
4.1 Parents engaging children in informal learning 

Why this measure is included
Children learn through a variety of experiences, including informal learning experiences in their home and 
community. While learning is a lifelong process, early childhood is a vital period in children’s learning and 
development271 and parents are children’s first and most influential teachers.272 The significant and ongoing 
effect of parental involvement on the educational attainment and social and emotional wellbeing of their 
children is well established.273 

Home environments which nurture informal learning provide a range of opportunities for play and shared 
experiences. The extent to which parents read with their infants and children or tell stories, for example, 
provides some indication of parental engagement in children’s informal learning.274 

Table 4.1:  Children 0 to 2 years, involvement in informal learning by parents last week: 
in per cent, by type of activity, Western Australia and Australia, 2011

 WA Australia
Read from a book or told a story 80.5 80.2

Watched TV, videos or DVDs 66.9 68.7

Assisted with drawing, writing or other creative activities 49.3 52.4

Played music, sang songs, danced or did other musical activities 77.7 77.1

Physical activities 62.3 65.9

Attended a playgroup 26.6 20.1

None of the above 8.8 9.4

Source:  Australian Bureau of Statistics 2013, Childhood Education and Care Survey, June 2011, 
custom report

Table 4.2:  Children 3 to 8 years, involvement in informal learning by parents last week: 
in per cent, by type of activity, Western Australia and Australia, 2011

 WA Australia
Told stories, read or listened to the child read 97.3 96.3

Used computers or the Internet 44.1 47.2

Watched TV, videos or DVDs 89.7 88.5

Assisted with homework or other educational activities 77.7 78.4

Played sport, outdoor games or other physical activities 87.0 82.2

Involved in music, art or other creative activity 67.8 65.1

Source:  Australian Bureau of Statistics 2013, Childhood Education and Care Survey, June 2011, 
custom report
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Table 4.3:  Children 0 to 8 years, number of days last week parent(s) read from a book or told a 
story: in per cent, by age group, Western Australia and Australia, 2011

 WA Australia
 0 to 2 years 3 to 8 years 0 to 2 years 3 to 8 years
Number of days last week parent(s) read from a book or told a story
1 to 3 days 9.7 10.5 10.8 14.5

4 to 6 days 10.3 34.8 12.2 33.3

7 days 60.5 52.0 57.1 48.5

Did not read from a book or tell a story 19.5 2.7 19.8 3.7

Number of books in the home
Less than 25 8.3 4.2 9.9 5.1

25 to less than 100 32.7 22.8 30.3 24.3

100 to less than 200 30.9 29.6 26.3 29.3

200 or more 28.2 43.3 33.4 41.2

Number of children’s books in the home (a)
Less than 10 * 1.8 7.0 2.3

10 to less than 25 21.8 8.9 18.5 10.2

25 to less than 100 43.3 40.9 47.6 43.2

100 to less than 200 27.6 36.8 25.8 33.7

200 or more** n/a 11.3 n/a 10.1

Source:  Australian Bureau of Statistics 2013, Childhood Education and Care Survey, June 2011, 
custom report

* Estimate has a relative standard error of 25 per cent to 50 per cent and therefore has been suppressed.

** Category only asked for age group three to eight years.

(a)  The variable ‘Number of children’s books in the home’ has two hidden categories. These categories 
are ‘Don’t know’ and ‘Not applicable’. The values for these two categories are very small and 
therefore have been suppressed. As a result, values in the columns in this category may not add up 
to 100 per cent.

What is this measure?
This measure is of parental involvement in informal learning activities with their children aged 0 to eight 
years. Informal learning refers to unstructured learning activities that occur in daily life, such as reading, 
musical activities and physical activities.

The data shows the percentages of parents in Western Australia (WA) and nationally who engaged in 
selected informal learning activities with their child. Also shown are the number of days that parents read 
from a book or told a story and the number of books in the home. The data is taken from the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics’ (ABS) Childhood Education and Care Survey, June 2011.275 Data for WA in 2011 has 
been provided as part of a customised report. 

In the publication, the reference period for ‘involvement in informal learning by parents’ and ‘number of days 
read from a book or told a story’ was the week prior to the interview.276 
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Commentary
In 2011, a large majority of WA children 0 to eight years participated in some form of informal learning 
activity with their parents in the week prior to the interview. Of the more than 180,000 children aged three 
to eight years, less than one per cent did not engage in informal learning activities with their parents, 
compared with nine per cent of the almost 95,000 children aged 0 to two years (Tables 4.1 and 4.2). 

Reading activities were the most common type of informal learning in which parents were involved.  
Parents read or told stories to 80.5 per cent of 0 to two year-olds, and read, told stories or listened to the 
reading of 97.3 per cent of three to eight year-olds. Among 0 to two year-olds, other common informal 
learning activities with parents included musical activities (77.7%) and watching TV, videos or DVDs 
(66.9%). Children aged three to eight years commonly engaged in watching TV, videos and DVDs (89.7%) 
and physical activities (87.0%) with their parents (Tables 4.1 and 4.2). 

Compared nationally, the proportions and types of activities were largely similar. Some of the differences 
evident in the data are that WA parents of 0 to two year-olds were somewhat more likely than parents 
Australia-wide to attend a playgroup with their child (26.6% compared to 20.1%), but were less likely  
to engage in physical activities with them (62.3% compared to 65.9%). Conversely, WA parents of three  
to eight year-olds were somewhat more likely than parents nationally to engage in physical activities  
with their child (87.0% compared to 82.2%), but less likely to use the computer or internet with them  
(44.1% compared to 47.2%) (Tables 4.1 and 4.2).

More than 60 per cent of 0 to two year-olds and more than one-half of three to eight year-olds in WA were 
being read to or told a story by their parents every day of the week. These proportions are larger than those 
recorded nationally (Table 4.3). On the other hand, less than three per cent of three to eight year-olds in WA 
were not read to or told a story by their parents in the reference week compared with almost 20 per cent of 
0 to two year-olds. These proportions are similar to those recorded for Australia overall (Table 4.3).

In terms of books in the household, just over five per cent of WA parents of children in the younger age 
group, and less than two per cent of parents of children in the older age group, had less than 10 children’s 
books in the home (Table 4.3). 

National data shows that there is little to no difference between single parent families and couple families 
when it comes to parental involvement in informal learning (ie the proportions are very similar). There is, 
however, a marked difference between couple families where one or both parents are employed and jobless 
families. Parents in jobless couple families are less likely to engage in informal learning activities with their 
children than parents in couple families where at least one parent is employed. The correlation between 
employment status and engagement in informal learning is less pronounced in single parent families.277 

Strategies 

Investing in the Early Years – A National Early Childhood Development Strategy, Council of 
Australian Governments (released 2009)

This strategy aims to ensure that by 2020 all Australian children experience a positive early childhood 
from before birth through the first eight years of life. The strategy aims to better meet the diverse needs 
of families with a focus on improving and fostering the health, wellbeing and productivity of the next 
generation. The strategy is available at www.coag.gov.au/sites/default/files/national_ECD_strategy.pdf
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Want to know more? 

Research, reports and articles 

The Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth (ARACY) report Parental engagement in learning 
and schooling: Lessons from research is available at www.aracy.org.au/projects/parental-engagement

Other information  
Playgroup WA supports the wellbeing of parents and families by providing opportunities for young children  
to learn through play and by building community connections. Information is available at  
http://playgroupwa.com.au/

Child and Parent Centres are being established on selected public school sites in vulnerable communities to 
improve access to a range of early learning, parenting, child and maternal health and wellbeing programs and 
services to support families with children aged 0 to eight years, with a focus on children aged 0 to four years.  
The Department of Education is working with other government departments and selected non-government 
organisations to manage and provide services at each Child and Parent Centre. More information about the 
service model and the Centres is available at www.det.wa.edu.au/curriculumsupport/earlychildhood/detcms/
navigation/category.jsp?categoryID=14350457

The Department of Local Government and Communities provides a range of information, resources and 
services to support positive parenting including the Early Years Program, the Best Start Program for 
Aboriginal parents and carers, and Parenting WA. Information is available at www.communities.wa.gov.au/
Pages/default.aspx

Better Beginnings is a universal family literacy program delivered through public libraries under a tripartite 
alliance between the State Library, local government and the business sector. The program supports the 
development of literacy from birth by parents fostering early learning through reading, talking, singing and 
playing with their infants and children. More information is available at www.better-beginnings.com.au/

The Engaging Families in the Early Childhood Development (ECD) Story project aimed to better engage 
parents, carers and the community to increase understanding of evidence-based information from the 
neurosciences about early childhood development and thereby influence their interactions with children to 
maximise early childhood outcomes. The project proceeded under the auspices of the Ministerial Council for 
Education, Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs and Stage 1 concluded June 2013. Information 
on Stage 1 of the project is available at http://scseec.edu.au/site/DefaultSite/filesystem/documents/
Reports%20and%20publications/Publications/Early%20childhood%20education/Engaging%20Families%20
in%20the%20ECD%20Story-Final%20project%20report%20Stage%201.pdf
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