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Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission on national funding and policy 
for education of children in the year before full-time school (preschool). 
 
I am an advocate for early education and a public commentator on early education 
and early education policy. My submission reflects my involvement with preschool 
services and preschool education, primarily in NSW.  
 
I am restricting my comments to a few key points as I believe these are the most 
important areas that need to be considered by the UANP Review. 
 
 
1. Commonwealth Universal Access Funding is still needed 
 
There is a raft of data and research that shows that: 

§ Australia does not invest nearly the same amount, as measured by 
percentages of GDP, in early education as the majority of other countries 
that are members of the OECD do. 

§ Australia’s enrolment in early education is significantly lower than most 
OECD countries, specifically because Universal Access is not extended to 3 
year olds. 

§ The benefits (including economic benefits of investing in early education to 
a country are extensive. 

 
There is no doubt that the Commonwealth must therefore continue to invest in 
early education for our youngest citizens because early education is too important 
and too expensive for the States and Territories to cover alone. Moreover this 
funding should be made permanent to ensure that service providers, states and 
territories and families are not at the whim of short term planning by governments. 
 
 
 
2. The funding needs to be leveraged more effectively 
 
It is obvious that the provision of funding allows the funding body to put 
requirements on the receipt of funding. There has been a wasted opportunity to do 
this with UA funding. States and territories were required to ensure the money met 
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the UA requirements of delivery for 15 hours per week, (later changed to 600 hours 
a year) to children in the year before school and by a qualified early childhood 
teacher.  
 
But there has been NO requirement that the State’s matched funding dollar for 
funding dollar or increased their own spending on early education. We have seen in 
NSW a situation where the State’s own expenditure on early education did not 
increase at all (or perhaps only minimally – the NSW budget papers do not make 
this easy to ascertain) through the years of Universal Access and where UA funding 
was not spent in the years it was given. 
 
Surely at the very least the Commonwealth could demand dollar for dollar or 
higher investment by the State Government? Surely they should demand evidence 
on a year by year basis that the money was spent on top of, rather than replacing 
the State’s own contribution?  
 
An inquiry by the NSW Auditor-General in 2016 showed that from 2011 to 2016 
the NSW Government’s contribution to early education did not increase and that in 
the four years up to 2014-2015, the government spent $350 million less than was 
budgeted for early childhood education, including not spending $227 million in 
funds received from the Commonwealth government. 
 

 
 

 
  
(Tables from  https://www.audit.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/pdf-
downloads/2016_May_Report_Early_Childhood_Education.pdf ) 
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See also https://www.smh.com.au/national/nsw/preschool-is-most-expensive-in-nsw-
20150624-ghwhxz.html 
 
https://www.smh.com.au/education/is-this-why-nsw-childcare-is-the-most-expensive-in-the-
country-20160526-gp4bzp.html 
 
 
3. Universal Access funding should not impact negatively on 

pre-existing service delivery 
 
In 2008 when COAG endorsed the National Partnership Agreement on Early 
Childhood Education the aim of the agreement was to ensure that every child had 
access to a quality early childhood education program delivered by a university-
trained early childhood teacher, for 15 hours per week, for 40 weeks per year, in 
the year before they start school.  
 
When NSW signed its first Bilateral Agreement with the Commonwealth 
Government under the National Partnership, we had:  

§ one of the highest number of early childhood teachers in the country;  
§ the lowest rates of preschool program participation in state funded 

preschool programs; and  
§ the highest preschool fees.  

 
The NSW Government committed the state to 26, mostly pre-existing, strategies in 
pursuit of Universal Access.  (A literal A-Z of already existing, not new strategies.) 
 
How could pre-existing strategies that had done nothing to make preschool 
education more affordable, accessible or cheaper in NSW possibly achieve the aims 
of the Universal Access agreement? 
 
Since the beginning of the National Partnership, NSW preschools have had to 
adjust to new funding demands from the NSW Government in order that the NSW 
Government would continue to receive its share of Universal Access funding.  
 
These have included:  
 

§ Stopping enrolling 3 year old children. To ensure that more 4 year olds were 
enrolled the NSW Government established a funding model where services 
were penalised for having 3 year olds taking up a place a child in the year 
before school began, despite best practice being that children have 2 years 
of preschool education and despite these services having a long history of 
providing preschool education from the age of 3. Families and communities 
found this change hard to understand. 
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§ Increasing hours from 6 hours to 7.5 hours. Most preschools in NSW run 
from 9-3pm. Most children were enrolled for 2 days per week prior to 
Universal Access and a common enrolment pattern was 2 x 2 day groups and 
1 x 1 day group (of 3 year olds). The only way to achieve 15 hours for most 
preschools in NSW was to extend operating hours to 7.5 hours a day, 
regardless of whether families wanted the extra care or not. This was despite 
limited evidence that a 15 hour a week dose or 600 hours a year was any 
more beneficial than a 12 hour a week dose. 

§ Now that the NSW Government has decided that funding should be given to 
3 year olds, preschools are now expected to re-enrol this cohort.  

Public policy and funding can be used to leverage change but some of this change 
was forced on little evidence, little understanding of impact, especially on country 
towns, and little care.  

 

 
4. Preschool education needs to be delivered by early 

childhood teachers and this should remain a key 
requirement of any future Universal Access funding 

 
The requirement that a preschool program is delivered by an early childhood 
teacher must be retained. (The review’s discussion paper says that because every 
centre must have access to an early childhood teacher under the NQF, this 
deliverable is taken as being met. BUT having an ECT in a centre does not mean 
they are delivering the preschool program.) Funding must only go to those settings 
where an ECT is delivering preschool education.  

No school would be funded for education not delivered by school teachers, why 
should early education be any different? 

 

 
5. Limited public funding should not leak to for-profit 

entities 
 
The for-profit early education lobby groups have made loud public arguments that 
early education funding should be sector blind and that in states like NSW where 
the majority of children receive their early education via long day care more of the 
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Commonwealth funding should go to these services. In NSW there are 700 odd 
community based not-for-profit preschools who derive their income only from state 
government funds and from parental fees. They exist on the smell of an oily rag. 
They do not get enough funding from the NSW State Government and the families 
using these services do not get access to Commonwealth Child Care Subsidies. The 
argument that long day care services should receive any of this money is 
nonsensical and should not be given weight. These services have not had to do 
anything such as increase their expenditure on children in the year before school or 
pass on the funding via lower fees to parents. This funding therefore does not work 
to further achieve the universal access goals whatsoever. 
 
 
6. The need to conceive of early education more holistically 

 
If early education can be delivered in a variety of settings, preschools, long day 
care centres, government preschools, then why do we treat the funding of them 
separately?  All early education and care services are regulated under the same law 
and regulations. If families who choose to send their child to a preschool could 
access Child Care Subsidy, would there still be a need for separate universal access 
funding? 
 
We need to give responsibility for all early education to one layer of government . 
The Commonwealth is best positioned to undertake this responsibility.  

§ Our early education and care system has evolved over time – much of it 
before the importance of early education was known for children. Much of it 
has evolved in response to policy designed to promote parental workforce 
participation rather than policy designed to ensure each child gets an early 
education.  

§ Since the implementation of the National Quality Framework in 2012, we 
have the most streamlined early education and care system we have ever 
had, but we still have a legacy whereby children accessing those services 
that are seen as mostly providing ‘care’ are funded by the Commonwealth 
Government whereby those children who access services that are seen 
mostly as ‘early education’ are mostly funded by the state and territory 
governments with support from the Commonwealth Government.  

§ This means that the early education experience of children differs 
dramatically depending on both the service type they attend and the state in 
which they live.  
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§ All early education and care services use the same curriculum framework 
(Early Years Learning Framework) and must meet the same quality standards 
(National Quality Standard), but there are substantial differences in how 
these services are funded and administered because of the silo they 
emanate from (early education or care). 

§ One of the fallacies that has grown because of the historical separation of 
education and care is that preschools and kindergartens, because of their 
traditionally shorter operating hours, do not contribute towards women’s 
participation in the workforce. NSW community-based preschools report 
that the majority of their parents work whilst their child is attending 
preschool. One parent either works shorter hours or after preschool care is 
handled by other family members, other parents or through use of before 
and after preschool care or out of school hours care services.  

§ We need differing types of care to suit the choices of individual families. 
Some families prefer for children to be in formal early education for fewer 
hours while they are young and arrange their work patterns to take this into 
account. Others have no option but to seek more extended hours. Both 
need service types that meet their needs while providing early education to 
their children. It is important that public policy does not preference full time 
longer hours of education and care over shorter hours. 

§ We need families to have access to low cost education and care regardless 
of which setting they choose to have that delivered in.  

§ We need properly funded education and care without the duplication of 
funding systems by state and Commonwealth Governments. 

 
 
Lisa Bryant 
6 October 2019 
 
Lisa_bryant@bigpond.com  


