Media release 27 September 2007
US expert slams 1:5 ratio in NSW childcare centres 
An international expert on early childhood development has described the ratio of one staff member to five babies in New South Wales childcare centres as ‘ridiculous’ and one of neglect.

Professor Ron Lally, Director of WestEd’s Centre for Child and Family Studies in the United States, said the importance of relationships between care-giver and baby are crucial and developmental needs could not be sufficiently met with a 1:5 ratio.
Lally yesterday spoke with the 1:4 Make It Law campaign group, a coalition of childcare organisations lobbying the state government to introduce a 1:4 ratio for babies under two-years-old in childcare centres.
Childcare staff looking after five babies were acting like traffic police, he said, rather than providing developmentally appropriate care, as they were so busy worrying about the children’s safety.

Lally said that very young children were biologically wired to look to an adult for reassurance and support, and this sort of support could not be provided in a 1:5 ratio and a group size of more than eight (in NSW the maximum size is 10).

“We know from research that the best way you can be with an infant is to be responsive to them, which means following their leads and getting to know their temperaments,” said Lally.

“When you have that high a ratio it becomes group care more than personalised care and it’s very difficult to see a child when they’re looking for reassurance or your support and encouragement when they master something. It’s very hard to give the child the messages that they’re programmed to expect so there is neglect when that exploration, which is natural to the child, is inhibited.”

“It is very, very clear that the child loses if there are a large number of children and not that many care-givers.”
1:4 Make It Law Campaign Chair, Bernadette Dunn said: “Ron Lally’s views have strengthened our resolve to ensure that babies have access to quality care as soon as possible. It is not a matter of affordability, it is a matter of health and wellbeing for babies.”
Lally stated that good quality childcare does not damage babies in any way. He said the economic benefits of quality care, in fact “completely conclusive when you look 15 years down the road.” His own research indicated a 10:1 difference in probation and detention costs for children from low income families who did not attend quality infant care from six months of age, compared to those who did.

About Professor Ron Lally

Ron Lally is a founder of the ‘zero to three’ movement in the US, which has focussed attention on the impact of environment on an infant or toddler’s developing brain. While in Australia, he addressed a meeting of 110 public servants and ministerial staff in Canberra. He also met with Jenny Macklin, Shadow Minister for Families and Community Services. 

More information about 1:4 Make It Law: www.ccccnsw.org.au/ratios
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