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Early Learning Association Australia (ELAA) is a peak body which works in partnership with early 
learning providers and parents to deliver our vision of excellence in learning for every child. Our 
diverse membership base of over 550 service providers managing services at nearly 1,200 
locations includes early years management organisations, independent kindergartens, local 
governments, long day care services, government and independent schools and out of school 
hours care programs. 

ELAA welcomes the opportunity to provide this submission on behalf of our members on the 
review of the Universal Access National Partnership (UANP).   

1. Achievement of the Objectives, Outcomes and Outputs of the UANP 

The UANP recognises the critical role of early childhood and the collective responsibility of the 
Commonwealth, the States and the Territories for the future of our children.  

The achievements of the UANP have been remarkable. Nationally, the proportion of children in 
Australia enrolled in 600 hours of preschool in the year before school jumped from 12 per cent 
to more than 91 per cent, which is the fastest increase in the OECD (Early Learning: Everyone 
Benefits, 2017; OECD, 2017). The result was very close to the target of 95 per cent set by the 
National Partnership Agreement with all states and territories apart from New South Wales 
achieving it.  

The UANP, first signed in 2008, has been extended numerous times and the Commonwealth has 
committed to continue their funding arrangements until December 2020. The achievements of 
UANP have been made despite the long-standing uncertainty affecting services, educators and 
ultimately parents and their children caused by the year-on-year extensions. 

2. UANP Data Collection  

Currently there is no single overview of a child’s interactions with key childhood services. In 
Victoria, Child Link is being established at a state level to provide a single child profile for every 
child in the state to capture factual data about enrolment and participation in government 
services. The system will draw key information from existing systems across both government 
agencies and child-focussed service providers and will enable a set of authorised users to 
identify whether a child is experiencing certain vulnerabilities.  

Data and evidence need to be available at the local, state and national levels so as to inform 
service planning and policy development. An example of a robust data set can be found in 
Denmark, which uses administrative registers to collect whole of population data across child 
care, health, education and employment. An examination of the data in the child care and 
education registers found that the quality of the child care centre impacted positively on later 
educational outcomes (Bauchmüller et al, 2014). 
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Broadening out the data collected and examining the role of planning and child wellbeing will 
ensure that services are available in a timely way and address vulnerabilities early with long-
term benefits to the child and Australia as a whole. 

3. Efficiency, effectiveness and equity of current funding, measurement and performance 
arrangements 

Access to high quality services in Australia is not equal. There is an opportunity divide between 
wealthy and poor communities, cities and remote towns, and children who are from different 
cultural backgrounds (O’Connell et al, 2016; Tayler, 2016). ELAA welcomes any opportunities to 
improving funding for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children, children in regional and 
remote areas, and children experiencing vulnerability and disadvantage, such as providing free 
or low-cost access to services to those who need it most.  

The review paper asks for perspectives on the appropriateness of performance-tied funding 
framework. Service quality in early childhood is critical. Children who attend higher quality 
services, with highly skilled and well supported educators have better literacy and numeracy 
outcomes and consequently better future earnings (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2014; Fox and 
Geddes, 2016). Quality also plays a protective role for children against some of the risks 
associated with disadvantages in early childhood (Hall et at 2009; Hall et al, 2013).  

Performance frameworks can have merit and contribute to services directing their energies to 
performance improvements; however, they also raise significant questions. In areas of social 
advantage, it will be easier for services to achieve desired outcomes. In areas of social 
disadvantage small gains can be enormously significant, being delivered in a context of multiple 
and magnified challenges, including recruiting quality staff. There are also concerns that services 
look to perform only as they are measured.   This possibility risks losing the holistic approach 
centrally linked to developing all children, their sense of identity, autonomy and providing 
quality play-based learning environments. If a framework is to be developed, ELAA would prefer 
that the outcomes described in the National Quality Standards are adopted as the basis of 
measurement.   

4. Meeting the needs of local communities or different cohorts of children 

The Lifting Our Game report (Pascoe and Brennan, 2017) identified the ongoing problem of 
inequity of access to early learning. It is the children of families which are disadvantaged and 
experiencing vulnerability who stand to reap the greatest benefits from early childhood 
education. Barriers exist for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children, children whose 
families are from cultural and linguistically diverse backgrounds who may not speak English, do 
not understand the value of preschool or who do not feel welcomed by their local services, 
families who do have the means to get their children to the local service and children with a 
disability or developmental delay. Cost is often a barrier for those living in poverty and have 
insecure housing.  

Targeted early learning can have a significant positive impact on the IQ and social and emotional 
wellbeing of the most vulnerable children (Tseng et al, 2019). Early Childhood Australia and 
SNAICC – National Voice for our Children recently released a joint report which identified the 
range of barriers to First Nations children which were categorised as:  

• Individual barriers: such as income, employment, housing instability and health  
• Service barriers: service quality and cultural competency  
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• Social and neighbourhood characteristics: transient communities, poor living conditions or 
community isolation  

• Cultural barriers: centred on lack of trust and low cultural competency (ECA and SNAICC, 
2019)  

Quality instructional support in play environments is most closely associated with cognitive and 
academic growth. The E4Kids study found that there was a consistently lower level of 
instructional support provided to children in areas of lowest socio-economic status with the 
result that children could be as much as 3–5 months behind their peers (Tayler, 2016). High 
quality early learning is ‘an equitable and cost-effective way to improve each child’s learning 
outcomes’, ameliorating vulnerabilities and ensuring all children are ready to start school 
(Department of Education and Training, 2019). Attracting the right workforce to areas of 
disadvantage requires a structured response as part of a broader workforce strategy. 

Central to the quality provision of early childhood education is a skilled, supported and valued 
workforce. A multi-pronged workforce development strategy would sustainably raise standards 
and enhance the sector’s professional culture to deliver improved educational outcomes for 
children when it matters most for their future. The strategy should be informed by the learnings 
from the national Early Years Workforce Development Strategy (Standing Council on School 
Education and Early Childhood, 2012) and the Queensland Department of Education and 
Training’s Workforce Action Plan (2016). 

In 2018/2019 Budget Based Funded program services transitioned to alternative funding 
arrangements, such as the Community Child Care Fund, Department of Social Service and 
Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet (Senate Committee: Education and Employment, 
Budget Estimates 2018-2019). The impact of changes in funding arrangements including on 
attendance and participation should be reviewed to ensure that children’s access has not been 
detrimentally impacted by these changed arrangements. 

As at 30 June 2019, 52 percent of ECEC services in Australia were privately operated, up from 43 
percent on 30 June 2013 (ACECQA, 2019). If the trends continue, private providers could reach 
up to 70 percent of the sector by 2030. Not-for-profit organisations are generally provided in 
areas where the is no opportunity for profit and contribute to the social fabric of a community 
through their engagement of families. With the capacity to provide attractive add-on services 
that appeal to those with the ability to pay more for child care, private providers can attract a 
market-share which makes publicly-funded services unviable and disadvantages those who 
cannot afford higher fees. Private providers will also leave an area which proves unviable leaving 
children and their families without access to services and an expectation that governments and 
the not-for-profit sector will respond.  

ELAA would also encourage a review of the contribution of not-for-profit and private providers 
to the sector to ensure that access to quality services is not impacted by an increasingly market-
based approach to service provision.   

5. Future arrangements 

ELAA and its members are committed to a principle-based design and delivery of early childhood 
education and care. The following principles are informed by the Ten Principles for an Early 
Childhood Education State (Early Learning Association Australia, 2015). 
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Any reforms to funding, design and delivery of the early childhood sector should: 

• Be based on the Uniting Nations Conventions of the Rights of the Child, placing the child 
and their rights at the centre of the system, irrespective of the actions of their parents 

• Be evidence-based to inform continuing excellence in early childhood education 
• Be informed by barriers that result in disadvantage for vulnerable children and families, 

including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander groups; supports socially, culturally and 
linguistically inclusive practices; and expands inclusion support 

• Reflect the evidence of the value of quality early childhood education to address 
disadvantage and the role it plays in the nation’s social and economic health and well-
being 

• Demonstrate respect for and collaboration with families and the community to ensure 
accessibility for all children 

• Facilitate collaboration between child-centred and adult-centred services 
• Ensure a thriving and sustainable service sector which meets the needs of the local 

community  
• Communicate the benefits of early learning to parents and the broader community 
• Feature a qualified, professional workforce which is valued and fairly remunerated 
• Be based on the criticality of quality of education as a key determinant of long-term 

outcomes for children  
• Operate within an enabling policy and regulatory environment. 

 

6. Two years of preschool 

Australia can have a more equitable and better educated society if all children attend two years 
of preschool. Currently Commonwealth funding for universal access for four-year-olds is only 
guaranteed until December 2020 while access for three-year olds is limited and varies 
depending on which state or territory a child lives in. There is overwhelming evidence of the 
positive outcomes of two years of preschool:  

• Starting preschool at age three is the one time in life when children who are behind in 
their learning can catch up to their peers (Fox and Geddes, 2016)  

• With their children attending preschool, more parents would enter the workforce, 
increasing Australia’s productivity (Pascoe and Brennan, 2018)  

• All children’s school results improve with two years of preschool and Australia’s 
declining performance in international benchmark testing will be turned around 
(Taggart et al, 2015)  

• Adults who have had two years of preschool are more likely to go on to further 
education, to be employed and earn more (Taggart et al, 2014; Broekhuizen et al. 2016; 
PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2014)  

• The national costs of education, justice and health are reduced resulting in overall 
savings (Pascoe and Brennan, 2018)  

• Increased net GDP of up to $30 billion cumulative to 2050 (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 
2014).  

 
The combined effect of these benefits will lead Australia to be more innovative and competitive 
with a more adaptable and capable workforce (Pascoe and Brennan, 2018). Permanent funding 
of four-year-old preschool will remove the damaging effects of long-term uncertainty and 
provide the necessary foundation for the sector to prepare for growth. 
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Although an estimated 21 per cent of three-year-olds currently attend teacher-led preschool in 
Australia, 68 percent attend early education/child care. Building the capacity of the child care 
sector to provide teacher-led play-based learning is a cost-effective means of beginning to 
implement this change. 
 
A new National Partnership Agreement which commits to long-term planning and funding to 
expand the education offering to two years of preschool for all children will bring tangible 
benefits. The new agreement must outline:  

• Agreed targets  
• Design a preschool program which considers ratios, size of the groups, and curriculum  
• Plan to grow the infrastructure  
• Develop a workforce strategy to recruit, develop, support and retain teachers and 

educators  
• Drive improved quality under the National Quality Framework  
• Re-design the Child Care Subsidy so children’s access to early learning is not dependent 

on whether their parents are working  
• Address the barriers to participation such as language and cultural barriers, transport, 

disability and family functioning and support  
• Promote the benefits of early learning to ensure take-up by families.  

 
Two years of non-compulsory preschool, of a minimum of 15 hours per week, will give children 
the best start for their futures and make for a fair and smart Australia. It will require all 
Australian governments to work together with the sector. 
 

7. Structural reform of education and care 

The Australian system of early childhood education and care is a dichotomy which reflects our 
history. Preschools began in the 1890s, inspired by the German kindergarten movement, and 
had an educational focus designed to prepare children for school whereas child care was 
established in the early 1900s with nurseries or creches as a form of welfare support which 
would allow mothers and in particular single mothers to work (McGurk 1996).  
 
There have been some significant steps towards integrating the two streams. Both child care 
and kindergarten/preschools operate under the National Quality Framework (NQF) and the 
Early Years Learning Framework. The NQF has played a key role in elevating childcare provision 
to a professional level and in recognising the formative educational role it plays in the lives of 
children. The Early Years Learning Framework has established a common curriculum across the 
early education and care sector with clear learning outcomes.  
 
Globally, it is accepted that education and care are two sides to the same coin, and cannot be 
separated, that children learn from birth irrespective of the settings in which they are cared for. 
In Australia the distinctions between the two sectors remain, however, and understandably, 
families are sometimes confused about the difference between ‘care’, which is associated with 
long day care and ‘education’ which is associated with kindergarten/preschool.  
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The separation is most evident in the way in which these services are funded. Preschool or 
kindergarten funding is a joint Commonwealth-State/Territory responsibility while funding for 
childcare is direct from Commonwealth to providers through a Child Care Subsidy and is directly 
linked to parental participation in the workforce (or related activity such as study, training or 
volunteering). There is no evidence for this current policy. In fact, the evidence shows that 
children who are vulnerable are the least likely to have access to three-year-old preschool and 
the most likely to benefit from it (Fox and Geddes, 2016). The right of the child to participate in 
early childhood education should be independent of the actions of their parents (over which 
they have no control).  
 
Quality of education is a key determinant of long-term outcomes for children (Hall et al, 2009) 
and quality is linked to qualifications. There is an opportunity to bridge this critical gap between 
long day care and preschool by providing top-up funding for bachelor qualified teachers to 
contribute to educational planning and thereby derive the full benefits of quality education and 
care of preschool across ‘child care’ settings.  
 
A unified policy framework for early childhood education and care would set the future of the 
sector by:  

• Recognising the critical contribution early learning can make to a child’s future during 
their first five years when up to ninety percent of brain development takes place  

• Communicating the benefits of early childhood education to parents and to the broader 
community  

• Ensuring consistent quality by increasing the qualifications of those in program 
leadership roles  

• Reducing confusion across the two systems with common funding parameters.  
 
A single policy framework will deliver outcomes for children, families and for the Australian 
economy. 
 

8. Commitment to quality 

A new national agreement which provides an ongoing commitment to the National Quality 
Framework is necessary for Australia’s early childhood education and care sector.  
 
The Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority (ACECQA) plays a critical role 
driving continuous quality improvement in the implementation of the National Quality 
Framework and the National Quality Standards. ELAA believes that ACECQA must be retained as 
a separate entity and not absorbed into the Australian Institute for Teaching and School 
Leadership. Integration into a school-focussed institute would result in a dilution of the critical 
functions ACECQA contributes to the children’s education and care service system. 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 

ELAA makes the following seven recommendations on behalf of its members:  
1. The review is informed by the principles outlined in section 5 
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2. The UANP provides an ongoing commitment to preschool education for children in the 
year before school 

3. UANP establishes a timeframe for children to access preschool in the two years before 
school 

4. UANP to provide an integrated framework for early childhood education and care 
5. UANP to ensure access to high quality services through the ongoing funding of ACECQA 

and funding to States and Territories to fulfil their responsibilities 
6. A review of the role of not-for-profit and for-profit services in the delivery of early 

childhood education and care 
7. The development of a comprehensive workforce strategy. 
 

If you have any questions, please contact Lisa Minchin, ELAA Advocacy and Grants Lead, on: 

• P - 03 9411 4124 
• E - lminchin@elaa.org.au.    

Lisa’s days of work are Monday, Tuesday and Thursday. 

 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
David Worland 
Chief Executive Officer  
Early Learning Association Australia 
 

mailto:lminchin@elaa.org.au
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