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REBECCA CARMODY (PRESENTER): The education debate heated up this week with the Federal Government announcing a national inquiry into academic standards. According to the Prime Minister, some school curriculums contain "incomprehensible sludge". In Western Australia, parents disgruntled with the system have, for some time, gone elsewhere to give their children the best academic start. The result has been a boom in private tuition centres which now cater for children as young as three. But critics of the coaching schools say it's time the industry proved that parents are getting what they pay for. Elvira Nuic reports:

ELVIRA NUIC (REPORTER): Private tutoring in Australia is a billion dollar business.

VICTORIA CARLTON (PRIVATE TUTOR): I think parents are really worried about falling literacy and numeracy standards and I think they're just fed up with trying to get the system to react so they're taking it into their own hands.

ELVIRA NUIC (REPORTER): Years ago, they were known as cramming schools, helping high school students through their exams. Today programs are tailored for children as young as three. And the number of centres in Perth has increased 60 per cent in two years. 

MIKE KEELY (STATE SCHOOL TEACHERS UNION): I have no doubt given the research evidence so far, that millions of dollars are being wasted. Tutoring centres are not making a difference to students, but they certainly are responding to parents concern.

ELVIRA NUIC (REPORTER): Victoria Carlton has been tutoring for 15 years and helped pioneer the concept in Western Australia. The aim here is to make learning fun.

VICTORIA CARLTON (PRIVATE TUTOR): You would see children painting their spelling, jumping up and down to remember their tables, they're doing lots of exciting sort of activities that are very difficult to do in a class of 25 to 30 children.

ELVIRA NUIC (REPORTER): One in four students will receive tutoring during their time in school. Ms Carlton says dissatisfaction with traditional schooling is fuelling the boom and it's also the reason many teachers are leaving the system to work at clinics like hers.

VICTORIA CARLTON (PRIVATE TUTOR): We get a lot of applications from teachers who are fed up, they don't want to deal with the behavioural problems any more, they're not getting the support and they don't have any curriculum documents to actually work out what it is they have to teach.

ELVIRA NUIC (REPORTER): Tutoring services range from one on one help in the home to group lessons run by large franchise outlets. An hour of coaching costs anywhere from 25 to 90 dollars. As the sector grows in popularity and wealth, critics are calling for proof that parents are getting what they pay for.

MIKE KEELY (STATE SCHOOL TEACHERS UNION): If a lot of money is being invested in coaching then as a government, I would want to know that it's being well invested. At the moment, I don't think the government knows that.

ELVIRA NUIC (REPORTER): A national review four years ago raised serious concerns about the industry including plagiarism by tutors, unscrupulous practitioners and a lack of qualified staff. Despite that, operators are still not governed by any regulations, standards or a compulsory code of conduct. The teacher's union says it's time the government stepped in and regulated the industry.

MIKE KEELY (STATE SCHOOL TEACHERS UNION): From a very basic point of view, I would want to see that anyone working in these sort of roles is a fully qualified and registered teacher.

ELVIRA NUIC (REPORTER): Victoria Carlton supports regulation, but is angered by claims tutoring simply doesn't work.

VICTORIA CARLTON (PRIVATE TUTOR): Well it patently does work. But I'm pretty much against hot house tuition where the kids just sit down and do exactly the same as they do in school. I think really we're here to get the kids really excited about learning and to inspire them.

JENNY JAY (EDITH COWAN UNIVERSITY): You would have to define the definition of fun. What an adult sees as fun and what a child sees as fun could be two totally different things.

ELVIRA NUIC (REPORTER): Jenny Jay is the course co-ordinator of early childhood studies at Edith Cowan University. She's concerned about the trend toward tutoring for very young children. 

JENNY JAY (EDITH COWAN UNIVERSITY): It runs the risk of putting them off learning. And really when we talk about school, we should be talking about life long learning so the last thing we want to do is for a four year old to develop the idea that they're not good at reading or writing.

ELVIRA NUIC (REPORTER): Matteo Pantalone runs programs for children as young as three in Claremont. 

MATTEO (PRIVATE TUTOR): You're never too young to start learning. That can happen in the family home or you can come and get some sort of professional head start in that and it doesn't need to be dramatic and it doesn't need to be overbearing. It can just be something that's introduced in a fun way.

ELVIRA NUIC (REPORTER): This year he introduced a pre-school bridging course where three year olds are taught alphabet recognition and how to hold a pencil.

MATTEO (PRIVATE TUTOR): I think the demand has probably always been there but now there are actually options to meet that demand.

ELVIRA NUIC (REPORTER): Experts disagree. They say those early years should be spent playing and developing their emotional intelligence, not in a classroom.

JENNY JAY (EDITH COWAN UNIVERSITY): There's quite a competitiveness between parents and so a parent might see if their child develops early it's a reflection on how good they are as a parent or how intelligent they are themselves.

ELVIRA NUIC (REPORTER): The Department for Consumer Protection says it has no plans to review the sector at this time, leaving it to parents to decide if they're getting value for money and what's best for their children.

VICTORIA CARLTON (PRIVATE TUTOR): It's becoming more widely accepted. It use to be something children were ashamed of. Now there are quite a few children from every school going off and getting tuition. In fact I think it will probably become the norm eventually.

JENNY JAY (EDITH COWAN UNIVERSITY): I think an hour of devoted parent time is invaluable and it's priceless. So I’d keep my 50 dollars in my pocket and spend an hour with my child.
