analysed, including letters, tapes and teacher information sheets. Where records were
available, personal meetings were analysed for their form, type of substance and frequency of interactions.
This analysis was intended to clarify the roles plaved by teachers and parents and the extent bto which
the program materials were supplemented and individualised by teachers. The above analysis revealed a
great deal of variability among both parents and teachers in the pattern of their correspondence. While
some wrote frequently and expansively, others wrote only occasionally and briefly. T the 1975 analysis,
it was found that the average rate of communication from a teacher to a parent was only once every uine
weeks. .Each teacher was responsible for 32 families so that on average a teacher generated only 3.5
communications each week (McGaw, Ashby and Perry, 1975}.

There was a clear need for the rate of correspondence to be increased and the length of delay
before reply by the teachers to be reduced.

Communication between teachers and parents in 1975 was richest, in terms of the number of issues
raised, when it occurred face to face, and most restricted when it occurred in letter form. The use of
cassette tapes provided a superior alternative to letters. Since 1976, this method has been used as the
main vehicle of communication.

Perhaps the most significant feature of the analyses of the interactions is the evidence that for
the most crucial issues teachers appeared not to have the necessary information, e.g. their lack of
responsiveness was greatest when the parents’ problems were greatest. Teachers have since been encouraged
to play & more comstructive rele in gathering the information they need to provide the relevant advice and
service, or alternatively, to ask spgcia}ist personnel ;n the Guidance and Special Education Branch to
agsist.

Parents alsc commented on the role playgd by unit-based teachers in the program, There was strong
evidence among parents, of discontent with the teaching rele éf the correspondence staff (McGaw,_Ashby
and Grant, 1975).

Many parents were dissatisfied with the infrequency of commumications from teachers and also with
the amount of information that teachers required from them. Their discontent with the latter was increased
by the fact that many parents had seen no evidence of teachers having used the information which they had
sent in. A teaching role which dinvolves deriving an adequate data base by correspondence to provide
individual programming is no easy task. Recommendations were made to teachers that they cavefully consider
the type of information required from parents so ;hey would be assured of having data they could use.

Teachers themselves were also questioned about certain aspects of the program, including their own
role and that of parents. Teachers are responsible for the modification and development of the materials
as well as for the dndividualisation of work sent to particular children and the establishment of the
teacher-parent and teacher-child relationships.

All pre-school correspondence teachers who had a teaching load were interviewed in 1976 (Grant,
Ashby and Clemesha, 1978). The interviews revealed information on the personality and teaching background
of teachers as well as thelr views of the ro;e played by parents and by themselves in the program.

Many parents were unsure of the abilities of their teacher. They mentioned that they considered
some teachers to be tcoo young and inexperienced, with no c¢hildren of their own, and therefore unable to

advise a mother on problems she was having teaching her own child (McGaw, Ashby and Grant, 1975). Quite a






