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Friday, 4 October 2019 
 
 
Dear Education Council members 
 
Re: Review of the Universal Access National Partnership 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to contribute to the review of the Universal Access National 
Partnership (UANP) review, being conducted by Nous Group.  

The Front Project is an independent national enterprise working to improve quality and create 
positive change in Australia’s early childhood education system. We work with government, business 
and the early education sector to improve outcomes for children and increase the short and long-
term gains for Australia. 

Future Tracks is a social enterprise, established by The Front Project, designed to attract and support 
the next generation of early childhood teachers by providing strong career pathways, mentoring and 
leadership opportunities to students while they complete a bachelor’s degree in Early Childhood 
Education.  

Early childhood education is one of the smartest investments governments can make – delivering a 
2:1 return on investment, boosting workforce participation in parents and setting our youngest 
learners up for success. 

A Smart Investment for a Smarter Australia, PwC’s economic analysis of the UANP, commissioned by 
The Front Project, found that $4.74b of benefits are generated for every annual cohort of children, 
with benefits shared between children, families, government and employers.  

Prior to the introduction of the UANP only 12% of Australian children attended preschool for the 
recommended 15 hours per week in the year before school. Now, that number is 94%. Australia 
lagged behind our OECD peers in terms of preschool attendance and enrolment. Now, we are a 
leader. 

The UANP has also made significant progress in building widespread community recognition of the 
importance of early childhood education for children’s wellbeing, development and later 
achievement.  

The current framework of national cooperation and Commonwealth leadership must continue and, 
going forward, there is an opportunity to improve and strengthen the UANP. With leadership from 
the Commonwealth, disadvantaged and vulnerable children can be prioritised, quality can be 
boosted, and measurement of impact can be improved. 
 
The Front Project and Future Tracks hold the view that the following are priorities for a national 
preschool policy.  
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Communicating the value of preschool: Governments have a powerful role to play in helping 
families and communities understand the value of quality early childhood education.  

Secure and adequate funding: Long-term funding agreements that provide stability and certainty 
are necessary to ensure a high-quality and high-impact system.  

Ensuring quality and opportunity for all children: Children experiencing disadvantage have the most 
to gain from high quality preschool, but currently have the least access. Extending the principles of 
the Gonski review to preschool funding would direct resources where they are most needed.  

Workforce: Building the pipeline of early childhood teachers necessary to meet forecasted demand 
is an urgent priority. 

Lifting quality: The impact of preschool would be strengthened by improving the consistency of 
quality across the system, including by setting a minimum level of quality to receive preschool 
funding, supporting the National Quality Framework and investing in the skills and capabilities of the 
workforce.  

Data and impact: Improving the quality, consistency and usability of administrative data, and 
ensuring it is possible to track and demonstrate the impact of the government’s investment in 
preschool on children’s outcomes.  

Two years of preschool: Australia continues to be significantly below average for preschool 
participation for three year olds, and one of the only developed countries not to be funding at least 
two years of preschool. Extending preschool access to three year olds is a significant opportunity to 
lift outcomes for Australian children. 

 

We would welcome the opportunity to discuss our submission with you. 

 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
 

                                              
 
 

Jane Hunt 
CEO, The Front Project 
jhunt@thefrontproject.org.au 
0422 139 995 
 

 Lucy Davidson 
CEO, Future Tracks 
ldavidson@futuretracks.org.au  
0497 252 477 
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Review of the Universal Access National Partnership  
 

Summary 
Early childhood education is one of the smartest investments governments can make – delivering a 
2:1 return on investment, boosting workforce participation in parents and setting our youngest 
learners up for success. 

The Universal Access National Partnership (UANP) – introduced in 2009 and funded by successive 
governments – is one of the most significant educational policies in generations.  

The UANP has made significant progress in building widespread community recognition of the 
importance of early childhood education for children’s wellbeing, development and later 
achievement.  

Prior to the introduction of the UANP only 12% of Australian children attended preschool1 for the 
recommended 15 hours per week in the year before school. Now, that number is 94%. Australia 
lagged behind our OECD peers in terms of preschool attendance and enrolment. Now, we are a 
leader. 

The UANP is one of the key levers available to the Commonwealth to increase quality and impact. 
The current framework of national cooperation and Commonwealth leadership must continue and, 
going forward, there is an opportunity to improve and strengthen the UANP. With leadership from 
the Commonwealth, disadvantaged and vulnerable children can be prioritised, quality can be 
boosted, and measurement of impact can be improved. 

This review should serve as the impetus for permanent, ongoing funding in the Commonwealth 
Budget – ending the uncertainty that parents and providers face every time funding is up for 
renewal. 

If we want to prepare future generations for the jobs of the future and to compete in the global 
economy, then we need to invest in a smart start for our youngest minds. This means continuing and 
strengthening the UANP. 

 

  

 
1 This submission follows the language adopted by the Nous discussion paper, and uses the term ‘preschool’ to 
refer to early childhood education programs delivered by a Batchelor-qualified teacher in the year before 
school, in a range of settings (including long day care, standalone settings, and schools). 
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Questions 
 

1. To what extent have the UANP policy objectives, outcomes and outputs been achieved  

There is no doubt that the Universal Access National Partnership has been a successful partnership 
between the Commonwealth and the states and territories – significantly boosting the number of 
children enrolled in 15 hours of preschool in the year before school from only 12% of children 
before 2008 to 94% in 2018. 

The UANP has been a major step forward in recognising the critical role quality early education plays 
in setting children up for success at school and throughout life. The UANP minimised barriers to 
accessing early education by establishing a national model of preschool and recognising the 
importance of consistent, evidence-based early childhood education entitlement for all Australian 
children, regardless of where they live or their family’s income.  

At the same time, it pragmatically provides for flexibility in how preschool programs are delivered, 
recognising the historical differences in provision between states and territories and the diverse 
settings in Australia’s ECEC system.  

Near universal enrolment in preschool in 2019 could only have been achieved through a partnership 
between the Commonwealth and states and territories. The UANP established a national model for 
preschool, moving away from the variability in access between the states and territories. The 
willingness of the states and territories to work towards a national model has also been a critical 
part of this success. 

While significant progress has been made in delivering on the objectives of the UANP, this does not 
mean the job is finished. There is more work to be done to fully deliver on the objectives and 
outcomes of the UANP, and ensure all Australian children participate in preschool programs for the 
number of hours and level of quality needed to achieve positive short- and long-term outcomes for 
them.  

Economic impacts and benefits of UANP 
The impact of UANP is demonstrated in A Smart Investment for a Smarter Australia: Economic 
analysis of universal early childhood education in the year before school in Australia (PwC, 2019), 
commissioned by The Front Project. Focusing on the impact of the UANP and provision of universal, 
teacher-lead early childhood programs in the year before school, it found significant short and long-
term social and economic benefits. 

For every dollar invested in early childhood education, two dollars are returned to the economy 
and community.  

The report identified a total $4.74 billion of benefits, generated every year children attending an 
early childhood education program. The benefits are shared between children, families, government 
and employers:  

• Children - $997 million (21% of benefits) 
• Parents and carers – $1.46 billion (31% of benefits) 
• Governments – $1.96 billion (41% of benefits) 
• Employers and businesses – $319 million (7% of benefits) 
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The high returns on early childhood education are driven by: 

• Higher levels of workforce participation by parents and carers for the parents and carers 
who choose to participate in additional paid employment while their children are 
participating in early childhood education and who would not otherwise have done so. 

• Improved cognitive skills and early school achievement for the children attending early 
childhood education. This leads to: 

o Education cost savings – due to lower levels of children repeating a year of school 
and reduced need for special education programs. 

o Improved educational achievement, resulting in higher lifetime earnings for 
recipients – the improved cognitive abilities that result from participating in early 
childhood education can be measured in later school achievement, educational 
attainment and the resulting impact on employment, earnings, taxation and welfare.  

o Other social benefits and costs flowing from improved education and earnings – 
resulting in cost savings for government due to a reduction in crime and a reduction 
in health care costs associated with smoking and obesity. 

These findings are consistent with the extensive international evidence base and existing economic 
analyses of universal early childhood education programs. A 1:2 return on investment is significantly 
higher than many other nation-building investments. Infrastructure projects tend to deliver returns 
of 1:1-1.5. Investment in quality early childhood education delivers clear benefits to children, 
government and the economy.  

 

Accessibility, equity, quality and affordability 
Accessibility: There has been a significant increase in the number of children enrolled in preschool, 
although more work needs to be done to ensure attendance for at least 15 hours per week – the 
benchmark which the evidence shows is the minimum attendance to achieve results. 

• The UANP has lifted enrolment in at least 15 hours of early childhood education per week 
from 12% of children prior to 2008 to 94% in 2018 (Pascoe & Brennan, 2017), and prior to 
the UANP, only 50% of children were enrolled in any form of preschool (OECD, 2019b). 

• In the space of a decade, Australia has gone from being significantly below the OECD 
average for enrolment in preschool, with only half of our children enrolled, to exceeding the 
OECD average. Our enrolment rates are now consistent with peer countries like Korea, 
Japan, New Zealand and the European Union (OECD, 2019b).  

• While enrolment rates are high, attendance for at least 15 hours per week is less consistent 
– with an estimated 82% attending for at least 15 hours. Nevertheless, this is an increase 
from 44% in 2012. Children attending preschool programs through long day care are most 
likely to attend for at least 15 hours (88%), with children attending government preschools 
less likely to meet the 15 hour benchmark (61%) (ABS, 2018).  

Equity: While disadvantaged children stand to benefit most from preschool, they are the children 
least likely to have access (O’Connell, Fox, Hinz, & Cole, 2016). Universal provision of early childhood 
education is a key strategy for ensuring all children have the opportunity to access preschool, 
although some communities and families require additional support and tailored provision to 
overcome barriers to access. While there has been some overall improvement through the UANP, 
this has not been consistent and disadvantaged children continue to have lower enrolment and 
attendance rates.  
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• The lowest enrolment and attendance rates are in low SES communities. In some states, up 
to 40% of disadvantaged children do not attend for 15 hours, and some states have not met 
the target of 95% enrolment for children from disadvantaged backgrounds (ABS, 2018). 

Quality: Early childhood education only has substantial and sustained impacts when it is high quality 
(Torii, Fox, & Cloney, 2017). While the implementation of a national benchmark through the 
National Quality Standard (NQS) has progressively lifted the overall quality of ECEC settings, quality 
of services is still highly variable and the quality of preschool programs delivered under the UANP is 
inconsistent. Some states invest in improving quality and providing professional development for the 
workforce to meet standards, but there is not sustained national or systematic investment in 
increasing the quality or impact of preschool programs. The National Partnership Agreement on the 
Quality Agenda has lapsed, and national funding for professional learning has also ceased.  

• A quarter of services have not achieved the National Quality Standard – they are classified as 
“Working Toward the NQS”. This includes many services primarily delivering preschool 
programs: 24% of government schools, 25% of catholic schools, 18% of independent schools, 
10% of state/territory/local government services, 14.5% of not-for-profit services, and 27% 
of private services (including long day care for 0-5) (ACECQA, 2019). 

• Best-practice teaching practices for building children’s cognitive development are not well 
implemented - The e4Kids study showed that Australia lags in teaching practices that are 
most important for extending children’s cognitive development, especially those around 
language modelling (i.e. conversation, repeating and extending, using advanced language), 
concept development (i.e. analysis, reasoning, creativity and integration of ideas), and 
feedback (encouraging responses and expanding performance) (Tayler, 2016). 

Affordability: The affordability of preschool varies significantly, depending on the state and setting 
children are attending, and cost remains a barrier for many families. While affordability has been 
boosted by the shared funding arrangements established in the UANP, more work needs to be done 
to deliver affordable preschool programs regardless of setting. 

• The cost to families of preschool programs varies significantly – from being free in some 
states and territories (generally where preschool is delivered through schools) to high daily 
fees in others (generally where many children attend through long day care and states do 
not provide subsidies).  

• PwC’s economic analysis of preschool (based on 2017 data) showed that parents continue to 
make a significant contribution towards funding - with the cost shared between the 
Commonwealth ($422m in UA funding, $402m in CCR/CCB), states and territories ($1011m) 
and parents ($500m) (PwC, 2019). 

• It is clear that shared investment between the Commonwealth and states and territories 
increases affordability for families. Total investment and the distribution of costs varies 
significantly between the states and territories (see Fig. 1), with some families making a 
much larger contribution and some children receiving less funding.   
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Figure 1: Total yearly cost per child enrolled – year-before-school early childhood education 
(PwC, 2019) 

 

Source: various sources, PwC analysis 
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2. What should the UANP target and measure, and how should data be collected and used 

One of the shortcomings of the UANP has been data collection. Existing data collection 
arrangements are inadequate for fully assessing the efficiency, effectiveness and impact of the 
UANP. 

Demonstrating impact 
Unfortunately, the introduction of universal access to early childhood education in 2009 was not 
accompanied by an evaluation or the collection of data that would enable its impact on children’s 
development to be clearly measured and tracked. This was a significant missed opportunity that 
should be rectified.  

Given the importance of ongoing investment in early childhood education, it is critical that impact 
data be collected systematically – to track impact and build the evidence-base.  

Robust data on the extent to which children are benefiting from preschool participation, and the 
circumstances that support or limit impact, equips government to calibrate policy and investment 
settings to maximise impact and ensure efficient spending.   

• What should be measured: The impact of early childhood education on children’s 
development, across the range of outcomes that are important in the early years – in the 
short, medium and long-term.  In particular, it is important that impacts on children’s 
cognitive and social and emotional skills be identified (Fox, 2016; Productivity Commission, 
2016). 

• How should they be measured: While there would be benefits to an evaluation or 
longitudinal study of the impact of preschool (for example, using a method similar to the 
e4Kids study), establishing the ability to systematically and continually track impact would 
be more valuable than a point-in-time study. 

o A permanent linked dataset connecting preschool data (attendance, quality and 
workforce)  with AEDC, school entrance, NAPLAN and other demographic data (and 
potentially linked to other datasets like those in the ABS’s Multi-Agency Data 
Integration Project) is a priority (Irvine, Thorpe, McDonald, Lunn, & Sumison, 2016). 

§ Analysis of this data should be made publicly available, with the granular 
datasets available to researchers (with appropriate privacy protections in 
place). 

o An annual collection of impact data using a nationally representative sample (rather 
than a census approach) is also a comparatively cost-effective option for collecting 
high quality and consistent impact data. This would allow tracking of the impact of 
the Australian ECEC system on children’s development.  

Ongoing data collection 
In addition to building the capability to systematically track the impact of preschool, there is a need 
to enhance the usability and consistency of the National Early Childhood Education and 
Care Collection. While progress has been made in strengthening the National Collection (particularly 
the development of a YBFS Estimated Resident Population), there are still a number of gaps and 
limitations.  

A number of critical questions about the operation, efficiency and effectiveness of the system and 
policy settings cannot be answered with the current collection. For example, the relationship 
between attendance, cost and staffing stability, and whether there are geographic or socio-
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economic variations in this pattern, is not easily assessed in the current collection (or related ECEC 
collections).  

The priorities for strengthening the core data collection include: 

• Collection of consistent data of the conditions known to be importance for quality and 
impact on children’s learning. In particular: 

o More accurate and more frequent collection and reporting of enrolment and 
attendance data – ideally moving away from collecting enrolment and attendance in 
a ‘reference week’ and using technology and existing processes to track hours and 
patterns of attendance.  

o Confirming the proportion of funded preschool hours are delivered face-to-face by a 
Bachelor-qualified teacher, the frequency of waivers for the ECT requirement, and 
the level of staff turnover experienced by children. 

o Quality ratings that are sufficiently up to date (i.e. not more than three years old). 

• Strengthening demographic data to enable better understanding of the impact of socio-
economic circumstances on experiences and outcomes for children.  

• More comprehensive workforce data, including staffing profiles, turnover, qualifications and 
waivers, and staff wellbeing. 

• Building the capacity to link staff training, qualifications, professional learning, leadership 
and management, pay and conditions, and their links with service quality, family 
engagement and child outcomes would be valuable.  

Principles guiding the enhancement of the National Collection include: 

Multi-purpose: Ensuring the data collected delivers on multiple objectives. In addition to assessing 
compliance with the UANP, it should generate the information needed for the Commonwealth and 
states and territories to guide effective policy decisions and ensure impact for children, contribute to 
strengthening the evidence-base and filling knowledge gaps, and providing useful and meaningful 
information back to services and providers.  

National consistency: Consistency across jurisdictions and service types strengthens the 
comparability and usability of the data. 

Granularity: Growing the ability to analyse and report data for local communities and specific 
cohorts, and enabling connections between datasets to support the tracking of trends and patterns.  

Minimising impost on services: Managing the administrative burden on services and using technical 
solutions to avoid duplication. 

Analysis and use: A commitment to making data and analysis available, in formats that 
governments, services, providers and researchers can use to guide decision-making and practice.  
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3. Are the current UANP arrangements efficient and effective and how could the efficiency, 
effectiveness and funding of the UANP funding be improved? 

The current UANP has a number of strengths, particularly the principles of flexible implementation 
and delivery between states, that cost is not a barrier, that children are able to access a preschool 
program regardless of the setting they are attending in, and that access for vulnerable and 
disadvantaged children is prioritised.  

However, more work needs to be done to fully enact these principles. For example, cost is still a 
barrier to many families and the rate of subsidy can still depend on a family’s income. Some states 
do not provide subsidised access for children regardless of setting (i.e. in NSW, where preschool 
access is only subsidised in community preschools, even though the majority of children attend in 
long day care services).  

Tying funding to performance would be appropriate, particularly for the critical elements of the 
UANP such as quality and equity of access. Improvements to data would be necessary to enable this 
approach. The UANP is one of the key levers available to the Commonwealth to increase quality and 
impact. 

There are four other key points that would improve the efficiency and effectiveness of the UANP: 

Permanent funding: Since its inception, the UANP has been renewed annually or biannually. These 
short-term funding cycles inhibit long-term planning, impact staffing decisions for services and 
contracts for staff, and waste time and effort from the sector and states and territories in making 
the case and negotiating terms for funding each year. Preschool requires long-term committed 
funding, consistent with the rest of Australia’s education system (from primary to tertiary 
education). 

Adequate funding for children experiencing disadvantage: The principle of needs-based funding is 
now firmly embedded in the school system, in recognition of the fact that additional resources are 
needed to support children experiencing disadvantage and in order to provide equitable access to 
education. This principle should be extended to early childhood education, especially given the 
children currently most in need of access and quality are the least likely to have access (Cloney, 
2016). Additional funding loadings for children requiring additional support would enable access to 
resources like occupational and speech therapy, smaller ratios and group sizes, investments in 
specialised professional learning, and stronger outreach to families and local services.  

Investing in quality: Ensuring consistently high-quality preschool programs must be a core priority – 
particularly ensuring children in disadvantaged areas have equitable access to quality programs. 
Quality is still variable in Australia and this limits the effectiveness and impact of the UANP. A 
sustained national approach and systematic investment in the skills and capabilities of the 
workforce, including access to evidence-based, practice-relevant professional learning, is necessary. 
Quality preschool programs require sufficient investment to meet the cost of teacher salaries, 
planning and programming time, and learning resources and activities. Consideration should also be 
given to tying preschool funding to meeting minimum quality standards. Importantly, without with 
UANP, the Commonwealth will have fewer levers for driving quality improvement.  

Building the workforce: The sector is currently experiencing difficulties recruiting sufficient numbers 
of bachelor qualified early childhood teachers.  The Australian Government estimates we will need 
to fill 29,000 ECT jobs in Australia by 2023 to cater for the projected population of preschool age 
children (Australian Government, 2019).  If nothing is done to address the shortage, one-third of all 
preschool centres will not have a trained teacher on staff within four years (O’Connell, 2019). 
Similarly, attracting and retaining students in early childhood teaching degrees is challenging. Of the 
13,641 students who started a Bachelor of Early Childhood in 2013, only 2,360 graduated four years 
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later.  There is an urgent need for leadership from the Commonwealth and states and territories to 
build and support the early childhood workforce and address the barriers to entering and remaining 
in the sector – as happens for other priority industries.  
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4. How does the preschool system operate across states and territories and settings? 

The key principle underpinning UANP is ensuring that every Australian child has access to a high 
quality preschool program, regardless of the state or territory they live in or the setting they attend. 

The UANP recognises the diversity of Australia’s ECEC system and provides flexibility to the state and 
territories, but does not yet deliver the same opportunity to attend quality preschool programs to all 
children. For example, a number of states do not provide funding to children attending preschool in 
long day care settings, including in New South Wales where 65% of children access preschool 
through long day care. 

The transition from Budget Based Funding for services supporting Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children to the Community Child Care Fund has imposed significant administrative burdens 
on services and families. To ensure that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children have access to 
quality preschool programs, it is vital to foster and support strong, community-led and culturally safe 
services with deep connections to their community. 
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5. Based on your experiences, should changes be made to future national policy on preschool 
and why  

The UANP has been a highly successful reform that set the intention for, and has made progress 
towards, universal, equitable access to a quality preschool education for all Australian children. Prior 
to its introduction, half of Australian children did not have access to preschool and only 12% to the 
recommended 15 hours per week – and there was significant and inequitable variation in children’s 
access and opportunity across the federation. 

This policy is delivering at least a 2:1 return on investment. And there is a clear opportunity to 
increase the size of the impact and return by strengthening the effectiveness and quality of 
preschool.  

There continues to be an important leadership role for the Commonwealth in ensuring Australia has 
an effective, equitable and high-impact preschool system that gives all children the opportunity to 
build the skills and capabilities they need to thrive at school and throughout life.  

Priorities for strengthening Australia’s national preschool policy include: 

Communicating the value of preschool: The community is beginning to understand the importance 
of the early years for children’s outcomes, and to see preschool as a core and essential part of the 
education system. Leadership from government will be essential to ensuring parents remain 
engaged with the value of preschool. 

Secure and adequate funding: Long-term funding agreements that provide stability and certainty for 
services and states and territories, consistent with the rest of the education sector. Preschool 
funding should reflect the cost of delivering a quality preschool program, including employment of a 
qualified teacher, appropriate planning and programming time, and the provision of learning 
resources and activities.  

Ensuring quality and opportunity for all children: Consideration should also be given to extending 
the principles of the Gonski review to early childhood. A needs-based funding model would ensure 
services had sufficient resources to engage children and families experiencing disadvantage, and 
ensure they have equitable access to high equity learning environments. Consideration should also 
be given to increasing the number of hours for children experiencing disadvantage. Increasing hours 
is consistent with international research that closer to 30 hours of a quality preschool program is 
optimum for some children (Fox & Geddes, 2016; O’Connell et al., 2016). 

Workforce: Building the pipeline of early childhood teachers necessary to meet forecasted demand 
is an urgent priority. Better supporting the existing workforce is central to ensuring an effective and 
high-impact early childhood education system, including through working in partnership to ensure 
appropriate pay and conditions, access to evidence-based professional learning, support for 
leadership development and career progression. 

Lifting quality: The impact and return on investment from preschool would be strengthened by 
improving the consistency and level of quality across the system, and by addressing the fact that 
children experiencing disadvantage have the least access to high quality services. Consideration 
should be given to establishing a minimum level of quality to qualify for preschool funding (with the 
provision of appropriate support to ensure this does not reduce access for children).  

Data and impact: Improving the quality, consistency and usability of administrative data, and 
ensuring it is possible to track and demonstrate the impact of the government’s investment in 
preschool on children’s outcomes.  

Two years of preschool: Australia continues to be significantly below average for preschool 
participation for 3 year olds, and one of the only developed countries not to be funding at least two 
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years of preschool (Fox & Geddes, 2016). An estimated 67% of three year olds are enrolled in some 
form of early education and care, although the majority of these children will not be attending 
programs delivered by a Bachelor qualified teacher.  Even so, this enrolment rate is 12% below the 
OECD average (OECD, 2019a). Many states and territories are already showing leadership in this 
space, and this is a significant opportunity for future policy. 
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