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SUBMISSION TO THE REVIEW OF THE NATIONAL PARTNERSHIP 

AGREEMENT ON UNIVERSAL ACCESS TO EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION 

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Investing in preschool is good policy. This is undeniable. 

There is a wealth of evidence obtained through highly disciplined research about the benefits of preschool 

for children – particularly vulnerable and disadvantaged children – that gives us complete confidence in 

making this statement. We can attribute a number of benefits to early childhood education (ECE): 

• School readiness: children who participate in a quality ECE program are more likely to start school 

ready to learn and succeed. 

• Long-term educational achievements: the effects of attending quality ECE program are observed in 

NAPLAN results in primary school as well as PISA, PIRLS and TIMMS results in primary and high school. 

• 21st century skills: neuroscience tells us that early learning is when children learn the lifelong skills, 

including executive function, entrepreneurial skills, risk-taking, innovation, etc. 

• Economic benefits: investing in preschool delivers a cost/benefit ratio of 2:1 in Australia. 

We must honour this knowledge and ensure that every child in Australia has the opportunity to benefit from 

access to an affordable, quality preschool program. 

ECE is the integral foundation to the education continuum, as reflected in the national discourse over the 

past few years. First, states and territories commissioned the Lifting our Game review to complement the 

Gonski 2.0 Review of Education. Then, all Australian Governments endorsed the COAG Early Learning Reform 

Principles and agreed to consider a national ECEC strategy in 2020. Last year, Australia joined the other G20 

nations in declaring that access ECE was crucial to building a more equal and prosperous society. More 

recently, there has been a strong push for early learning to be reflected in the refreshed Melbourne 

Declaration – Australia’s vision for education.  

National investment in universal access to preschool and the near concurrent introduction of the National 

Quality Agenda have achieved significant progress over the past decade with increased enrolments, dosage 

consistency and quality improvements. Preschool participation in Australia was below the OECD average in 

2010 but above the OECD average by 2016, with the standard program being offered for at least 600 hours 

per year. Longer-term benefits are still being realised, with Australia’s first ‘universal cohort’ not yet in high 

school. 

Despite these achievements, we know that vulnerable and disadvantaged children and Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander children – the children who would benefit the most – are still missing out. We also know that 

affordability and access varies significantly across states and territories, limiting choice for families, especially 

working families. Every year, more families are choosing to send their children to preschool in an LDC and 

yet the overwhelming majority of funding (State and Federal combined) flows to support children attending 

community and government-run preschools. 
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We need continued national leadership in preschool so that all children have access to affordable, quality 

preschool, regardless of where they live or their family’s circumstance. 

The UANP is not just a vital funding instrument; it is also a powerful policy lever. In our federated system, 

there is a fundamental role for the Australian Government in continuing to drive national consistency in 

preschool access, quality and affordability. As well as realising the long-term benefits of preschool investment 

to date, continued investment will also complement record levels of school funding and amplify its impact. 

The objectives of the National Schools Reform Agreement are unlikely to be achieved without correlating 

investment in the early years. 

A recent report by Price Waterhouse Coopers revealed that investment in preschool delivers a cost/benefit 

ratio of 2:1 in Australia. This is considerably higher than the cost-benefit ratios achieved on many other forms 

of Government investment, including most infrastructure projects. 

Parents have come to accept and value preschool and don’t want their child to miss out. We cannot assume 

that preschool policy and funding will continue in its current state without a national partnership. In fact, 

there are a lot of indicators that suggest preschool access and affordability will go backwards for families 

without the UANP. Without the $1300 per child allocated under the UANP, families will see fees increase by 

at least $30 a week – possibly more in some settings, as state and territory governments reprioritise their 

own state investment.  

A reduction or withdrawal of preschool funding in LDCs would inevitably see providers pass preschool costs 

onto families, which would erode any improvements in the affordability of child care achieved since the 

introduction of the Child Care Subsidy. This would increase cost barriers for families facing disadvantage and 

depress participation rates further among children who stand to benefit most from access to ECE. Still worse, 

providers may discontinue their preschool program to remain viable, resulting in a loss of choice for working 

families. 

Preschool in Australia has been a remarkable policy success story but the reform process is only part done. 

A review and a refresh is needed.  We would encourage the Australian Government to continue its policy and 

funding leadership to ensure all Australian children can access quality ECE before they start school. That will 

give our children the best chance to start school ready for school, and the best possible foundation for 

embracing life-long learning.   
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RECOMMENDATIONS: 

1. All Australian Governments maintain a shared responsibility for ensuring all children have access 

to affordable, quality preschool, regardless of where they live or their family’s circumstance. 

2. The Australian Government continues and strengthens its national policy and financing 

leadership to ensure all early childhood education reform objectives are realised and preschool 

is embedded as the foundation of the education continuum. 

3. Future national agreements should ensure that quality preschool programs are delivered in a 

range of settings to provide flexibility and choice for all families, particularly working families, 

having regard for changing patterns of work and workforce participation. 

4. Develop and implement a national strategy to continuously improve the quality of preschool 

programs, as measured by the preschool quality indicator proposed in Recommendation 10 (a). 

5. Develop and implement a national ECEC workforce strategy as a fundamental strategy to lifting 

quality. 

6. State and territory governments should be more transparent about how Commonwealth 

preschool funding is disseminated to achieve the objective of universal access, i.e. by notionally 

allocating Commonwealth funding against key projects, subsidies and activities in bilateral 

implementation plans. 

7. Universal access to early childhood education and care should be an entitlement for all children 

in the two years before school and enshrined in a National Agreement. 

8. The current per child funding allocation should be continued as an efficient and effective 

mechanism for directing funding and should be complemented with an additional needs-based 

funding allocation to support improved results, where objectives are not currently being met 

particularly in relation to participation by vulnerable children. 

9. Future funding agreements should seek to maximise the return on the Commonwealth’s 

investment in schools by working to close the learning differentials between advantaged and 

disadvantaged children and providing seamless transitions to school. 

10. To build on existing ECE reforms to date, a future national agreement should include the following 

performance measures: 

a) Quality: Implement a national measure of the quality of the preschool programs. 

b) Attendance: Invest in and incentivise programs and initiatives that address cost and non-

cost barriers for vulnerable and disadvantaged children attending preschool for 600 hours 

per year. 

c) Affordability: Require monitoring and reporting of preschool affordability in each state 

and territory, measured by out-of-pocket costs for families, with a subset measure of out-

of-pocket costs for vulnerable and disadvantaged families. 

d) Workforce: Monitor and record key indicators regarding teachers, as a key indicator of 

structural quality. 

e) Data: Increase the frequency of state-level data collection – or make better use of regular 

data capture – on enrolments, attendance, and quality across all settings. 

f) Funding congruity: Funding that follows the child, as measured by the proportion of 

Commonwealth funding that flows to each child by setting. 



 

4 

 

ACRONYMS 

 

ACECQA Australian Children’s Early Childhood Quality Authority 

AEDC Australian Early Development Census 

CBC Centre-based care 

CCB Child Care Benefit 

CCR Child Care Rebate 

CCS Child Care Subsidy 

COAG Council of Australian Governments 

ECD Early childhood development 

ECE Early childhood education 

ECEC Early childhood education and care 

ECT Early childhood teacher 

LBOTE Language background other than English 

LDC Long day care 

NAPLAN National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy 

NP NQA National Partnership Agreement on National Quality Agenda for Early Childhood Education and 

Care 

NQS National Quality Standard 

OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

PIRLS Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 

PISA Programme for International Student Assessment  

QKFS Queensland Kindergarten Funding Scheme 

ROGS Report on Government Services 

SEIFA Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas 

TIMMS Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study 

UANP National Partnership Agreement on Universal Access to Early Childhood Education 

YBFS Year before full-time school 

 

NOTE: This submissions deals with the consultation questions in the following order 1, 3, 4, 5, 2 
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ABOUT GOODSTART EARLY LEARNING 

We are for children, not for profit 

Goodstart is Australia’s largest not-for-profit social enterprise and Australia’s largest ECEC provider, with 665 

centres located in all States and Territories caring for more than 75,000 children from 63,000 families and 

employing 16,700 employees.  

We are also Australia’s largest non-government provider of preschool programs in the year before school 

(second only to the Western Australian Government). 

We operate in every state and territory giving us a unique perspective on the nuances of each jurisdiction 

and the diverse needs of Australian children and families. 

Our purpose is to ensure all Australia’s children have the learning, development and wellbeing outcomes 

they need for school and life.  

We believe the best way to do this is to ensure all children have access to at least two days of high quality 

early learning in the two years before full-time school. There is a wealth of international evidence that shows 

that two years of kindergarten has more impact than the one year that Australian currently provides, as 

recently confirmed in the Lifting our Game Report. 

Goodstart’s families come from very diverse backgrounds and communities. Around a third of our centres 

are in regional and rural areas and around a quarter are in low SEIFA (1-3) communities. Nationally, we have 

proportionally more low income families and children with disability than the community and sector. We also 

have proportionately more Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children than the rest of the sector and close 

to community levels across the country.  

 

 

As an inclusive organisation, all children, families and educators are welcome at Goodstart. Each and every 

day, our centres and teams of educators work in partnership with thousands of families across Australia to 

deliver high quality, inclusive and community connected early learning programs to benefit all children and 

their learning, development and wellbeing. We actively support all children irrespective of their abilities, 

developmental capabilities or life circumstances to participate in our services. We provide a national support 

structure that assists with accessing funding support, additional staff training and enrolling children needing 

additional support. 
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1. To what extend have the UANP policy objectives, outcomes and outputs been 

achieved? 

 

Why did we need the UANP? 

In July 2009, COAG endorsed the Early Childhood Development Strategy. In doing so, the Australian 

Government and states and territories committed to increasing their focus on the early years to ensure the 

wellbeing of children throughout their lives, and to deliver the vision that ‘by 2020 all children have the best 

start in life to create a better future for themselves, and for the nation’. 

The introduction of universal access to kindergarten in the year before school from 2008 was a key strategy 

in delivering upon that vision, in tandem with the NP NQA. Prior to the introduction of the UANP, preschool 

quality, access and dosage depended on where you lived in Australia. Significant variations across states and 

territories meant that children were having inequitable preschool experiences or, worse, were missing out 

entirely. This was holding Australia back in terms of educational attainment and human capital. 

The first UANP sought to reform the delivery of ECEC so that ‘children have access to the support, care and 

education throughout early childhood that equips them for life and learning, delivered in a way that actively 

engages families and communities, and meets the workforce participation needs of parents’1. Specifically, 

the universal commitment was for every child to have access to a preschool program that is:  

- for 12 months in the year before full-time school;  

- delivered by a four-year university qualified early childhood teacher;  

- for 15 hours a week, 40 weeks a year; 

- accessible across a diversity of settings, in a form that meets the needs of parents; and  

- delivered in a way that ensures cost does not present a barrier to access. 

When the UANP and NP NQA were first introduced, Australia was leading the way in early childhood policy 

internationally. Investment was effective, in that it built upon a mixed ECEC market to drive quality and 

provide family choice, and efficient in that it leveraged two Commonwealth funding mechanisms – the UANP 

and the Child Care Benefit/Child Care Rebate – and (continued) state funding. This multi-lever funding 

approach complemented the Family Assistance Law and the National Law to achieve the aspirational 

objectives for children and families. 

The investment in ECE complements the Australian Government’s substantial investment in child care 

assistance. While the CCB and CCR sought to improve affordability of NQS-rated child care to support 

workforce participation, the UANP supported the additional costs of a high quality preschool program, 

including exclusive use of the ECT in a teacher-led, not teacher-designed, program. The 2015 Budget Families 

                                                      
1 2009-2012 National Partnership Agreement on Universal Access to Early Childhood Education, p. 5. 
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Package Announcement of the new Child Care Subsidy (CCS) reiterated this point by including an $843 million 

two-year commitment to preschool funding. As the Minister said in his second reading introducing the 

package to Parliament on 2 December 2015: 

“Our objective is to help parents who want to work, or who want to work more, while still focusing 

on early childhood education….” 

The Australian ECEC policy and funding approach was designed to deliver preschool in settings that provide 

choice and flexibility for families and allow the needs of both working parents and children to be met 

effectively. This in turn complements its multiple objectives across economic, social and education policy. 

What has the UANP already achieved? 

The Australian Government’s investment in ECE funding and its focus on ensuring ECE is high quality has 

been a remarkable public policy success story for Australia. There have been a number of significant 

achievements attributable to the introduction of the UANP, including: 

• Increase in preschool enrolments:  

o In 2010, participation of four-year-olds in preschool was below the OECD average national 

(51.4% compared to the OECD average of 83.2%). 

o By 2016, participation had increased to above the OECD average (90.8% compared to 87.8%).2  

• Consistency in dosage:  

o In 2008, only 12% of children nationally were enrolled in a preschool program for 600 hours 

per annum, which the research tells us was insufficient to make a difference, particularly for 

vulnerable and disadvantaged children. 

o By 2016, 93% of children were enrolled in a preschool program for at least 600 hours per 

annum (see Appendix A). 

• Improvements in school readiness: 

o In 2009, 23.6% of Australian children were developmentally vulnerable on one or more 

domains3. 

o In 2018, the percentage of children developmentally vulnerable had dropped to 21.7%4. 

o The improvement has been particularly marked for Indigenous children and children from a 

language background other than English.  

o The Communication Skills & General Knowledge domain, which is the domain most influenced 

by access to early learning, has shown the strongest improvement. 

• Quality uplift: 

o During the UANP and NP NQA, quality in ECE has continued to improve with the proportion of 

centre-based services meeting or exceeding the NQS rising from 56.2% (2013 Qtr 2) to 90.3% 

(2019 Qtr 2); 

o The most significant quality improvements have been in the LDC sector, with quality increasing 

51% meeting/exceeding NQS to almost 90%. 

• Educational attainment: 

o Mean results for NAPLAN results in Year 3 in reading are up 13.7 points since 2013 up 12.6 

points in numeracy, with more modest improvements in Year 5 and Year 7 results, particularly 

in numeracy (see Appendix A). 

o In Queensland, preschool participation rates in Queensland rose from 26% in 2007 to 99.6% in 

2014. In the same period, the Year 3 NAPLAN results for that cohort rose by 29.8 points in 

reading and 14.6 points in numeracy. 

                                                      
2 OECD (2018) PF3_2 Enrolment in Childcare and Preschool http://www.oecd.org/els/family/database.htm 
3 https://www.aedc.gov.au/resources/detail/national-report-2009 
4 https://www.education.gov.au/australian-early-development-census. 
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o Internationally, the first cohort of children with universal access to preschool scored 17 point 

higher in Year 4 reading scores in PIRLS (2016), 8 points higher in science (TIMMS 2015) and 

about the same in maths (TIMMS 2015). International data shows that children with three or 

more years of pre-primary education score 22 points higher on PIRLS than children with just 

one year.5 

• Professionalised workforce: 

o As a key indicator of structural quality, the number of qualified early childhood teachers in the 

long day care sector doubled between 2010 and 2016, and now constitutes around 13% of all 

contact staff.6 

Quality uplift under the UANP 

The evidence shows that the joint commitment of federal and state governments to funding universal access 

to preschool has made a significant contribution to raising quality of LDC, as the ongoing, stable presence of 

a degree-qualified early childhood teacher has made a significant impact on the broader service. The two 

states that fully pass on UANP funding (with state top-ups) to children attending preschool in an LDC – 

Victoria and Queensland – have also posted the biggest improvement in quality of LDC services (see Table 1) 

and the lowest incidence of staff waivers (see Table 1).  

TABLE 1: NQS Ratings of long day care centres and level of State funding per child (excluding fee relief)7 

 NSW VIC QLD SA WA TAS ACT NT AUST 

LDC overall % 

meeting/ 

exceeding NQS 

75.7% 84.6% 84.3% 82.4% 74.6% 81.0% 69.1% 73.3% 79.5% 

LDC overall & 

meeting/ 

exceeding QA1 

82% 89% 88% 85% 81% 86% 72% 78% 85% 

Funding per 

child in kinder 

programs in LDC 

$450-

675 

$3682-

4553 
$1753 

$1210-

2430 
0 0 0 0 N/A 

                                                      
5 https://timssandpirls.bc.edu/ 
6 National ECEC Workforce Census 2010 & 2016 
7 NQS Snapshot, State Government websites 
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TABLE 2: ECEC Services with a Waiver – March 2019 (%)8 

Jurisdiction Total Physical Environment Staffing 

ACT 5.6 0.8 5 

NSW 9.2 3.8 5.8 

NT 15.8 0.9 14.9 

QLD 6.4 4.1 2.4 

SA 4.1 0.5 3.6 

TAS 6.1 2.6 3.5 

VIC 4 1.5 2.4 

WA 7.6 0.7 6.9 

National 6.7 2.6 4.3 

Goodstart’s quality uplift over the last seven years has also been substantial. We have invested more than 

$90 million into professional development and practice improvement nationwide. Further, our quality ratings 

(i.e. Meeting or Exceeding the NQS) are now on par with the standalone kindergarten sector nationally (refer 

Table 3). Goodstart is setting ambitious targets to continue to improve practice in our centres. 

TABLE 3: Services assessed as meeting or exceeding the National Quality Standards (%) 

 Q1 2014 Australia Q1 2019 Australia Q1 2019 QLD 

Goodstart 53% 93.4% 94.1% 

Preschools & Kinders 83% 92.6% 93.1% 

Long day care 54% 79.5% 84.3% 

Family choice supports workforce participation 

With an ever increasing number of households with two working parents, this investment in increasing 

quality of ECEC has also provided benefits for families more broadly by providing them with more choices of 

quality ECEC for their children. Between 2013 and 2017, couple families with at least one child aged 0-4 with 

both parents working rose from 52% to 57%, while the percentage of children with both parents working full-

time doubled from 16% to 33%.9  

For ECE, this broader social trend has resulted in a larger proportion of families enrolling their children in 

preschool settings in an LDC format, rather than a sessional preschool, to better suit their work family balance. 

Between 2012 and 2018, the percentage of children attending preschools exclusively fell from 60.9% to 

44.4%, while those attending LDC ECE programs exclusively increased from 36.2% to 46.4% and is now the 

primary means of delivering preschool (see Table 4).  

As a recent cost benefit analysis on preschool reported: “An additional 33 million hours are worked across 

the economy by parents returning to work in the year their children attend early education.”10 

                                                      
8 NQS Snapshot Q1 2019. 
9 ABS 6224.0.55.001 Labour Force Australia: Labour Force Status and Other Characteristics of Families, June  
10 The Front Project, “Economic Analysis of early childhood education in the year before school”. 
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TABLE 4: Enrolment of children in preschool programs in the year before school11 

 2012 2014 2016 2018 Growth 2012-16 

Preschool only 157,654 147,656 134,116 131,766 -16.4% 

Long day care only 93,761 126,328 130,537 137,898 47.1% 

Both 4,262 10,621 23,716 27,275 540.0% 

TOTAL 258,768 287,325 288,369 296,940 14.8% 

LDC % total 36.2% 44.0% 45.3% 46.4%  

PSK % total 60.9% 51.4% 46.5% 44.4%  

Both % total 1.6% 3.7% 8.2% 9.2%  

The ongoing investment in the quality of ECE programs has facilitated confidence for families too. As the 

(then) Minister for Social Services, the Hon. Scott Morrison MP, stated in unveiling the Families package on 

10 May 2015: 

“The quality of child care and early childhood learning today means that, where parents can access 

these services, they can go to work and be confident about their children’s care and development.” 

Research of parental attitudes to choosing child care shows that the quality of the program is increasingly 

important to the parent’s choice of childcare. Over the last four years, Goodstart has surveyed parental 

attitudes to child care and early learning with around 2000-3000 responses from our Smart Start database. 

Over that time, the number of families citing early learning rather than work-related reasons for choosing 

child care has risen sharply. Work-related reasons remain the primary reason for choosing childcare (see 

Table 5) 

TABLE 5: Parent responses: Why do you use as much child care as you do? 

 2016 2017 2018 2019 

Both parents in my household work 74% 73% 73% 75% 

Single working parent na 8% 9% 6% 

Good for children 37% 41% 47% 51% 

To ensure my children are ready for school 26% 30% 33% 40% 

Another consequence of the growth of maternal workforce participation has been the growth in the number 

of children attending both preschool and LDC settings, which rose from 4,262 in 2012 to 27,275 in 2018. This 

pattern is most prevalent in jurisdictions providing free preschool through the school system, i.e. WA, SA, 

ACT and NT (see Table 6). 

TABLE 6: Children attending preschools who also attend long day care (2018 %)12 

NSW VIC QLD SA WA TAS NT ACT Aust 

5.8% 8.7% 3.9% 19.3% 17.6% 9.7% 21.5% 25.6% 9.2% 

Evidence suggests that this fragmentation of care is not good for children. Building stable relationships 

between educators and children is a crucial component of successful ECE and child development. Multiple 

settings are less than optimal for establishing such relationships and have been found to contribute to 

                                                      
11 ABS 4240.0, Preschool Education, Australia. 
12 Ibid. 
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negative social and emotional outcomes.13 This is particularly so for vulnerable and disadvantaged children 

and highlights the need for a focus on quality across all settings.  

At Goodstart, we know children reach their full potential through secure attachments and individual care and 

education, so we operate using a Key Educator Relationship model to promote continuity and consistency 

through nurturing relationships between educators and children individually and in small groups as we 

prepare them for school. 

There is still more to do. 

The reform trajectory has only just begun.  ECE is a ‘long game’ in that individuals, families, governments and 

communities continue to reap the benefits of investing early over the course of a child’s life. ECE boosts 

educational achievement, workforce participation and tax revenue, producing a return on investment of 2:1. 

This means that, for every dollar invested in ECE programs, we receive two back. 14 

Although we have already started to see early success in measures like AEDC and NAPLAN, there are still 

significant long-term benefits to be realised. Nationally, full participation (>95% enrolment) was achieved in 

all states in 2013, which means we will not see the benefits of this investment in international assessment 

like PISA and TIMMS until 2025, when this cohort reaches Year 9. For Indigenous children and vulnerable and 

disadvantaged children, full participation was not achieved for another few years (and still hasn’t been 

achieved in Queensland), so the benefits will similarly be prolonged. 

Reducing or withdrawing Commonwealth investment in preschool could jeopardise these benefits for 

children in future years. Just as increasing access and participation in preschool has started to improve 

Australia’s academic results, reduced access and participation would see a decline, thereby diminishing the 

impact of the Australian Government’s record investment in school education. 

The children who will benefit most are still missing out 

One in five children are developmentally vulnerable when they start school but this increases to two in five 

Indigenous children. We know that, while quality preschool can support these children to be ready when 

they start school, Indigenous children and vulnerable and disadvantaged children are not participating at the 

same rates as their peers. 

Vulnerable and disadvantaged children in low socioeconomic areas are also more likely to be participating in 

a lower quality ECEC programs.15 This is because services in low SEIFA areas are usually lower quality than 

high-SEIFA areas. Across the sector, 76% of centre-based care services in SEIFA 1 areas were rated Meeting 

or Exceeding the NQS in June 2018. Goodstart has a strong focus on supporting these communities and is 

proud to state that 97% of our services in SEIFA 1-3 areas are Meeting or Exceeding the NQS.  

Quality improvement should be a stronger reform objective as it could still be better, particularly in regional 

and remote areas and low SEIFA areas. Only high quality makes a difference and, yet, quality remains variable. 

The Lifting our Game report lays out a future reform agenda to complement the quality uplift agenda for 

schools and needs to be actioned. 

Ongoing – and increasing – variability across states and territories  

The UANP rallied all states and territories to focus on ECE participation and to make efforts to support 

participation, particularly for disadvantaged children. However, these efforts are different. While there have 

been significant gains in ensuring all Australian children have access to a quality, teacher-led ECE program 

                                                      
13 Claessens A & Chen J (2013) “Multiple child care arrangements and child wellbeing: Early care experiences in Australia” Early 

Childhood Research Quarterly v 28 n1 49-61. Available at: 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0885200612000488?via%3Dihub  
14 The Front Project, “Economic Analysis of early childhood education in the year before school”. 
15 ACECQA (2018) National Partnership Annual Performance Report p. 33 
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for at least 600 hours per annum, there is still considerable variability in affordability, quality and family 

flexibility and choice – all objectives of the UANP.  

As demonstrated in Table 4 above, more and more families are choosing to access ECE in an LDC setting for 

greater flexibility and workforce participation. However, not all state and territory governments fund 

preschool in LDC settings, despite increasingly strong language in successive agreements requiring all children 

to be funded in all settings. Even where states and territories make funding available to LDCs, it is generally 

only received if the child is exclusively attending an LDC. So, if a child is also attending a standalone preschool 

or school-based preschool, UANP funding is directed to the preschool. The impact of this policy is particularly 

pronounced in states with high levels of school-delivered preschool. For example, South Australia funds 

$1,160–$2,320 per child in an LDC-delivered preschool (depending on its SEIFA location). However, for 

Goodstart, only around 30% of children in our South Australia preschool services attract any funding.  

The COAG Early Learning Reform Principles also reflect the importance of supporting choice for families. It is 

vital that states and territories disseminate funding in a way that is responsive to the changing needs of 

families, so that all children and families have access to affordable preschool. There is a role for the Australian 

Government in ensuring this objective is met or working families may experience reduced access to preschool 

or see it become significantly more expensive. 

In response to the wealth of evidence and international precedents being set, many states and territories 

have committed to or are implementing a second year of preschool. In the absence of Australian Government 

policy and funding leadership, implementation is reinforcing the variation across jurisdictions and the 

different experiences of children. Notably, both Tasmania and Victoria recognise the importance of 

partnering with the LDC sector in delivering a second year of ECE, whereas New South Wales is only funding 

delivery in the community preschool sector. 

An early start to ECE supports later participation. Victoria’s Early Start Kindergarten (ESK) program in 

providing free access for indigenous children plays a big role in having a higher proportion of Indigenous 

children in preschool in the year before school than their non-Indigenous counterparts. As well as supporting 

these children to be school ready through access to two years of ECE, the second year is facilitating increased 

access and participation. 

Workforce crucial to quality but increasingly a challenge 

The requirement for a qualified early childhood teacher to deliver ECE programs under the UANP is a key 

structural component of guaranteeing program quality. The growth in teacher numbers in Australia’s ECEC 

sector over the term of the UANP and the NP NQA has been impressive. Between 2010 and 2016, the number 

of early childhood teachers employed in the LDC workforce doubled, with the proportion of workforce 

holding a Bachelor qualification increasing from 9.4% to 12.6%. With the 2020 NQA requirement looming, 

these numbers are set to rise further.  

However, a shortage of qualified early childhood teachers is looming. Employers are reporting experiencing 

particular difficulty getting quality teacher applicants in regional areas, particularly in the child care sector, 

which continue to lose teachers to schools.16 In 2017, ACECQA estimated that around 940 additional teachers 

would be needed nationally to meet the 2020 NQS staffing requirement change, although many in the sector 

believed the real number was much higher.17  

Goodstart has been actively recruiting to meet the 2020 staffing requirement, with 87% of our centres 

compliant as at June 30, and 300 additional teachers recruited over the course of the year. However, retaining 

teachers continues to be a challenge, with employee-initiated attrition rates for teachers currently nearly 

twice the rate for other educators. As the rest of the sector focuses on meeting the 2020 requirements in 

coming months, we expect to face a significant uptake in competitive pressures to attract and retain teachers.  

                                                      
16https://docs.employment.gov.au/system/files/doc/other/241111earlychildhoodpreprimaryteacherqld.pdf 
17 ACECQA presentation to its 2027 symposium on Growing Australia’s ECEC Workforce 
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Failure to retain teachers impacts the quality of ECE as children’s learning – and the key relationships that 

underpin ECE – are interrupted and adversely affected. Building on the current foundation for LDC services, 

a national ECEC workforce strategy must consider what is needed to both attract and retain teachers. 

The sector is concerned that the supply of teachers coming into ECEC is unlikely to meet future demand. Data 

from the Federal Government shows that commencements and completions for early childhood teachers 

peaked in 2015 and have been in decline ever since (refer Table 7). 

TABLE 7: Student Commencements and completions in Teacher Education: Early Childhood 

 2015 2016 2017 

Commencements 6,327 5,840 5,640 

Completions 3,636 3,309 3,079 

(Source: Dept of Education response to Senate Estimates question SQ18-000900) 
 

With commencements dropping 11% in the two years to 2017, this forecasts a further reduction in 

completions to around 2,700 by 2019. This is alarming given forecasts from the Federal Government that 

around 5,800 new early childhood teachers will be needed each year to cover ongoing demand and growth.18 

Queensland Tertiary Admissions Centre data points to a large drop in enrolments in early childhood teaching 

courses in Queensland, with numbers more than halving in the last four years, partly as a result of changes 

to mandatory entry requirements (refer Table 8).  

TABLE 8: Semester 1 Enrolments in Early Childhood Teaching courses through QTAC19 

 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

Early childhood birth to 5 293 181 163 134 112 

Early Childhood & Primary 367 235 189 185 152 

Total 660 416 352 319 264 

Published tertiary entrance data for Victoria20 and Western Australia21 show a similar trend. While this data 

does not cover all commencements in teaching courses, it does cover the vast bulk of them. A narrowing 

pipeline of commencements points to a looming shortage of early childhood teachers just as the LDC sector 

comes to terms with the 2020 NQS ratio change. The future roll-out of kindergarten programs for three- year-

olds necessitates urgent long term action to address the looming shortage. State and territory governments 

have various workforce strategies and initiatives, for example: 

• The Victorian Government is currently investing tens of millions of dollars to ensure that it has the 

workforce in place to deliver three-year-old kinder.  

• The New South Wales Government has released a new Workforce Strategy backed by $6 million in 

new investment – in part, to support its roll-out of preschool for three-year-olds in community 

preschools. 

• The Queensland Government has developed an ECEC Workforce Action Plan with strategies to 

attract, retain and upskill a quality ECEC workforce. However, no new funded initiatives have yet to 

be announced under the Plan.  

A key pipeline of future teachers in ECEC should be other educators, particularly diploma-qualified educators. 

However, the difficult road of studying part-time while working in ECEC should not be underestimated. Many 

educators are required to use annual leave to complete practicum requirements for example, and university 

                                                      
18 Department of Employment Jobs Outlook Early Childhood (Pre-primary School) Teachers 2019 

https://joboutlook.gov.au/Occupation?search=Career&code=2411 
19 https://www.qtac.edu.au/about-us/statistics 
20 http://www.vtac.edu.au/reports/ 
21 https://www.tisc.edu.au/static/statistics/statistics-index.tisc 
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courses are often not well designed to integrate in with the real life working experience of educators. 

Goodstart is working with a new social enterprise, Future Tracks, to investigate the establishment of new 

career paths for educators. This has been an overlooked element of public policy for too long. 

Australia risks falling behind the rest of the world 

More and more countries are recognising that investing in quality ECE pays dividends in terms of children’s 

long-term learning and development. The OECD has recorded considerable increases in investments in ECE 

across the world and in participation rates for children particularly aged three-five years.22 Recognising this, 

the G20 group of nations meeting in Argentina in December 2018 committed to a major initiative in early 

childhood development, including increased investment, data and evaluation and knowledge sharing. The 

G20 Leaders’ Summit in Argentina in December called for developing “…comprehensive strategies that 

promote key competences such as learning to learn, foundation and digital skills, in a lifelong learning 

perspective from early childhood.”23 They endorsed Early Childhood Development strategy noting that:  

“We recognise the critical role that early learning and stimulation play during early childhood, promoting 

social and cognitive development at the stage when the brain is most receptive to stimulation… Supportive, 

child-centred, learner-focused and developmentally staged transitions from home environments to 

preschool learning opportunities followed by quality education are the essential ingredients for achieving 

active participation and meaningful learning for all.”24 

Australia’s investment in universal access to ECE has seen the participation rates of four-year-olds in ECE rise 

from below the OECD average in 2008 (52.6%) to just above the average in 2016 (90.8%), although 

participation of three-year-olds remains well below the OECD average.25 The national leadership shown by 

the Australian Government in achieving this outcome has been crucial. However, the world is not standing 

still. As OECD Director of Educator, Andreas Schleicher, wrote in 2017: 

“Success is also about giving children a strong start, another area where Australia still has some way to 

catch up. High-quality early childhood education and care can have a major impact on children’s cognitive 

abilities as well as on their socio-emotional development, and it can improve social mobility across 

generations. Unsurprisingly, the number of years spent in early childhood education and care is clearly 

visible in the performance outcomes in PISA at age 15.”26 

Some recent examples of almost a dozen countries in East Asia and the OECD increasing investment to 

improve access and quality in early learning are outlined in Appendix B. Notably, Australian parents pay one 

of the highest percentages of the cost of preschool education in the OECD at 28% – only Japan, Portugal and 

the United Kingdom have greater shares of private expenditure.27 

Focused national leadership and coordination of effort is crucial for Australia to keep up with ECE reforms 

undertaken by our peers to ensure our future workforce is best equipped for the challenges that lie ahead. 

 

 

  

                                                      
22 OECD (2018), Engaging Young Children: Lessons from Research about Quality in Early Childhood Education and Care, Starting 

Strong, OECD Publishing, Paris. http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264085145-en  
23 G20 Leaders Communique, Argentina, Dec 2018 

https://g20.argentina.gob.ar/sites/default/files/buenos_aires_g20_leaders_declaration.pdf 
24 http://www.g20.utoronto.ca/2018/g20_initiative_for_early_childhood_development.pdf 
25 OECD PF3.2: Enrolment in childcare and pre-school  http://www.oecd.org/els/family/database.htm  
26 “The Australian” 27/9/2017 “Lessons to be learned from the world’s education leaders” 3 
27 OECD (2017) “Education at a Glance” 
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2. Are the current UANP arrangements efficient and effective and how could the 

efficiency, effectiveness and equity of UANP funding be improved? 

Goodstart is in a unique position to comment on current UANP arrangements as we operate ECE programs 

in all jurisdictions. We are eligible to receive the full benefit of Federal UANP funding being passed on to 

support children in our programs in three states (Vic, Qld & SA), if the child is not attending another preschool 

setting, partial flow-on of UANP funding in two jurisdictions (NSW & NT), and no pass on of Federal funding 

in three others (WA, Tas & ACT). The reluctance of some jurisdictions to equitably allocate funding to support 

children in all settings raises questions about the effectiveness of current UANP arrangements, and a more 

robust approach is needed in implementation agreements to ensure all jurisdictions fully meet the objectives 

of the agreement. 

As discussed earlier, the UANP combined with the NP NQA have had a significant impact in raising the quality 

of ECE services across Australia. Quality ratings of LDC services are highest and staff waivers lowest in those 

jurisdictions that provide the most preschool funding to LDC centres (Qld & Vic), which highlights the catalytic 

effect that having a well-resourced and supported teacher in a centre can play in raising quality across the 

board.  

Beyond the structural requirement of requiring a teacher and compliance with the NQF, the current UANP 

says little about quality. We would argue that this needs to be expanded in the next generation of the UANP.  

Indeed, this was one of the six key themes of the Lifting Our Game review, which recognised the intrinsic 

importance of a skilled and stable workforce in delivering quality improvement which is so necessary for 

raising child outcomes. The Fostering Effective Early Learning study, commissioned by the NSW Government, 

also highlighted the importance of raising quality by evidence-based in-service training, which was found to 

produce substantial improvements in both staff practices and child outcomes.28  

The OECD has an active research program on the challenges of improving quality in ECE through the Starting 

Strong series, which could help inform a new policy framework geared around quality improvement and 

workforce development. In its most recent report on quality, the OECD notes the importance of standards, 

governance, data and monitoring to achieving quality in ECE, while recognising the centrality of workforce 

development to ongoing quality:29  

“Higher-quality staff child interactions and exposure to developmental and educational activities were 

found to be linked to higher levels of children’s emerging literacy and numeracy skills, as well as better 

behavioural and social skills. These associations were similar for groups of children from predominately 

disadvantaged backgrounds and more mixed groups.  Both higher pre-service qualifications and in-service 

training (or professional development) were found to be related to higher-quality staff-child interactions, 

but only staff in-service training was related to children’s emerging academic, behavioural or social skills.” 

Some jurisdictions are taking steps to improve quality in program delivery, but a more focused and funded 

effort is needed. Some examples of State based quality improvement initiatives include: 

                                                      
28 https://education.nsw.gov.au/early-childhood-education/whats-happening-in-the-early-childhood-education-sector/data-and-

research/feel-study-2018 
29OECD (2018), Engaging Young Children: Lessons from Research about Quality in Early Childhood Education and Care, Starting 

Strong, OECD Publishing, Paris. P 12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264085145-en 

RECOMMENDATIONS:  

4. Develop and implement a national strategy to continuously improve the quality of preschool 

programs, as measured by the preschool quality indicator proposed in Recommendation 10(a). 

5. Develop and implement a national early childhood education and care workforce strategy as a 

fundamental strategy to lifting quality. 
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- NSW is partnering with ACECQA to provide a Quality Support Program to help services rated as 

Working Towards to improve on quality and practice;30 

- QLD has developed a Kindergarten learning guideline to support delivery of kindergarten programs31 

and has an active research program on age appropriate pedagogies;32 

- VIC has developed a suite of programs to improve the quality of kindergartens and give more support 

to children who need it most.33 

- SA has developed a self-assessment tool for learning and development in the early years.34 

Similarly, as discussed in the previous section, individual state efforts to address workforce development, 

while identifying the right targets, do not have sufficient resourcing or fire power to address the challenges 

that the sector faces. Education Council has recognised the importance of workforce for its future work 

program and tasked ACECQA with reporting on it. In our view, a national workforce strategy is needed to run 

alongside the UANP to: 

- Ensure an adequate supply of suitably qualified teachers and educators to deliver ECE programs; and 

- Build a continuous learning culture to underpin quality improvement in programming and pedagogy 

in ECE. 

The introduction of the Child Care Subsidy has necessitated further consideration of how the Commonwealth 

and States can support participation in preschool in a society where parental workforce participation rates 

continue to soar. Analysis by PWC shows that Commonwealth child care subsidies provide only a small but 

significant component of the cost of preschool provision (just 17%), which is less than funding under the 

UANP (18%), State and Territory Government contributions (43%) and parental fees (21%). As discussed in 

the previous section, the CCS supports a broader workforce participation objective, while Commonwealth 

preschool funding supports a specific quality early learning objective.  

Nevertheless, it is imperative that the two funding systems work well together to ensure that cost is not a 

barrier of access to children enjoying universal access to quality ECE. Recent policy interventions that we 

have supported to the CCS to support ongoing participation in ECE programs include: 

- The 36-hour per week activity test exemption for children attending centre-based ECE programs35, 

which replaced the former 24-hour a week base entitlement to Child Care Benefit regardless of 

activity; 

- A new provision to clarify that third party co-payments (such as State preschool fee subsidies) can be 

applied to the gap faced by parents after applying CCS not before.36 

Further measures may be required at both a state and federal level to ensure that cost is not a barrier to 

access to participation in ECE. Goodstart would like the next UANP to include stronger monitoring, reporting 

and accountability on ensuring that access to ECE remains affordable across all settings and jurisdictions. 

Currently, for example, while all jurisdictions provide fee subsidies for community kindergartens, only 

Queensland37 and South Australia38 provide fee subsidies for children from equity families attending LDC ECE 

programs. The out of pocket costs for families attending ECE in LDC tend to be higher than for families 

attending community and government preschools.39  

                                                      
30 https://www.acecqa.gov.au/quality-support-program 
31 https://www.qcaa.qld.edu.au/kindergarten/qklg 
32 https://earlychildhood.qld.gov.au/early-years/age-appropriate-pedagogies 
33 https://www.education.vic.gov.au/about/educationstate/Pages/eckinder.aspx 
34 https://www.education.sa.gov.au/teaching/curriculum-and-teaching/curriculum-early-years/reflect-respect-relate 
35 https://docs.education.gov.au/node/50936 
36 Family Assistance Legislation Amendment (Building on the Child Care Package) Bill 2019 
37 https://earlychildhood.qld.gov.au/funding-and-support/grants-tenders-and-funding/QKFS/qkfs-resources/qkfs-plus-kindy-

support 
38 https://www.education.sa.gov.au/child-care/non-government-preschool-providers-funding 
39 Prod. Comm. (2019) Report on Government Service Table 3A.25 
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With more parents working but still wanting to access free, quality preschool in school settings, the number 

of children accessing both types of settings has increased markedly, particularly in Western Australia, South 

Australia and the ACT. As a result, Goodstart finds that many children in our preschool programs are 

unfunded, even though they generally receive the same learning program as funded children. These families 

may face additional costs for child specific activities such as incursions and excursions. Children attending 

both settings are far more likely to receive the full dose of 600 hours a year of ECE than children attending 

government preschools alone. This is particularly likely to be the case where preschools operate on a 2 ½ 

week basis (i.e. 2x6 hour days, 1x3 hour day).  

 
 

3. How does the preschool system operate across States and Territories and 

settings? 

In our view, it makes sense to test the efficiency and effectiveness of the current UANP arrangements against 

the Early Learning Reform Principles endorsed by COAG. While this review is not a review of state and 

territory funding arrangements, it is a review of how effective jurisdictions have been in delivering on the 

shared commitments they have entered into through the UANP.  

“All jurisdictions are committed to cooperation and shared responsibility for early learning.” 

The UANP is an effective means of encouraging all levels of government to cooperate and share responsibility 

for ECE. While the UANP drove significant reforms in its first five years, some of that momentum has since 

been lost. Some states have continued to progress while others have not, and yawning gaps in the 

universality of access to quality ECE across Australia are threatening to open up. A new agreement represents 

a new opportunity to restate what jurisdiction have agreed to achieve, how responsibility will be shared and 

how they will be held accountable for delivery. 

In 2016-17, provision of universal access to ECEC cost around $2.3 billion, with $1 billion coming from the 

states, $424 million from federal preschool funding, $400 million from federal child care subsidies and $500 

million from parent contributions.40 Investment by the states vary, with some states having made the public 

policy commitment to make access to ECE free through the school system. But even in these states, the 

Commonwealth is still a major funder through the child care system with working families utilising LDC 

programs to fully or partially provide their children’s ECE. 

 

                                                      
40 PWC 2019 ibid p 28 

RECOMMENDATION:  

6. State and territory governments should be more transparent about how Commonwealth preschool 

funding is disseminated to achieve the objective of universal access, i.e. by notionally allocating 

Commonwealth funding against key projects, subsidies and activities in bilateral implementation 

plans. 
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TABLE 9: States’ own spending per child in preschool and ECEC (2017-18): 

 Preschool (children aged 3-4 years) 

$ 

ECEC (children aged 0-5 years) 

$ 

NSW 813.07 416.80 

VIC 1,856.35 655.20 

QLD 647.31 438.20 

WA 4,297.20 1,490.60 

SA 3,617.91 1,460.30 

TAS 3265.88 1,227.10 

ACT 2,526.55 1,056.10 

NT 6,133.67 2,793.0 

AUST 1736.11 723.20 

(Source: Prod. Comm. 2019 table 3A.7, Federal funding for preschool deducted. Children are the ERP 31/12/2017 from Table 3A.2) 

“All jurisdictions maintain flexibility to deliver services in a way that adapts to local circumstances, 

encourages innovation and supports choice for families.” 

Flexibility in delivery should be about adapting to local circumstances, not avoiding significant 

accountabilities for delivery on agreed objectives. In our view, some jurisdictions have continuously failed to 

fully deliver the agreed objectives of the UANP, a key output of which is stated to be: “…Supporting all 

children’s quality early childhood education participation, regardless of whether quality early childhood 

education programs are delivered through schools (non-government and government), standalone preschools 

or long day care centres.” 

Table 10 highlights that just three of the eight jurisdictions have delivered on this objective in full (Vic, Qld & 

SA), two in part (NSW & NT) and three not at all (WA, NT & ACT). 

TABLE 10: Participation vs funding of preschool by setting 

Jurisdiction % all children 

enrolled1 

% enrolled in 

LDC only2 

% enrolled in 

LDC and 

Preschool2 

Base funding per 

child in LDC 2018 

% Federal funding 

passed on to children 

in LDC programs3 

% % % $ % 

NSW 100 64.8 5.8 4504 36.3 

VIC 100 40.7 8.7 3505 100 

QLD 99 67.9 3.9 1,6615 100 

WA 100 2.1 19.3 0 0 

SA 100 23.0 17.6 1,160 – 2,3206 94-1007 

TAS 100 2.1 9.7 0 0 

ACT 100 24.7 21.5 0 0 

NT 100 12.7 25.6 410 33.1 

1 National Report UANP 2016-17 PI 2 (p 11); 2 ABS 4240 Preschool Education 2018; 3 Denominator is $1237 per child allocation as 

announced by the Minister 4 May 2017; 4 $675 in low SEIFA areas; 5 $2,076 in low SEIFA areas; 6 Funding rate dependent on SEIFA of 

the service; 7 Most children in SA LDC programs receive no funding as they also attend preschools. 
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This means that, of the children enrolled in preschool programs in LDC in 2018 nationally, around 2,354 

received no benefit from the UANP funding, 59,130 received less than 40% of the benefit, while 76,418 

received the full benefit. Of the jurisdictions that do not fund ECE programs in LDC – or only partially fund –

many would not have met the enrolment PIs in the UANP without counting children enrolled in LDC or in 

both settings. In effect, these states are allocated funding through the UANP methodology for children 

attending preschool in an LDC and receive reward funding by counting their enrolments towards their PIs 

even though they provide little to no funding or support for them. Goodstart would argue that the next 

generation of the National Agreement needs to be more rigorous so that the States do not avoid their 

responsibility to support children regardless of setting. 

“National arrangement for early childhood are cohesive, effective and efficient; funding is sustainable and 

transparent; and services are high quality, accessible, equitable and inclusive.” 

More rigour is needed around how states and territories disseminate funding to achieve universal access, i.e. 

national funding notionally allocated against key projects, subsidies and activities in the bilateral 

Implementation Plans. Future funding agreements would be more efficient and effective if states and 

territories better considered the needs and choices of children and families. For example: 

o Funding should follow the child in all settings, to provide families with flexibility, affordability and 

choice;  

o State investment complements UANP funding to meet specific needs at a local level, such as in 

remote or in disadvantaged communities;  

o Implementation Plans should more robustly reflect the performance indicators and expectations of 

the agreement.  

The short-term nature of funding under the UANP has discouraged some states from being truly innovative 

in policy solutions, and more sustainable funding could allow policy to be more bold and innovative.  

In terms of quality of services, we argue elsewhere that, while the UANP has played a major role in improving 

the quality of ECE service around the country, more needs to be done to promote continuous improvement 

in quality in the new Agreement.  

“Reforms are evidence-based child and family-centred, and complement existing arrangements.” 

We argue that the evidence base for investing in universal access to ECE with particular focus on vulnerable 

and disadvantaged children is compelling. Indeed, the future reform agenda outlined in the Lifting our Game 

report, which underpins many of our recommendations is similarly based on a strong and documented 

evidence base. 

“Roles and responsibilities are clear and jurisdictions are accountable under agreed and measurable 

evaluation frameworks, which are supported by accessible, meaningful and reliable data.” 

There needs to be more rigour around how states and territories disseminate funding to achieve universal 

access, i.e. national funding notionally allocated against key projects, subsidies and activities in the bilateral 

Implementation Plans. 

A key part of policy implementation should be to continuously add to the evidence base, and the next 

agreement should be underpinned by a strong focus on data collection, monitoring and evaluation. 
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4. Based on your experiences, should changes should be made to future national 

policy on preschool for children in the year before full-time school, and why? 

What improvements would these changes make? What works well with the 

current UANP arrangements? 

In its decade-long life, the UANP has been the subject of five short term extensions. The time has come to 

move to a more sustainable funding system enshrined in a National Agreement; one which aligns with the 

existing investment in school education. This National Agreement should recognise that universal access to 

quality ECE programs should be an entitlement for children in the year before school. We would also argue 

that the time is overdue for this entitlement to be extended to the second year before school as occurs in 

most other OECD countries. 

A longer term National Agreement should consolidate the gains that have been made over a decade of 

short-term Partnership Agreements, while laying out an ambitious national reform agenda to ensure every 

Australian child has the best possible start to life-long learning. This in turn would complement the Australian 

Government’s considerable investment in funding schools. 

The key gains that the Government should seek to consolidate from the current funding arrangements should 

include: 

• The requirement that all children have access to an early childhood program delivered by a 

degree-qualified early childhood teacher; 

• The increase in dosage of hours of early learning from 10-12 hours per week in 2009 to 15 hours now; 

• Tracking the participation of Indigenous, vulnerable and disadvantaged children in ECE programs; 

• The underpinning commitment to a base level of program quality through the National Quality 

Framework and the Early Years Learning Framework; 

• The ability of families to choose an affordable service setting that meets their needs and work;  

• Flexibility for states and territories to fund services over and above the base entitlement, such as the 

provision of universal free preschool programs in schools; 

• Promoting integration of education and care arrangements by embedding funded preschool 

programs within LDC settings. 

These are real achievements that have established a uniquely Australian, uniquely federal system of universal 

access to preschool that has eluded other federal democracies, such as the United States and Canada. As 

discussed earlier, the arrangements are delivering dividends in terms of improved learning outcomes in 

school. Longer term, economic analysis by PWC shows that Australia will achieve a benefit to cost ratio of 2 

to 1 on its investment in preschool. Without ongoing national leadership from the Australian Government, 

the risk is real that these hard-won gains could be lost. 

Federal Government’s investment in school education 

Investing in preschool is a small investment compared to the massive new investment that the Australian 

Government is making in schools under its Quality Schools reforms, yet it is essential investment if the 

outcomes of the Quality Schools reforms are to be realised. These school reforms aim to ensure that every 

child gets the resources they need, regardless of their background or where they live. Commonwealth 

RECOMMENDATION:  

7. Universal access to ECE and care should be an entitlement for all children in the two years before 

school and enshrined in a National Agreement. 
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investment is projected to grow from $13 billion per year (in 2013) to over $32 billion by 2029 in government 

and non-government schools.41  

Ensuring more children have the foundational learning skills they need when they start school will 

significantly improve the return on the Commonwealth investment in schools. As the Gonski panel, which 

helped craft the outcomes aspects of the Quality Schools agenda, noted in 2018:  

“Early childhood education makes a significant contribution to school outcomes. The transition between 

preschool and school education should be seamless. Ongoing reforms that lay the foundations in the early 

years for future learning, and close the learning differential between advantaged and disadvantaged 

students, are essential to ensure all children have the best start in life….. 

Investing in early childhood education is generally more effective and economic than trying to close 

developmental gaps later. It makes a meaningful difference in building the capabilities and confidence a 

child needs to transition smoothly from early childhood education into school.”42 

These findings repeated the messages articulated by the first Gonski panel (2011) on needs-based schools 

funding on the importance of ECE: 

“Evidence supports the importance of early intervention to help these students as it is more effective to 

address underperformance early, before poor academic performance becomes entrenched. Therefore, 

strategies to address educational disadvantage in schools must be integrated with approaches to support 

early childhood development, to help ensure that disadvantaged students arrive at school with the skills 

and capabilities they require to participate in schooling.”43 

This importance of ECE to addressing educational disadvantage was re-enforced in more detail in the Lifting 

our Game 44  report, which provides a solid, evidence-based policy framework for raising educational 

outcomes in Australia by improving access to ECE. This report also informed the development of the Early 

Learning Reform Principles, which were endorsed by COAG. Building on from its national role in raising 

Australia’s educational outcomes, now is the time to take the next step in reform by building the ECE chapter 

of the national education reform agenda. 

Reform priorities for a new National Agreement 

When it comes to ECE policy, Australia cannot stand still, because the world is not standing still. A new 

National Agreement needs to consolidate the gains of the last decade, address the challenges that the sector 

continues to face in sustaining those gains, and have an eye to Australia’s future economic and social 

challenges. These include the need to:  

• improve workforce participation in the face of an ageing society by, in the short term supporting 

parents of young children to work, and, in the long term, ensuring that more young Australians are 

finishing school with the skills they need to fully participate in work and society;45 

• build the foundational learning skills that young Australians will need to work in the knowledge-based 

economy of the future where collaboration and flexibility will be key46; and 

• address inequality by supporting children facing disadvantage to fully participate in society.47 

                                                      
41 https://www.education.gov.au/quality-schools-package 
42 David Gonski et al (2018) Report of the Review to achieve educational excellence in Australian schools pp.16-20 
43 David Gonski et al (2011): Review of Funding for Schooling: Final Report p. 112 
44 Brennan D & Pascoe S (2018) “Report of the Review to Achieve Educational Excellence in Australian Schools through Early 

Childhood Interventions”  
45 PWC (2014) “Putting a Value on Early Childhood Education” https://www.pwc.com.au/publications/early-childhood-

education.html 
46 Randa Grob-Zakhary & Jessica Hjarrand (2017) “To close the skills gap, start with the learning gap” 

https://www.brookings.edu/opinions/to-close-the-skills-gap-start-with-the-learning-gap/ 
47 OECD 2015 “In it Together: Why Less Inequality Benefits All” http://www.oecd.org/social/in-it-together-why-less-inequality-

benefits-all-9789264235120-en.htm 
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Goodstart recommends that a new National Agreement on ECE should be based on reform principles 

strengthened around: 

• Improving access and support participation for the most disadvantaged. This should include: 

outreach to ‘hard to reach’ families, addressing cost and non-cost barriers and providing ongoing 

support for children and families to fully participate. Particular attention needs to be paid to 

vulnerable children in rural and regional areas where access may not be yet ‘universal’ as small 

services struggle to be viable. 

• Improving quality of ECE programs. ECE providers should be expected to continuously improve the 

quality of their programs. With the Early Years Learning Framework now a decade old, it may also be 

time to consider refreshing underlying pedagogy and practice in ECE, supported by investment in 

professional learning, and; 

• Ensuring ECE programs are delivered in a range of settings to provide flexibility and choice for all 

families, particularly working families. Preschool funding serves a very different purpose to Child 

Care Subsidies in that it is about supporting the educational programs offering to the child rather 

than supporting the workforce participation of the parents. Embedding preschool in LDC programs 

and allowing sessional preschools to provide before and after care can allow both sets of policy 

objectives to be met in a way that maximise flexibility and choice for families, having regard for 

changing patterns of work and workforce participation.  

• Ensuring that there is an adequately trained workforce. The Lifting our Game report identifying 

building workforce capability as a key initiative in improving the quality of ECE. The looming national 

shortage of early childhood teachers poses an immediate challenge in maintaining the current 

national universal access to ECE, and a national workforce strategy is needed to increase the supply 

of quality teachers particularly in rural and remote areas, and to provide the wrap around 

professional support and development to allow them to flourish in early childhood settings.   

• Ensuring quality ECE is affordable for all families. Out of pocket costs should be monitored, 

particularly for vulnerable and disadvantaged families, with policy working to ensure cost does not 

become a barrier to universal access. 

• At least maintain current levels of funding. Consistent with the principles adopted in the schools 

reform that ECE providers should not be worse off as a result of the reforms, with overall funding at 

least maintained in real terms, with funding following the child. New priorities may require additional 

resourcing.  

Moving towards two years of ECE in the longer term 

 Goodstart would urge Federal, State and Territory Governments to start the process to extend universal 

access to ECE to two years before school. The evidence is compelling that two years of ECE provides a 

substantial benefit for children compared with one, especially for children facing disadvantage.48 Currently 

around 57% of children in Australia attend centre-based ECE (with around 9% enrolled in family day care). 

However, the pattern between the States varies widely, ranging from 69% in New South Wales (which 

provides free access to preschools for three-year-olds from equity groups) to less than 49% in Western 

Australia, Victoria and Tasmania.49 The 57% who are currently attending overwhelmingly do so in LDC setting 

because their families are working. Children from less advantaged families are less likely to attend. 

For children facing disadvantage, establishing solid participation patterns earlier (e.g. at age three) can 

enhance participation at age four. For example, states that have a higher proportion of Indigenous children 

participating in children in the year before school (NSW, Vic, WA and SA) are those that provide free or near 

                                                      
48 Mitchell Institute (2016) “Two years of preschool are better than one” http://www.mitchellinstitute.org.au/reports/two-years-

preschool/ 
49 Productivity Commission (2019) “Report on Government Services” Table 3A.19 
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free access to preschool from age three, while those with below population rate participation rates (Qld and 

Tas) are those that don’t.50 

For these reasons, the next UANP should include a commitment to start working towards universal access to 

ECE in the two years before school. Early actions to start the reform process could include: 

i. Extending the Child Care Subsidy 36-hour a fortnight activity test exemption from one to two years 

before school to allow more children to access early learning. With the second teacher requirement 

commencing in 2020, most centres would be able to at least provide a teacher-delivered program 

although the rich quality of a fully funded four-year-old present program may be absent. 

ii. Fund pilot programs around the country to better understand how three-year-old preschool 

programs could be best rolled out, particularly for the most disadvantaged. Tasmania has been 

running a pilot program in 2019 which will be expanded in 2020. 

iii. Develop a national workforce strategy to ensure that the pipeline of future teachers is in place for a 

national rollout of three-year-old programs. 

With Victoria planning to roll out three-year-old kinder from 2020 and New South Wales recently expanding 

its preschool access, the educational gap between the two larger states and the rest of the country is getting 

bigger. Current Year 3 NAPLAN reading results in the two larger states are already 18 points higher than the 

other four states, amplified by lower rates of developmental vulnerability as measured by the AEDC. Without 

a national leadership approach to rolling out two years of preschool, the education gap between the ‘haves’ 

in the larger states and the ‘have nots’ in the smaller states is set to widen. 

 

 

  

                                                      
50 PC (2019) ibid table 3A.14 
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5. What should the UANP target and measure, and how should data be collected 

and used? 

A new, sustainable National Agreement on ECEC should be underpinned by effective data collection, 

monitoring and holding jurisdictions to account for performance. This is essential if the Australian 

Government is to maximise the return on its substantial investment in education more broadly, particularly 

schools. The current ABS preschool census provides very valuable information but we would argue that a 

more comprehensive collection mechanism is required. 

Goodstart sees merit in continuing to fund jurisdictions on a flat, per child amount as an efficient and effective 

mechanism to direct funding. Future agreements need to be more explicit about funding follows the child 

regardless of setting, while allowing some flexibility for additional needs-based funding to support access for 

children from equity groups.  

Quality measure 

The current UANP has only one structural indicator of quality, which was the requirement for an early 

childhood teacher. We would recommend that a broader national measure of quality be introduced to ensure 

that the Australian Government’s investment is truly supporting quality early education programs, drawing 

on what we know contributes to quality outcomes.  Such a measure may go further than the NQS 

assessments, which provide a whole of centre rather than a preschool specific measure of quality.  

Some jurisdictions already provide regular auditing and inspection of funded preschool services, which could 

provide learnings for development of a national quality measure. For example, Queensland’s Kindy Tick of 

Approval is a highly effective model for both assessing and creating awareness about the fundamental 

elements of a quality preschool program, such as the teacher and the hours of delivery. National 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 

8. The current per child funding allocation should be continued as an efficient and effective 

mechanism for directing funding and should be complemented with an additional needs-based 

funding allocation to support improved results, where objectives are not currently being met. 

9. Future funding agreements should seek to maximise the return on the Commonwealth’s investment 

in schools by working to close the learning differentials between advantaged and disadvantaged 

children and providing seamless transitions to school. 

10. To build on existing early childhood education reforms to date, a future national agreement should 

include the following performance measures: 

a. Quality: Implement a national measure of the quality of the preschool programs. 

b. Workforce: Monitor and record key indicators regarding teachers, as a key indicator of 

structural quality. 

c. Attendance: Invest in and incentivise programs and initiatives that address cost and non-cost 

barriers for vulnerable and disadvantaged children attending preschool for at least 15 hours 

per week. 

d. Affordability: Require monitoring and reporting of preschool affordability in each state and 

territory, measured by out-of-pocket costs for families, with a subset measure of out-of-

pocket costs for vulnerable and disadvantaged families. 

e. Data: Increase the frequency of state-level data collection – or make better use of regular 

data capture – on enrolments, attendance, and quality across all settings. 

f. Funding congruity: Funding that follows the child, as measured by the proportion of 

Commonwealth funding that flows to each child by setting. 
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implementation of this model would also have the added benefit of highlighting the shared federal and state 

investment in preschool. 

Workforce measure 

The provision of a teacher remains a key structural indicator of quality in ECE programs - but not just any 

teacher. Multiple changes of teachers and long gaps between appointments detract from quality. Tracking 

stability of teacher delivery could provide a deeper indicator of quality. 

Governments also need to be more cognisant of the demand and supply for early childhood teachers. In the 

early stages of the UANP, when this was a key priority for both the UANP and the 2014 ratio changes under 

the NP NQA, the Commonwealth and the States were much more proactive in building a pipeline of teachers. 

We would recommend that the next National Agreement needs to monitor the supply of teachers and include 

it in the states’ accountabilities. 

Dosage/attendance measure 

While the current ABS preschool census provides very valuable information, we would argue that a more 

comprehensive collection mechanism is required. The current measure of attendance is predicated upon the 

child attending preschool for one hour during the annual census week, so long as the program is delivered 

for at least 600 hours per year. This is an arbitrary measure and does not accurately reflect whether a child 

is attending preschool enough to truly benefit. 

One of the many benefits of providing kindergarten in a LDC setting is that children are more likely to 

participate in the kindergarten program for the recommended number of hours, i.e. at least two sessions per 

week to a total of 600 hours per year, referred to as dosage. The longer operating weeks per year (up to 52 

weeks as compared to standalone kindergartens that only operate 40 weeks per year) provide more 

opportunities for children to attend and benefit from the program.  

The Federal Government already has real time dosage and attendance data for LDC services, and it may be 

time to encourage the states to develop similar data collection systems for preschools and kindergartens. 

Given the limited resources in the community preschools sector, any new impost would need to be 

developed in close consultation with the sector and not impose a new financial burden on preschools.  

Timely sharing of data between jurisdictions would also need to be agreed and, in turn, reporting that data 

in a timely manner to the sector. Single child identifiers could be used to properly monitor movement of 

children between both settings, which has been an ongoing issue with the ABS collection. The frequency of 

collection of state-level data collection should be increased, or better use made of regular data capture on 

enrolments, attendance, and quality across all settings. Data-matching across state and federal datasets 

could provide deep insights into where children are not attending and even why, and allow resources to be 

deployed in a more effective way. 

Affordability measure 

Cost is a key barrier to accessing early learning. It is no surprise that the two states struggling the most to 

ensure 100% of low income and disadvantaged children are enrolled in kindergarten – Queensland and New 

South Wales – are the two states with the highest out-of-pocket costs and higher proportions of children 

accessing their programs through the LDC sector. This reflects the very different purpose of Child Care 

Subsidies (i.e. encouraging workforce participation with a parental co-payment) as opposed to the purpose 

of preschool funding promoting universal access to preschool. The data suggests that Queensland has 

generally been doing better than New South Wales because it provides additional targeted fee relief for low 

income families attending LDC via the QKFS Plus subsidy (see Table 11).  
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TABLE 11: No of children enrolled in preschool with a $0 hourly fee51 

 QLD NSW VIC SA Other 

states 

TOTAL 

2018 4,243 697 3,421 1,705 79 10,133 

2017 8,703 1,256 3,805 1,913 271 15,944 

2016 9,629 1,140 3,656 1,779 196 16,407 

An affordability measure should seek to ensure that federal and state subsidies complement each other to 

ensure that families face similar out of pocket costs regardless of setting. This was the approach that was 

recommended by the Brennan review of preschool funding in NSW in 2012, but never implemented.52 The 

UANP should set base indicators to ensure that cost is not a barrier to access, while not precluding or 

penalising states that want to go further by providing free access for all children through the schools sector. 

Addressing non-cost barriers to participation in ECE 

We would like to see the next National Agreement provide for more rigour in implementation around what 

measures the states and territories are undertaking to address non-cost barriers to participation by children 

facing vulnerability in ECE. 

Several jurisdictions are funding programs to address both cost and non-cost barriers to reach out to, engage 

with and support families facing disadvantage. For example: 

• In Victoria, Goodstart is running an outreach project with the Victorian Government to increase 

participation rates of children in child protection in ECE programs in the two years before school; 

• In Tasmania, the Government is rolling out free ECE access for three-year-olds and is working with 

the Tasmanian Council of Social Services to identify and support enrolment for hard to reach families; 

• In New South Wales, the Government provides community grants to preschools and not-for-profit 

LDC centres to increase participation of vulnerable children in ECE; and 

• In Western Australia, we have received philanthropic funding to deliver our Family Connections 

program to services in disadvantaged communities, which supports services to better engage with 

and support vulnerable children and their families. The Government is also working with CoLab on 

place-based initiatives to engage the whole community on the early years. 

These efforts need to be enhanced if we are to close the participation gap of vulnerable and disadvantaged 

children in ECE. 

 

  

                                                      
51 ABS 4240 Preschool Education, Australia. 
52 Deborah Brennan (2012)  “Review of NSW Government Funding for Early Childhood Education” p. 27-28 
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APPENDIX A: Preschool year matched to AEDC & NAPLAN results 

Preschool year 2007 2008 2009* 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

% attending YBFS1 69.9 69.5 68.4 69.9 72.5 83.8 88.7 91.4 96.5 92.4 

% enrolled 600 

hours2 na 12 16 30 40 54 82 93 91 93 

AEDC Year 2009   2012   2015   2018 

% Dev. Vul. 1+ 

domains 23.6   22   22   21.7 

% DV lowest quintile  32   33.1   32.8   32.3 

% DV Indigenous 47.4   43.2   42.1   41.3 

% DV LBOTE 32.2   29.5   27.8   25.7 

Communication skills 

& general knowledge 

domain: % vulnerable 

& at risk 25   24.3   23.6   22.7 

NAPLAN Yr 3 year 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019  

NAPLAN Yr 5 year 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019    

NAPLAN Yr 7 year 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019      

Reading Yr 3 mean 415.7 419.6 419.1 418.3 425.5 425.7 431.3 433.8 432.8  

Reading Yr 5 mean 502.3 500.6 498.6 501.7 505.6 509 506    

Reading Yr 7  mean 546 541 544.7 541.5 546      

Numeracy Yr 3 mean 398.1 395.5 396.9 401.8 397.8 402.2 409.4 407.7 408.1  

Numeracy Yr 5 mean 485.8 487.6 492.5 492.9 493.8 494.2 495.8    

Numeracy Yr 7 

means 542.5 549.5 553.8 548.2 554.1      

*UANP commenced 2009, 1 ROGS, State Govt funded only up to 2011, 2 UANP National Performance Reports 
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APPENDIX B: Recent international policy developments in access to ECE 

COUNTRY EARLY LEARNING REFORMS 

Japan Will make preschool free for all children aged three-five from October 2019.53 

China Ten-year plan to offer kindergarten to all children aged three-five years, with the 

number of children attending kindergarten doubling between 2007 and 2016, and set 

to reach 85% of three-year-olds by 2020. China introduced its first national regulatory 

framework in 2016, with a heavy emphasis on improving quality and qualifications of 

teachers.54 

Korea ECE is near universal with 90% of three and four year olds attending early learning. 

Since 2012, the Government has offered all children aged three- five access to free 

half day kindergarten (i.e. 15 hours a week).55 

Singapore 90% of three-five year olds attend ECE, with the Government doubling its investment 

in 2012 and committing to doubling it again by 2023 in an effort to improve both 

quality and access, establishing and Early Childhood Development Agency in 2013.56 

Ireland The Early Childhood Care and Education program commenced in 2010 offering five 

half days of pre preschool for four-year-olds, which was extended to three year- olds 

in 2016.57 

England The entitlement for free ECEC for children aged three-five was doubled from 15 to 30 

hours for working families in 2017, and free early learning for all children was 

extended to disadvantaged two year olds.58 

Canada  

 

Provincial spending on early childhood has quadrupled in the decade to 2016, with 

Ontario leading the way offering two years of free quality kindergarten for four-five-

year-olds.59 

Israel Offered free preschool to all three-five year olds from 2012. 

New Zealand Provides 20 hours a week of free ECE for three-five year olds, and is developing a 10- 

year plan to improve quality by moving towards a 100% qualified teacher workforce.60 

Germany Eleven states have agreed with the national government to cut fees for ECE and care, 

with Berlin the first state to make ECE entirely free.61 

Spain The new Government has outlined a plan to offer free early-child education through a 

publicly funded and managed network of childcare centres.62 

 

                                                      
53 https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2018/12/28/national/government-approves-free-preschool-education-program-starting-

oct-2019/#.XYsvUEYzaUk 
54 https://medium.com/@EdtechChina/chinas-early-childhood-education-predicament-policy-and-opportunity-ace22054290d 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/276346355_Early_Childhood_Education_Policy_Development_in_China 
55 http://ncee.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Korea-at-a-Glance-1.pdf 
56 http://ncee.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Singapore-at-a-Glance.pdf 
57 https://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/education/pre_school_education_and_childcare/ 

early_childhood_care_and_education_scheme.html 
58 http://ncee.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/England-at-a-Glance.pdf 
59 https://apolitical.co/solution_article/ranked-worst-oecd-preschool-canada-radical-plan/ 
60 https://www.education.govt.nz/news/new-plan-for-high-quality-early-learning/ 
61 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/aug/01/greens-among-critics-as-pre-school-berliners-get-free-childcare 
62 http://progressivespain.com/2019/09/03/psoe-airs-social-program-in-bid-to-lure-podemos-support/ 


