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SUMMARY

What has worked well

 � INCREASED ACCESS: The Universal Access 
National Partnership (UANP) has seen participation in 
early childhood education increase in the year before 
school from just over 80 percent to over  
90 percent in a decade. The number of hours children 
are enrolled has also steadily increased over time, 
rising from two thirds of children enrolling for at least 
15 hours in 2012 to over 96 percent in 2017. A key 
strength of the UANP is the focus on cost not being 
a barrier to participation in education in the year 
before full time school, which has greatly increased 
participation of children from disadvantaged and 
vulnerable backgrounds. 

 � NEW SERVICES: In New South Wales, under the 
Start Strong banner, funding was provided to build 
additional preschools to ensure growing demand 
could be met.

For improvement

1. TWO YEARS OF PRESCHOOL The current 
arrangement provides for 15 hrs of preschool before 
primary school year. The OECD’s Program for 
International Student Assessment shows children 
who do not attend preschool rank about 450 points 
on a reading performance ranking by age 15. By 
contrast, children who do one year of preschool rank 
480 and children who do more than two years rank 
over 500 points.  
 
Australia is already lagging behind the rest of the 
world by offering only one year of preschool for 
most children when two years is regarded as the 
international standard in developed economies. 

2. EXTENDING THE UANP TO 2 YEARS FOR 
CHILDREN DEALING WITH COMPLEX ISSUES 
OR LIVING IN VULNERABLE CIRCUMSTANCES 
IS CRITICAL While UANP has increased access,  
the rates of participation are still low in some areas.  

 
Evidence suggests that services require time to build 
respectful relationships with families dealing with 
complex issues in order to strengthen participation 
and engagement.

3. FUNDING TO DEVELOP AND IMPLEMENT AN 
EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION WORKFORCE 
STRATEGY The previous workforce strategy for the 
sector has expired and there is currently no strategy 
in place. Teacher qualification is a key indicator 
under the UANP but with the significant growth in 
the sector, and an anticipated increase in enrolments 
and participation, children are at risk of not having 
access to qualified teachers. This is particularly 
the case for children from disadvantaged and 
vulnerable, or ATSI backgrounds.  
 
It is important to develop a workforce strategy in 
partnership with key stakeholders. This requires 
coordination and funding at a commonwealth level.

4. FUNDING FOR PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
Evidence suggests that low to medium quality 
services can actually create harm for children 
dealing with complex challenges or in vulnerable 
circumstances.  
 
In the absence of a workforce strategy and the 
challenging pay scale issue, funds need to be 
allocated towards professional development so  
that the quality of services in the sector continue 
to be high and enable the delivery of strong 
outcomes for children.

5. INCLUDE MOBILE PRESCHOOLS IN 
THE UANP In some jurisdictions mobile preschools 
are not eligible for accessing this funding. Mobile 
preschools are a life vein for many remote and 
rural communities. They are provided by qualified 
educators and support many children. The funding 
will ensure their ongoing sustainability.

6. CAPITAL FUNDING Continue to support and 
provide capital funding under the UANP to support 
establishing new services and/or extending existing 
services to meet community needs. 

    

https://www.oecd.org/education/school/Early-Learning-Matters-Project-Brochure.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/school/Early-Learning-Matters-Project-Brochure.pdf
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RESPONSE TO 
CONSULTATION 
QUESTIONS

How has the UANP performed 
against its policy objectives, 
outcomes and outputs?

The National Partnership has seen participation in 
early childhood education increase in the year before 
school from just over 80 percent to over 90 percent in a 
decade. The number of hours children are enrolled for 
has also steadily increased over time, rising from two 
thirds of children enrolling for at least 15 hours in 2012 
to over 96 percent in 2017. (www.pc.gov.au/research/
ongoing/report-on-government-services/2019/child-care-
education-and-training/early-childhood-education-and-
care, also 2014 one). This is a considerable achievement 
that should not be underestimated.

A key strength of the National Partnership is the focus on 
removing the cost barrier to participation in education in 
the year before full time school. The National Partnership 
has unfolded in different ways across jurisdictions – in 
New South Wales it has supported initiatives under the 
Start Strong banner including sector development and 
quality improvement.  Further, funding was provided to 
build additional preschools to ensure growing demand 
could be met, and to ensure children with a disability 
could be supported.

The provision of additional funding has supported 
service sustainability and continuous improvement. 
Whilst flexibility in funding allocations has supported 
jurisdictions to address their individual needs, it would 
be optimal if all children could access preschool at 
low cost in a setting that suits their needs – be it a 
community preschool or in a long daycare setting. 

https://www.pc.gov.au/research/ongoing/report-on-government-services/2019/child-care-education-and-training/early-childhood-education-and-care
https://www.pc.gov.au/research/ongoing/report-on-government-services/2019/child-care-education-and-training/early-childhood-education-and-care
https://www.pc.gov.au/research/ongoing/report-on-government-services/2019/child-care-education-and-training/early-childhood-education-and-care
https://www.pc.gov.au/research/ongoing/report-on-government-services/2019/child-care-education-and-training/early-childhood-education-and-care
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CELA MEMBERS SAID

CELA members indicate that the national partnership 
funding has enabled them to develop learning programs  
catered to the needs of children in the year before 
school. 

Over 70 percent of members increased the hours of their 
service, over half enrolled more children and  
one in ten introduced a preschool program

CELA members have seen their services grow to meet 
community demand, including an increase in children 
from low socio-economic backgrounds. Over sixty percent 
of members surveyed cite that more vulnerable children 
are attending their services in the year before school as a 
result of the additional funding, and most members report 
improved school readiness.
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Members indicate the significant challenges facing some 
children entering their services due to their high level 
of vulnerability. Some educators see huge changes in 
children’s development in the year before school; in 
particular where services have had the capacity to refer 
to specialist services:

“Families are able to be referred to specialist services 
where needed (Speech being the main referral) prior to 
attending ‘big school’, lessening the burden on teachers 
during term 1.”

However, some service providers also reflected that 
children are likely to only attend one year, due to limited 
service capacity for 3 year olds, which reduces the 
quality of the relationship with educators and limits the 
outcomes achieved.
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How appropriate are the 
UANP’s performance indicators, 
benchmarks and targets?

The performance indicators, benchmarks and targets 
were appropriate as the early childhood education 
sector grew to accommodate the influx of children in the 
year before school. Priority now needs to shift to more 
meaningful measures beyond enrolment. This includes 
measures of attendance, and the quality of services 
provided. 

We know that to achieve the gains from early childhood 
education, children need to attend a program regularly, 
and the program needs to be delivered by a trained 
teacher or educator. There are significant concerns on 
each of these fronts across Australia.

Performance indicators, and commensurate funding, 
need to move to support all children to attend quality 
early learning in the year before school. This requires 
an additional focus on workforce development across 
the country, to ensure that there is a sufficiently trained 
workforce to realise the benefits of early learning. 

Current exemptions for centres in remote areas,  
whilst with cause, may increase the gap in achievement 
between metropolitan and remote children. Significant 
resources need to be invested to devise workforce 
models appropriate for a range of locations that also 
support quality delivery.

All children benefit from attending early childhood 
education and care, although we know the most 
vulnerable children benefit the most. Although it is 
concerning that not all children are able to attend  
15 hours of preschool, careful consideration must be 
given to mechanisms used to encourage attendance. 

A range of studies have examined outcomes from 
attendance and found that attendance, even for 
short periods, leads to cognitive and developmental 
outcomes (https://openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au/
bitstream/1885/140346/1/Working_Paper_103-15_0.pdf).  
In an effort to support increased attendance, 
governments must be mindful not to discourage shorter 
attendance if this is all that families, and children, can 
manage. This is especially important given that early 
learning is voluntary – families and children are not 
compelled to attend.

CELA MEMBERS SAID

CELA members are concerned that “Learning objectives and improved life trajectories for children will be negatively 
impacted with any reduction or removal of Universal Access partnership as children receive fewer hours of quality early 
childhood interaction and supported collaboration with peers and their community. “

In particular, the national partnership is critical for children from vulnerable backgrounds and any reduction in funding could 
see vulnerable children fall further behind: “Children from vulnerable backgrounds, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
children and those identified as equity children will lose opportunities to attend a quality preschool program due to higher 
costs and reduced accessibility as business structures change. Families will be disadvantaged as the quality education they 
seek for their children increases in cost, reduces in availability and potentially becomes less flexible to their needs.“

https://openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au/bitstream/1885/140346/1/Working_Paper_103-15_0.pdf
https://openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au/bitstream/1885/140346/1/Working_Paper_103-15_0.pdf
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The reasons for low attendance need to be examined 
and understood, often at a local level, in order to tailor 
solutions to meet these reasons. For example, we 
understand children in long daycare are more likely to 
attend their 15 hours of early learning – this is probably 
because children in long daycare are enrolled in more 
than 15 hours of care. A child enrolled for three days 
could attend two days and meet their 15 hours. 

As part of a focus on improving attendance, attendance 
data needs to be based on actual attendance rather than 
calculated during one census week alone.

A variety of options could be supported to increase the 
attendance rates, particularly of vulnerable learners who 
may not attend regularly due to reasons such as illness, 
family mental health, lack of money for transport or 
food or cultural reasons. Some of these reasons can be 
addressed directly, such as money for transport, funding 
mobile services or providing food at services. Others are 
more difficult and may point to the need for children to 
receive 20-25 hours of preschool enrollment per week to 
ensure they average 15 hours per week over the course 
of the year.
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How efficient and effective 
are the current UANP funding 
arrangements?

The UANP is a useful framework in providing a national 
architecture to achieve the goal of every child having 
access to quality early childhood education in the year 
before school. It is reliant on other aspects of national 
architecture, such as the National Quality Framework, to 
support provision of quality education to all children.

A key drawback on the current UANP funding 
arrangements are their short term nature. This means 
services cannot plan for long term reform, including 
investing in multi-year professional development. This 
creates large inefficiencies as it is not possible to engage 
in long term planning with communities to address areas 
of disadvantage. It is most acutely felt by staff who are 
engaged on fixed term contracts. The fixed term nature 

of funding limits the capacity of services to engage staff 
in hard-to-staff locations, and limits development of 
longer term innovative solutions.

The current fixed term models also limits investment in 
the broader earlier childhood workforce including allied 
health services to ensure children’s needs are met before 
they attend school. The current AEDC figures show the 
high level of children having unassessed additional needs 
when entering school, especially if they come from 
a low socio-economic, rural or regional background. 
Addressing unmet needs and intervening early is a key 
part of overcoming disadvantage – but services need 
to know they will have continuity of funding to do this. 
Consideration needs to be given to additional resourcing 
that may be needed particularly in areas where accessing 
allied health services is challenging.

The current NP funding has encouraged sector 
development and a focus on quality and inclusion  
in New South Wales.

CELA MEMBERS SAID

CELA members are highly supportive of the funding provided under the national partnership, and contend it has 
supported them to provide quality programs for a variety of children:

“Since the implementation of Universal Access we have seen an increase in participation in the program for all children. It 
has provided children with the opportunity to be better prepared for formal schooling for several reasons including being 
used to fund longer days, routine, increased opportunities for learning and skill development, friendship development, 
family engagement in the site. It would be an utter tragedy and disgrace to lose this vital program for our children, who are 
the future of our country.”

Members cite longer hours as important to build better relationships with families and children:

“Children gain more from the program due to being present for a longer time each day.” 

However, they raise concerns at three year olds sometimes missing out on access due to a lack of capacity, the need for 
funding stability, and additional access for some children:

“Children need two years of funding; children who are coming from disadvantaged homes need additional hours per week 
to ensure they are given the same opportunities as other children. Preschools need basic operational funding to ensure we 
can offer stable employment”



- 9 -

As stated previously, some cohorts of children are more 
readily able to participate in preschool than others. It is 
important that any performance-tied funding framework 
does not further disadvantage services that already face 
significant challenges getting children to engage in early 
learning. The funding framework needs to acknowledge 
and fund the additional costs that may be involved 
in engaging some groups of children, and to reward 
increases in ongoing attendance rather than attendance 
in a census week. This would need to be set at a granular 
level, given the different barriers facing different cohorts 
of families and children.
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What are the contexts in which 
the UANP has been designed, 
delivered and monitored?

It is vitally important that the context in which the 
National Partnership operates is understood and 
taken into account in future funding agreements. It is a 
strength of the agreement that it funds participation in 
a variety of settings. However, the flexibility to deliver 
the National Partnership in a variety of settings is a 
strength not realised in reality in some communities, 
given the disparity in cost between attending community 
preschool and long daycare. 

Consideration needs to be given to services facing 
barriers to participation, including services in remote 
areas and services with large numbers of vulnerable 
children. Whilst the level of developmental vulnerability 
is around one in five children, this level increases the 
further from the city you travel, and according to the 
socio-economic status of communities. The challenge 
and cost of supporting participation in early learning 
in the year before school is much higher in remote and 
vulnerable communities.

The monitoring of the National Partnership, as discussed 
previously, was appropriate in its formative phase. More 
detailed data would support a greater understanding of 
who accesses early learning, of what quality, and at what 
level. Ideally this would be supported by funding and 
evaluation of practices to support improvements in these 
measures over time.

If the National Partnership was to cease, with 
Commonwealth funding no longer provided for early 
learning in a variety of settings, CELA is concerned 
that disadvantaged learners could miss out. It is likely 
that services would reduce their hours of delivery, and 
in some cases (particularly regional settings) may no 
longer be viable. This would further widen the already 
large achievement gaps between regional and rural and 
metropolitan Australia. 

CELA MEMBERS SAID

CELA members have indicated that without 
support provided through the National 
Partnership, their capacity to provide a quality 
service would be diminished.

Most members said they would reduce hours 
and staffing and increase fees. One third of 
respondents would continue to offer 15 hours by 
levying families higher fees.

“There would have to be a close look at 
opportunities and funding for children and 
families as well as staffing requirements. Nothing 
would be “set”, but everything would have to be 
looked at closely re viability.” 

Around 10 percent of services, particularly 
those in low socio economic and small rural 
communities, indicated they would be unlikely 
to be viable and would need to stop offering 
preschool.

“Our preschool is in a LGA that is considered very 
disadvantaged. Universal Access funding has been 
really significant for our community. Families were 
previously not prioritising preschool as it was not 
affordable. The National Partnership has offered 
a life blood to our community. Australia’s first 
economic analysis of early childhood education 
found when we spend in the sector, we get double 
our money back”.

“We are in a rural community where lots of 
families are dealing with hardship due to the 
water issues. If we couldn’t provide subsided 
fees for our preschool program many of those 
families would not be able to attend. We all 
know how important Early Years Education is 
and how it sets children up to succeed in life. 
It also provides a safe space for children in 
our community to come away from the daily 
struggles and just be children”.
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What improvements to current 
arrangements are possible and 
appropriate?

A range of improvements to the current arrangements 
are both possible and appropriate. We have grouped 
these in terms of improvements to support access, 
quality and monitoring.

Improvements to support access

In general terms, there is a highly compelling argument 
for the Commonwealth to increase funding for universal 
access. This would enable states and territories to 
capture the children who are not participating in early 
education due to parents not meeting the Activity Test, 
not willing or able to complete the online process and 
the lack of utilisation of the safety net.

Mobile preschools can provide quality access where 
it is not viable or possible to have a centre based 
service— including vulnerable, disadvantaged, remote 
and indigenous communities. However, there are 
considerable operational issues involving travel time, 
which means children do not reach their 600 hour target. 
With additional funding for staffing and vans, the 600 
hours could be met across a range of communities.

By travelling to communities, mobile services are already 
a strong contributor to universal access. With a greater 
commitment to secure funding, the mobile sector would 
be able to achieve greater participation through growing 

their service provision. While many mobile services do 
not meet the requirement of providing 600 hours, they 
are instrumental in providing flexible access for many 
families. Consideration should be given to increasing 
funding to reduce fees, purchase additional vans and 
employ more staff. This would enable mobile services to 
attend communities more often, enabling them to reach 
600 hours of early education for children

Cost continues to be a barrier for families in remote 
and disadvantaged areas. Fees are often higher in 
Mobile services due to funding restraints and this can 
limit families’ ability to attend.  Families in these areas 
also have the additional cost of fuel and travel time, 
making the out of pocket cost of attending preschool 
significantly higher than their urban counterpart. Further 
to this, Mobile services do not have the same capacity 
to reduce fees as centre-based preschools. This creates 
an environment in areas of low population where centre 
based preschool fees are lower than Mobile Preschools 
servicing the area. This creates viability issues for Mobile 
services and an unnecessarily competitive environment.

MCSA believes that Mobile services are better placed 
to meet the requirements of universal access now that 
mobile services are coming under assessment and rating 
and aligning to the national regulations. It follows that 
these services should be included in the definition of a 
quality early childhood education program.

MCSA believes the Universal Partnership is vital to achieve 
quality in early education across Australia. With a greater 
emphasis on mobile services within the national partnership 
agreement, the desired outcomes will be reached.
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Improvements to support quality

A new national agreement needs to range for a long 
time period, as per the schools agreement. This would 
enable services to plan and innovate, and to invest in 
staff. It may help support workforce development due to 
the capacity to provide ongoing employment. Services 
could establish long term plans with community partners 
to address community needs and to progress longer 
term quality improvement plans. 

It needs to have ambitious goals regarding quality 
and outcomes to support all learners to progress. 
The agreement should focus on improving levels of 
developmental vulnerability including targeting additional 
funding for high needs communities to support early 
identification, and addressing additional needs.

A new agreement needs to be accompanied by a 
national workforce strategy. The gulf between outcomes 
in regional and rural areas and metropolitan areas will 
continue to widen whilst centres cannot access trained 
staff, and while they receive special exemptions due 
to this fact. Funding for innovative methods of service 
provision, professional development and upskilling, 
needs to feature as part of a workforce strategy 
to ensure all children can access high quality early 
childhood education.

A new agreement should support ongoing quality 
improvement to ensure that services are supported 
to develop and that all learners have access to quality 
early education. Consideration should be given to how 
to support a quality improvement process, including 
incentivising services to continually progress quality and 
what mechanisms should exist for services that do not 
meet quality benchmarks over time.

Monitoring to support participation 
and quality

As highlighted previously, a shift needs to be made from 
enrolment as a performance target, to participation and 
quality. In saying this, CELA is cognisant of the differing 
starting points of centres and communities. We would 
welcome a data framework that supports improvement 
over time in participation and funds, and that shares 
learnings about ways to meet family and children’s needs 
to support ongoing participation.

For some learners, provision of a higher number of 
preschool hours would enable children to meet the 
15 hours a week benchmark.  Despite best efforts to 
encourage attendance, it is likely that some children 
will not be able to always attend their 15 hours per 
week, due to reasons including cultural, family instability 
or illness. Consideration should be given to enabling 
vulnerable children to be funded for additional hours per 
week to ensure they can maximise their outcomes form 
early learning. 
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CELA MEMBERS SAID

Consideration needs to be given to funding 
an additional year of preschool to fully realise 
the benefits of improving early childhood 
development before children commence school: 

“I believe that it is vital that 3 year olds are 
also fully funded under this partnership  in the 
future. The strong relationships and outcomes 
that are delivered to families, children  and the 
community are developed over time “.  

By funding 4 year old preschool, some 3 year 
olds have missed out on access – providing two 
years of funding would be optimal.

CELA members strongly support a continued 
and growing investment in preschool, arguing: 

“The overall cost to the nation of not investing 
in quality preschool education is substantially 
greater as children grow and mature into 
adults. Investing in the first 5 years of life has 
proven benefits academically for the nation, 
but more importantly socially, as the process of 
creating connected, empathetic and actively 
engaged citizens begins in early childhood with 
a strong foundation in respect, decision-making, 
negotiation and compassion. All of these are the 
base of a quality preschool program offered for 
15 hours a week or more”.



www.mcsa.org.au

www.cela.org.au

www.uow.edu.au/social-sciences/schools-entities/early-start

http://www.mcsa.org.au
http://www.uow.edu.au/social-sciences/schools-entities/early-start

